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In recent years, cries for reform in science teacher education have come from 

many directions.  Teachers often leave the profession after a few years, and the teachers 

that stay are perceived as insufficiently prepared for the challenges they will face.  One 

pervasive problem is that teachers themselves are rarely consulted in efforts to reform 

science teacher education.  This study is an attempt to address that lack of input, by 

investigating the “lived reality” of prospective science teachers and trying to see the 

process through their eyes, to discover what they wanted and needed from their teacher 

preparation program, and to assess how well their preservice program met those needs.  

During the semester of their student teaching, six prospective teachers were asked 

questions about their experiences and asked to reflect on their preservice education.  The 

researcher continued to follow the progress of one of the cohort members through his first 

year as a full-time teacher with a series of interviews.  The study revealed a number of 

skills and attitudes that the student teachers felt were essential to their success: a sense of 

“caring,” classroom management skills, organizational skills, and science content 

knowledge.  Unfortunately, the study also reveals that the student teachers also felt that 

their preservice education did very little to help meet these needs.  Also disturbing was 

the fact that all but one of the student teachers had bad experiences with their cooperating 

host teachers.  
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The study makes a number of suggestions for improving teacher preparation.  

Field experiences need to be frequent, and varied, with extensive opportunities for 

reflection on those experiences.  Also, teacher education programs should more closely 

integrate the three elements of preservice education: extensive field experiences, courses 

in education theory, and courses in science content.  Student teachers need at least one 

mentor who is dedicated to their success, and is not in a position to evaluate them.  The 

results of this study should provide affirmation to innovative teacher preparation 

programs, such as the UTeach Program at the University of Texas at Austin.
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Chapter 1 -- The Problem

Introduction

In recent years, cries for reform in education in general, including science 

education, have come from many directions.  Indeed, science education has been in an 

almost constant state of "crisis" since the 1970's.  One aspect of this multi-faceted “crisis” 

that should be of concern to teacher educators is a perceived shortage of qualified, 

competent science teachers at the secondary level.  In the 1990’s, 61% of high schools 

reported difficulties in finding qualified science teachers (National Science Teacher 

Association, 2000).  The percentage jumped to 95% in urban areas (Council of Great City 

Schools, 2000).

Ingersoll (2001) and Ingersoll and Smith (2003) do not lay the blame for this 

shortage upon the “usual suspects” of increased student enrollments or the “graying” of 

the teacher community and its attendant retirements.  Rather, they see the cause as 

attrition in the ranks of newer teachers.  Ingersoll and Smith (2003) estimate that between 

40 and 50 percent of teachers leave the profession in the first five years. Boe, Bobbitt, 

and Cook (1997) note that high attrition rates for beginning teachers are even higher for 

teachers in the fields of science, mathematics, and special education.  

Ingersoll and Smith (2003) liken increased efforts to recruit new teachers to 

pouring increased amounts of water into a bucket riddled with holes.  Until the “holes” of 

teacher attrition are plugged, efforts such as aggressive recruiting and alternative 

certification will do little to ease the teacher shortage.  In an effort to ferret out the causes 

of attrition, Ingersoll and Smith compiled survey data on over 2,000 teachers who were 

leaving the teaching profession, and a slightly smaller number who were moving to 

another school, inquiring as to why they were changing jobs.  Respondents could give 

more than one reason.  Many cited layoffs or personal and family concerns, situations that 

teacher education cannot be reasonably expected to address.  However, almost 39 percent 
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of respondents reported that they were going into a profession other than teaching (that 

they presumably found more appealing) and almost 29 percent simply said that they were 

dissatisfied with teaching.  When further pressed for reasons, members of this last group 

cited some situations that again teacher education cannot be expected to address, such as 

poor salary (78.5%) and poor administrative support (26.1%).  On the other hand, 

substantial percentages reported concerns such as student discipline problems (34.9%) 

and poor student motivation (17.0%).  

While teacher education may not be able to solve these seemingly eternal 

problems of education, they might be reasonably expected to better equip teachers to deal 

with these sources of frustration that may be driving teachers from the profession.  Haines 

(2002) asserts that one good way to stem the tide of teacher attrition is to improve 

preservice preparation.  There is a clear need to extend the concerns of reform beyond the 

pre-college classroom and into the colleges and universities where science teachers are 

trained.  Yager, Lutz, and Craven (1996) propose that general science education reform 

must be accompanied by reform in science teacher education.  Sanders (2004) agrees 

strongly with this proposal, stating (p. 7) 

Changing teaching is the single most powerful way to improve science and 

mathematics competency in the United States – and the responsibility for 

doing so rests squarely on the shoulders of the institutions that educate and 

train teachers.

The National Commission on Mathematics and Science Teaching for the 21st

Century (2000) characterizes better teacher education and training as a “lever for change” 

(p. 13) that is inextricably linked to improving the quality of science and mathematics 

teaching as a whole.  How can we inform efforts to adapt science teacher education to this 

"age of reform?"
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Background

Suggestions for reforming all aspects of science education, including teacher 

education have come from many groups, from private associations (AAAS), to 

government agencies (NSF).  Where do these entities get their ideas about where and how 

reform should be accomplished?  Czerniak and Lumpe (1996) report a variety of sources:  

professional scientists, professors of science education, administrators in higher 

education, and government officials.  While there is strength in this diversity of 

viewpoints, there is a serious weakness in the fact that most of these individuals have 

only peripheral contact with the pre-college science classroom.  The only ones that even 

come close are professors of science education, most of whom have experience in public 

school teaching.  These credentials must be viewed with care, however.  In a survey of 

teacher education programs in New England, Barrow (1988) reports that the vast majority 

of teacher educators have been away from public school teaching for over five years.  

Amazingly, most of the people who are informing and shaping reform in science 

education have no first-hand knowledge of the modern science classroom.  The people 

who do possess this first-hand knowledge, classroom teachers, are conspicuous by their 

reduced presence in -- or outright absence from -- reform efforts.  This paucity of teacher 

input into reform may be a major contributing factor in the repeated failures of past 

reform efforts (Cuban, 1990).

Statement of the Problem

In their work, Doing Naturalistic Inquiry, Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen 

(1993) assert that (p. 49) “The problem statement in naturalistic research is not a question 

or even an objective, but rather … an expression of a dilemma or situation that needs to 

be addressed for the purposes of understanding and direction." 
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The need for reform in all aspects of science education and the lack of classroom 

teacher input into these reforms certainly qualifies as the "dilemma or situation that needs 

to be addressed" mentioned above.

Furthermore, to cite Lincoln and Guba (1985), a problem is a state of affairs that 

(1) begs for additional understanding, (2) identifies the need for choosing between 

alternative courses of action, or (3) leads to undesirable consequences.  The first 

definition is most relevant to this study.  The "state of affairs that begs for additional 

understanding" is the situation of the classroom teacher, particularly the beginning 

science teacher who seems in many cases to be continually teetering on the edge of 

giving up the teaching profession.  Reform efforts need information about the "lived 

reality" of the novice science teacher in order to reform science teacher education in a 

meaningful and lasting way.  This research project is proposed as a small step in the 

direction of channeling the input of classroom teachers into improving science teacher 

education.  To this end, the following "problem statement" is proposed:

In what ways do secondary science teachers believe they have been prepared by their 

preservice teacher education program to meet the important needs of their first year of 

teaching?

Purpose of the study

In addressing the problem stated above, this study seeks to inform the practice of 

science teacher education by discovering the needs of first year teachers, and those 

teachers' opinions of how well their preservice experience has helped them meet those 

needs.  The purpose of the study is not to evaluate, criticize, or condemn any particular 

science teacher education program.  Rather, this study intends to investigate the “lived 

reality” of the novice teacher, to see their preservice education through their eyes.  In the 

process, this study hopes to discover the felt needs of prospective teachers, and to find out 

how well those prospective teachers feel they were prepared by their preservice education 
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programs.  It is hoped that the information gleaned from this study will assist science 

teacher educators in the continual improvement of their programs.  Well-informed 

preservice programs may help prevent beginning teachers from being "shocked" by their 

initial classroom experience, and as a result increase job satisfaction and decrease early 

teacher attrition.

Research questions to be answered

In order to properly address the research problem and fulfill the project's stated 

purpose, this study will focus on gathering two types of information.  The first focus will 

be on which needs, defined as skills or bodies of knowledge relating to teaching, are 

important to teachers in their first year of teaching.  Second, the study will seek to find 

out how teachers perceive their preservice education programs, specifically how well they 

feel the program has prepared them to be teachers.  Therefore, this study will ask the 

following specific research questions:

RQ1 What needs are important to the first-year teacher?

RQ2 In what ways do teachers think their preservice program has prepared them 

(or failed to prepare them) to meet these needs?

Hypotheses/Objectives

As this is a descriptive study, the research questions do not lend themselves to 

traditional initial hypotheses.  Working from a phenomenological perspective, it is 

expected that hypotheses will emerge from the study through an inductive process.

In harmony with research questions, the descriptive objectives of this study are as 

follows:
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1. To discover the needs of first-year teachers

2. To discover the importance of those needs in the first year

3. To discover teachers' perceptions of the ways in which they have 

been prepared by their pre-service programs

Assumptions

This study assumes that classroom teachers are important, and perhaps the 

ultimate, sources for the answers to the research questions above.  Concrete experience

has made teachers into experienced authorities on the skills and knowledge they need to 

teach successfully.  Similarly, teachers are well-qualified, perhaps best-qualified, to 

evaluate how well their preservice programs have prepared them to meet the challenges 

of their first year teaching.  While such assumptions may at first seem obvious, the low 

instance of teacher input into recent reform efforts demands that they be specifically 

identified and mentioned.

Another strong assumption is that a descriptive study utilizing qualitative methods 

is an effective and useful way of discerning the needs that are important to first -year 

teachers and how well their preservice experience has prepared them for teaching.  The 

gathering of large-scale qualitative data will provide breadth to the overall study, and 

make it more useful to science educators outside the specific setting of the study.  The use 

of qualitative methods in a smaller-scale component will add depth to the study, 

providing the data with rich context and detail.  Understanding the "lived reality" of the 

first-year teacher is important to a meaningful understanding of their needs.  Qualitative 

methods will assist in discovering this reality.

This study also assumes that the first semester of teaching is an important time in 

the career of a science teacher, and therefore that a study of this time has potential to 

inform science teacher education.  This assumption is based on evidence discussed in 

Chapter 2 that the start of a science teacher's career is a time of great change and 
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challenge.  It is assumed that these changes and challenges influence whether or not a 

science teacher will remain in the profession, a matter that should be of concern to 

teacher educators.

Rationale/Theoretical Base 

As mentioned earlier, most of the recent reform efforts have given short shrift to 

input from classroom teachers (Czerniak & Lumpe, 1996), an ironic situation since 

classroom teachers possess firsthand knowledge of the challenges and problems reform 

movements must address.  Even one of the most comprehensive and inclusive of reform 

programs, Project 2061, counts very few classroom teachers among its participants.  Yet, 

studies have shown (McLaughlin, 1990; Tobin, Tippins, & Gallard, 1994) that it is 

difficult to enact lasting classroom change without the input of classroom teachers.  

Bybee (1993, p.144) asserts that the classroom teacher is the "decisive component" in 

science education reform.  Further, Cuban (1990) contends that one reason for the 

consistent failure of reform efforts (enlisting hue and cry for yet more reform) may be the 

exclusion of teachers' voices from the reform process.

In their article calling for a general intensification of research in science 

education, Adams and Tillotson (1995) are critical of many previous attempts to "study" 

classroom teachers.  They propose one very good reason why past research may have 

been less than useful (p. 442):

Often prospective and beginning teachers are viewed as objects to be 

studied, rather than as collaborators in an endeavor to develop common 

understandings between researchers and practitioners.  The extant 

research… does not contribute to the enhancement of science teacher 

education per se…  Genuine communication about the nature of the 

teaching enterprise ought to be a serious goal.  
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Fuller and Bown (1975) echo this sentiment (p. 34):

Researchers tend to discover unflattering things about teachers… No 

wonder research has little impact on the teacher.  She finds it both useless 

and alien…  All in all, teachers do not feel much helped by research and 

researchers.  The research base, an ever-present help in time of need for 

other professions, is not the teacher’s friend. 

Grankvist (1996) expresses the opinion that educational research must be 

conducted and reported in a way that is attuned to the needs of practitioners in the field, 

not tailored to other education researchers.  He feels that classroom teachers have an 

opinion of education research that is apathetic at best – and hostile at worst – because so 

little effort is made to both speak to them and hear their voices.  He maintains that 

incorporating educational research into preservice and in-service training can improve 

these unfavorable attitudes, so long as student teachers and classroom teachers are treated 

as equal partners in the enterprise.  Such efforts can help to more closely link theory with 

practice.  Both theory and practice cannot help but be improved by bridging this gap.

Clearly, more constructivist approaches to research are needed to help us hear 

teachers' voices and understand better the "lived reality" of teaching.  Kelly (1993) asserts 

that teacher education should be intimately linked with educational research.  The 

external study of education must aid and abet internal reflection on the part of teacher 

educators.  Kelly maintains that educational practice needs to be informed by studies that 

seek to discover the realities of the teacher’s practice, and that focus on what student 

teachers actually receive from the education curriculum, which may be very different 

from what the teacher educator intends.  The research described in the third chapter will 

attempt to address this need.

The transition from college to professional life often chronologically parallels the 

transition into adulthood.  Therefore, we may be able to apply some principles of adult 
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education to science teacher education.  Malcolm Knowles (1980) is often credited with 

coining the term "andragogy" to distinguish the education of adults from the education of 

children (pedagogy), although Brookfield (1986) notes its use much earlier.  Knowles 

outlined what he saw as the major differences between andragogy and pedagogy in his 

1980 book, The Modern Practice of Adult Education.  For example, Knowles asserted 

that as children become adults, they become more self-directed in their learning, and 

increasingly look to their learning for practical applications to their adult lives.  With 

these adult characteristics in mind, Knowles suggested that the learner should drive adult 

education, with the educator acting primarily as a facilitator.

More recent thinkers in adult education have backed off somewhat from Knowles' 

extreme stance.  Brookfield (1986) points out that Knowles' assertions are not universal:  

children can be self-directed and practically-minded at an early age, and such traits may 

be discouraged even in adults by certain cultural circumstances.  Monette (1977, 1979) 

contends that an approach to adult education that relies entirely on students' needs runs 

the risk of turning the adult educator into a mere service technician, and the classroom 

into a learning "cafeteria."  Brookfield (1986) warns that a totally student-centered 

curriculum can deny educators the right to challenge students, and denies students the 

ability to benefit from the instructor's knowledge and experience.  A totally instructor-

centered curriculum is not an answer either, however.  Brookfield (1986) warns us that 

such a curriculum will "offer narrowly focused, elitist courses… and attract learners 

whose preferences and prejudices match those of the programmer. (p. 98)."  He advocates 

a balance in adult education between what learners feel they need (the "felt needs" of 

Monette (1979)) and what experienced professionals feel learners will need ("prescribed 

needs").  Brookfield touts the inclusion of learners' experiences in adult education 

curriculum as a "given."  This study will attempt to discover these experiences of first-

year teachers in an attempt to inform science teacher education.

In a seminal theoretical work, Abraham Maslow (1970) constructed a "hierarchy" 

of essential human needs, ranging from "basic needs" focusing on physical survival, and 
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extending through safety needs, relationship needs, esteem needs, up to the highest-level 

needs for understanding, self-fulfillment, and aesthetic satisfaction.  According to 

Maslow's theory, people usually will not concern themselves with needs at the "top" of 

the hierarchy if their more basic needs are not being met.  Veenman (1984) sees this 

theory as highly applicable to teachers (p. 165):

Needs such as security, affiliation, and self-esteem must be satisfied first 

before beginning teachers can behave as autonomous or self-actualized 

persons and respond more adequately to the realities of their circumstances 

in order to perform a successful and satisfying job.

If the very important basic needs of teachers are not being met by entities such as 

their preservice education, their school system, or their community, then teachers may 

simply not be able to focus on matters higher up the "ladder" that outside agents of 

reform consider important.  Therefore, if reform efforts do not deal first with the basic felt 

needs of teachers, they may be doomed to failure.  By consulting with classroom 

teachers, we may be able to construct a "hierarchy of needs" for beginning teachers that 

can inform science teacher education and increase the likelihood of success for future 

reform efforts.  Teachers' voices are vital to discovering and providing for these needs.

Importance of study

Many recent reform efforts have not consulted classroom teachers before making 

their recommendations.  Yet, teachers are instrumental to enacting lasting change at all 

levels of education.  As demonstrated in Chapter 2, most studies of teacher needs from 

teacher perspectives either do not specifically deal with science teachers, have a 10-20 

year vintage, or both.  Also, most studies of teachers' needs do not focus on the first year.  

This study has the potential to inform the practice of modern science teacher education, 

as teacher educators strive to prepare new teachers for the challenges they will face.
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Definition of terms

Need – As Monette (1977) points out, the term "need" has become muddled from 

a high degree of use in educational research; the definition of the term is unstable.  This 

study slightly modifies one of the alternatives offered by Monette, defining a need as a 

particular skill or body of knowledge relating to the task of teaching.  While all of the 

"needs" addressed in this study are believed to be important to successful teaching, it is 

understood that all needs are not necessarily equally important.

Preservice program / experience / education – This term is defined as a period of 

formal academic training immediately preceding teacher certification, usually (but not 

always) undertaken at an undergraduate institution.  This study employs a definition of 

preservice education similar to that of Adams and Krockover (1997), encompassing 

subject-matter coursework, coursework in pedagogical theory, and field experiences 

teaching in actual classrooms.  The emphasis in this study will be on the training of 

prospective science teachers.

Delimitations

It is hoped that the results of this study will be perceived as useful in as many 

different contexts as possible.  However, the researcher has imposed conditions on the 

research, which may hamper the applicability of results.

The study is narrowly focused on the particular needs and experiences of teachers 

of science at the secondary school level in public schools.  Readers wishing to apply the 

results to other academic disciplines, grade levels, or types of schools should do so with 

caution.

For the sake of convenience, collaborators in this study will be selected from a 

limited geographical area.  As much information will be provided as possible about the 
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context of the study.  However, too many details may compromise the confidentiality of 

collaborators, which in this case is an overriding concern.  Again, readers wishing to 

apply the results of this study to their situations should do so with care.
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Chapter 2 -- Review of Related Literature

The "reality shock" of beginning teachers

Studies of beginning teachers' attitudes and expectations reveal that many 

beginning teachers have a very positive, perhaps an excessively positive, attitude.  This 

attitude has been termed "unrealistic optimism" by Huling-Austin (1992) and "naive 

idealism" by Kaufman and McDonald (1992).  A study by Weinstein (1988) of teachers 

about to enter the profession revealed a prevalent belief among the novices that they 

would face less difficulty than the "average" first year teacher.  These teachers emerged 

from their preservice education believing that teaching was not a difficult job.

However, as Sanford (1988) points out, teaching is a very challenging profession 

with a frequently non-supportive environment.  Encountering this unexpectedly difficult 

situation can create a condition of "reality shock" (Veenman, 1984) in these optimistic 

new teachers.  One of the respondents to a needs assessment survey by Covert, Williams, 

and Kennedy (1991) illustrated the situation in vivid terms (p. 9):

… the first year teacher believes that this is going to be a truly enjoyable 

experience, only, in certain circumstances, to be faced with a pack of 

hungry animals.

The negative emotional impact of this "reality shock" may cause teachers to focus 

away from students and onto themselves.  Wubbels, Créton, Hooymayers, and Holvast 

(1982) report that while many new teachers may begin with very idealistic and 

iconoclastic attitudes, the bad experiences of the first year of teaching may force them to 

retrench and become more conservative.  Karge, Sandlin, and Young (1993) report that 

novice teachers focus on "self" concerns, revolving around simple professional survival at 

the start of their first year, and turn to "task" concerns intended to improve their teaching.  
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Kaufman and McDonald (1992) identify four phases in the attitude of teachers 

that follow a similar pattern.  Teachers in their study began with a picture of themselves 

as agents of change in students' lives, a stage the authors term "naive idealism."  The 

teachers very quickly change their attitude, however, to focus away from students and 

onto content and pedagogy.  The teachers experienced an eventual re-emergence of their 

idealism, but only after a difficult period of pessimism and depression.  Veenman (1984) 

notes that if this period of disillusionment persists for too long, teachers may leave the 

teaching profession altogether, connecting the problem of reality shock to the problem of 

high levels of beginning teacher attrition.  The reality shock may be even more intense for 

science teachers in many public schools, since they often face unique challenges arising 

from a scarcity of standard curricula and the possibility of teaching a science subject 

outside their academic training (Sanford, 1988).

There is some evidence that minor "reality shocks" may occur during preservice 

programs that have a major component of actual classroom experience.  Lederman, Gess-

Newsome, and Latz (1994) report that after actual teaching experience commences, 

student teachers' confidence begins to wane, and their conceptions of teaching change.  

After a long-term study of prospective teachers over their entire undergraduate education, 

Zielinski and Preston (1992) observed a series of changes in attitude and focus.  During 

the first two years of school, the future teachers concerned themselves primarily with 

their own acquisition of content.  Possibly as a result of educational theory classes taken 

during the third year, concerns began to become more student-centered during that year.  

As the actual classroom teaching experiences of the senior year loomed, however, the 

undergraduates' concerns shifted back onto themselves.  Once they had gotten some 

teaching experience under their belts, the student teachers gradually shifted their focus 

back onto their students. Linking this pattern to the findings of Karge et al., (1993) above, 

we see that this "pendulum" can swing back to self-centered, "survival" concerns once the 

student becomes a full-fledged teacher.
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Wubbels, et al. (1982) propose that preservice education may be partially 

responsible for reality shocks, in that new teachers may be troubled by a perceived “gap” 

between the theory they learn in their education classes and the realities of the actual 

practice of teaching.  This sentiment is echoed by Fuller and Bown (1975).  However, it 

is possible that these smaller "shocks" during preservice education can actually be 

beneficial in the long run, perhaps helping to "inoculate" the prospective teacher against 

what is to come.  Many authors certainly recommend extensive classroom teaching 

experience during the preservice phase.  Koestsier and Wubbels (1995) discuss the 

success of a two-step introduction to teaching for student teachers in at least partially pre-

empting the effects of the reality shock.  First, a small group of three student teachers 

forms a “support group” of sorts, and a cooperating teacher at the school and a supervisor 

at the university closely supervise the triad.  If a student teacher performs well under 

these conditions, he or she advances into an “Independent Final Teaching Period” lasting 

14 weeks.  During this time, the student teacher performs all the functions of a regular 

teacher, with constant, but very “long arm” supervision from school and university 

personnel.  The student teacher is introduced to students as a qualified teacher, has a

workload realistic for a full-time teacher, and is monitored from a distance, with no 

required classroom visits.  In general, participants found the experience helpful in 

lessening or avoiding reality shock.  One respondent in the Koestsier and Wubbels study 

confirmed the experience as a form of inoculation (p. 337): “It’s better to go through two 

small reality shocks, than one major one you can barely cope with.”

De Jesus and Paixdo (1996) propose that an educational model that includes much 

classroom experience "should be able to clarify implicit theories and irrational beliefs and 

to promote the formation of realistic expectations about teaching."  Russell (1994) asserts 

that teaching in the field provides students with a "context" for learning about teaching.  

Karge et al. (1993) suggest that preservice education follow the pattern of teachers' 

internal development that they have observed.  In other words, preservice programs 

should focus on "survival skills" at the start, and then move on to issues of content as 

student teachers become more receptive to such issues.  They suggest extensive 
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classroom-based experience throughout preservice education.  Many authors propose that 

reflection on actual classroom experiences can assist prospective teachers to develop a 

"pupil-centered" perspective more quickly and efficiently (MacKinnon, 1987; Hacker, 

1988; Ginnis & Watters, 1996).  This reflection is best begun during preservice 

education, since stress may hamper the reflection process once full-time teaching has 

begun (Zielinski & Preston, 1992).  Wubbels, et al (1982) stress that preservice education 

should make student teachers as aware as possible of what will be expected of them, and 

should present student teachers with strategies for coping with classroom situations.  In 

the end, however, they conclude that some reality shock may be inevitable for all 

teachers, since the experience of being an independent teacher cannot be simulated in 

preservice training.

Assessments of teachers' needs

Fuller (1969) and Fuller and Bown (1975) present a developmental framework for 

the occupational concerns of teachers that has impacted the thinking of teacher educators 

for almost four decades.  They identified four stages in the development of teacher needs 

and concerns:

1. During the “preteaching” phase, preservice teachers express concerns about their 

future students.  Rather than attributing these feelings to altruism, the authors 

speculate that since student teachers are not so far removed from being students 

themselves, they identify more with the students they were than with the teachers 

they will become.

2. During the classroom phase of student teaching, as well as the first part of full-

time teaching, new teachers’ concerns focus on “survival skills” such as 

classroom management and content knowledge.  During this time, the 

“innovative” teaching techniques discussed in preservice education may be 

abandoned for the security of more traditional and authoritarian methods.  

Feiman-Nemser (2001) proposes that cooperating teachers during the student 



17

teaching phase may aid and abet this process by trying to “protect” student 

teachers from the “radical” teaching strategies of preservice education.

3. When teachers have resolved most of their basic concerns about “survival skills,”

they then progress to pondering the quality of their teaching.  Concerns shift to 

issues of optimal time management, quality materials, and subject material 

mastery.  At this point, teachers may scramble to recall alternative teaching 

techniques from preservice classes, confident now that they can operate from a 

secure base.  Now that they know they can be teachers, they focus on being 

teachers.  However, the focus is still on the self.

4. Fuller and Bown see the ultimate phase of teacher concerns as very student-

focused.  Teachers in this developmental phase are comfortable in both survival 

and the pursuit of professional excellence, so they can afford to be concerned 

about what their pupils are thinking and feeling.  Meeting the individual needs of 

students becomes a higher priority, whereas earlier in their careers they were 

focused on getting through the day.

Setting aside the initial naïve preservice phase, these developmental stages can be 

seen to mirror the progression of Maslow’s (1970) hierarchy of needs, referenced in 

Chapter 1.  At first, teachers are concerned with the occupational equivalent of food, 

water and shelter: the skills that will allow them to control a classroom and at least give 

the appearance of a content expert.  Brickhouse and Bodner (1992) make the common 

analogy between throwing someone into water to teach them how to swim, and 

“throwing” the beginning teacher into the classroom (p. 483):  “The sink or swim 

experience is damaging to beginning teachers, because it forces them to devote time to 

devising survival strategies rather than designing thoughtful instruction.”

Once these survival needs are met in the teacher’s mind, the focus shifts to those 

skills that will foster a sense of self-esteem and self-respect, the skills that will promote 

mastery of the practice of teaching.  Only when that self-esteem is on a firm foundation 

does the teacher feel comfortable in looking outside the self to others, in this case the 
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students.  The evolution of a teacher into a student-centered educator parallels the 

pinnacle of Maslow’s hierarchy: truth, beauty, and aesthetic satisfaction.  In a way, the 

“luxury” of focusing on student needs is for many teachers an elusive consummation, 

greatly to be desired, but attained by only the most gifted, dedicated, or fortunate.

There is evidence to support the developmental stages of Fuller and Bown.  For 

example, Wubbels, et al (1982) note that teachers’ complaints about discipline problems 

tend to peak about six months into full-time teaching, and then taper off.  Loughram 

(1994) found that during the first year teachers felt a conflict between what their 

preservice instruction told them they should be doing, and what they had to do to succeed 

in the classroom.  The initial idealism of preservice education was often repressed by the 

realities of teaching.  However, by the second year, concerns about survival issues such as 

classroom management were largely resolved.  The concerns of second-year teachers 

shifted to issues of time (to prepare lessons and learn / update content knowledge), 

confidence (to get away from mere knowledge transmission and give students more 

responsibility), and support (from colleagues and students).  

Gilles, Cramer, and Hwang (2001), on the other hand, caution that Fuller and Bown’s 

scheme may be too simplistic.  Teachers’ concerns are often multilayered, straddling a 

number of these developmental stages.  Teachers can see the interconnection between 

their survival, their mastery, and the success of their students.

Over the past four decades, several attempts have been made to survey the perceived 

needs and concerns of teachers, and some of these studies have focused on beginning 

teachers.  Veenman (1984) summarizes the results of 91 studies of the problems of 

beginning elementary and secondary teachers from the years 1960-1982.  Of these 

studies, 27 dealt exclusively with secondary school teachers, and 36 with elementary and 

secondary teachers combined.  An overwhelming majority of the exclusively secondary 

studies (23 out of 27) rated classroom discipline as an important concern.  Over half of 

the studies (16) rated student motivation as an important concern.  Issues such as dealing 
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with individual differences between students, assessment of students' work, and dealing 

with the problems of individual students were also noted as important in many of the 

studies.  The combined studies yielded similar results, with additional concerns emerging 

regarding relations with parents and organization of class work. Teachers in many of the 

studies also reported insufficient preparation for the job of teaching.  Veenman does not 

mention any differentiation between the needs of teachers of science and teachers of other 

subjects in any of the studies he summarizes.

In a more recent study, Covert, et al. (1991) surveyed 57 teachers in their sixth 

month of teaching in Newfoundland.  The teachers were presented with a questionnaire 

asking them to rate concerns in eight broad categories on a three-point scale from "most 

important" to "least important."  The category most on the minds of the teachers was 

"classroom discipline," by a substantial margin: 49 out of 57 respondents ranked it as 

"most important."  The authors attempted to give the category a more "positive" 

connotation by including issues of student motivation, but most teachers, judging by their 

written comments, interpreted discipline in the more "traditional" sense of classroom 

order.  The next most important category was "student interaction," which encompassed 

determining student needs and resolving student disputes, with 36 teachers rating it "most 

important."  This was followed by "instructional management," defined to mean planning 

classroom activities and setting instructional goals, with 31 teachers giving it the highest 

rating.  Of least importance to the teachers were concerns about relating to parents and 

the community (only 22 votes for "most important") and concerns about their personal 

communication skills, which received 21 votes for "most important" and 21 for "least 

important."  Also, the categories of “relating to parents and the community” and 

“personal communication skills” had no written comments elaborating on them from 

those surveyed, indicating that perhaps the teachers had not reflected much on those 

issues.

Thomas and Kiley (1994) surveyed 68 middle and high school teachers in a 

Maryland school district.  The teachers were fairly evenly divided among first year 
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teachers (28), second year teachers (15) and experienced teachers who were new to that 

particular district (28).  Respondents were presented with a list of "concerns and 

problems," both in-class and out-of-class, and asked to rate their importance on a scale of 

1 (not very important) to 4 (very important).  The survey results on class-related concerns 

indicate that major concerns for all the teachers were lesson planning and time spent in 

preparation and evaluation.  The first- and second-year teachers (and especially the first-

year teachers) were very concerned with classroom control, management, and discipline. 

The second-year teachers and the experienced teachers new to the district were concerned 

with record keeping and administrative matters.  Least important to all the teachers were 

issues of content knowledge, skill in discussions, and their rapport with students.

A few studies have focused on the perceived needs of science teachers.  Baird and 

Rowsey (1989) asked 797 Alabama secondary science teachers at a variety of experience 

levels to fill out their Science Teacher Inventory of Needs, an instrument describing 54 

"need items" and asking teachers to rate their importance on a five-point scale, from 1 

(not familiar with this need) to 5 (great need).  The respondents ranked the following 

needs as the most important:  motivating students to learn, identifying sources of 

materials, using computers to teach science, and updating their scientific knowledge in a 

variety of disciplines.  The least important tasks to the teachers were more "mechanical" 

tasks such as determination of grades, development of single class lesson plans, 

administration of tests, and record keeping.

Enochs, Oliver, and Wright (1990) surveyed 405 Kansas secondary science 

teachers at a variety of experience levels.  The teachers were asked to rate 16 "concerns" 

according to their significance, and 15 "needs" according to the amount of assistance they 

would like from outside sources to meet that need.  Both ratings were on a five-point 

scale, with 1 meaning "not a significant concern" / "no assistance needed," and 5 meaning 

"a serious problem" / "would like assistance."  The teachers did not see significant 

problems with concerns such as inadequate numbers of textbooks, lack of teacher interest 

and preparation, and maintaining discipline.  To these teachers, serious problems 
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revolved around lack of student interest and reading abilities, insufficient funding and 

facilities, and a lack of continuity in science instruction across grade levels.  The 

respondents did not feel that they needed assistance with discipline issues, actual teaching 

of lessons, lesson planning, and setting instructional goals.  They felt the greatest need for 

assistance with using computers to teach science, learning new teaching methods, 

obtaining subject matter and instructional materials, and using "hands-on" materials in 

the classroom.

The results of the more discipline-general studies of Covert, et al. (1991) and 

Thomas and Kiley (1994) disagree in many places with the science-specific studies of 

Baird and Rowsey (1989) and Enochs et al. (1990).  Teachers surveyed in the more 

general studies were concerned with issues of discipline and classroom management.  

They were focused on the "mechanics" of teaching, such as lesson planning, assessment, 

and record keeping.  Such matters were of low priority to the teachers in the science 

teacher studies.  The science teachers were more concerned with improving their teaching 

through inclusion of computers, new teaching methods, and updated knowledge.  The 

science teachers were also more focused on students, being concerned with students' 

motivation and reading ability.  

Do these differences in priority truly reflect differences in attitude between 

science teachers and teachers of other disciplines?  Better insight is likely found in an 

examination of the experience levels of the participants in the various surveys, rather than 

their academic disciplines.  The more general studies feature respondents that are at the 

very least new to their teaching situation; most are new to teaching entirely.  By contrast, 

the science teacher studies are dominated by the voices of highly experienced teachers.  

Of the respondents in the Baird and Rowsey (1989) survey, over half had more than ten 

years of teaching experience, and the overwhelming majority (92%) had more than three 

years teaching experience.  Similarly, in the Enochs, et al. (1990) study, 58% of the 

respondents had 12 years or more of teaching experience.  What we are seeing when we 

are comparing the two groups of studies is likely the contrast between the concerns of 
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beginning teachers and the concerns of their more experienced colleagues.  Seen in this 

light, the results parallel the developmental scheme of Fuller and Bown (1975) and the 

findings of Karge, et al. (1993), cited above:  beginning teachers tend to focus on self-

centered "survival skills," while more experienced teachers think about improving their 

professional practice and better serving their students.

Fuller and Bown (1975) claim that teacher education must deal with beginning 

teachers’ concerns in the proper developmental order.  They therefore urge teacher 

educators to determine the needs of beginning teachers.  They claim that teaching in 

harmony with teachers’ needs may not only make teacher education more effective, it 

may also be a good model for the student teachers themselves to follow in their own 

practice.

Adams and Krockover (1997) surveyed 11 beginning secondary and middle 

school science and mathematics teachers who took preservice classes at Purdue 

University.  They note that there are few studies published involving feedback from 

graduates of preservice education programs, yet they feel that it is vitally important for 

preservice programs to try and get that feedback.  They conducted a series of telephone 

interviews asking the new teachers questions about their school environment, what they 

learned during their first year of teaching, what advice they would give to new teachers, 

and how well their preservice education prepared them.  Causal conversations and 

demographic surveys supplemented the interviews.  The authors do not describe any kind 

of process for confirming their impressions with their interview subjects (such as the 

“member checking” process employed in this study and described in the next section), 

nor do they mention if the new teachers had a role in determining the interview protocol.  

It is assumed that neither of these procedures was performed.

The new teachers in the Adams and Krockover (1997) survey expressed concerns 

that the authors grouped into two categories.  The first category contained concerns 

related to the mechanics of the profession of teaching.  For example, many teachers were 
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concerned about having to teach a class with subject matter outside the bounds of their 

preservice content courses.  Also, the new teachers were concerned that they might be 

held responsible for developing new curriculum, perhaps because they were perceived as 

having cutting-edge ideas and training, or perhaps as well because instructors with more 

seniority did not want the job.  The second category of concerns revolved around 

teaching as a craft.  The new teachers were concerned about their time management and 

organization skills, and their ability to go beyond a “one size fits all” approach to 

maintaining discipline.  The new teachers were also concerned with honing their abilities 

to stimulate students to learn and present information in an engaging and effective 

manner.

Freiburg (2002) divides the skills needed by new teachers into three categories.  

The first category is made up of “organizing strategies” such as lesson planning and 

design, time management, and classroom discipline.  He stresses that novice teachers may 

have the most difficult time developing these skills, since it is difficult to “see” these 

skills at work by simply observing a veteran teacher.  For example, Freiburg characterizes 

good classroom management as “nearly invisible.”  Such skills can best be gained 

through experience and engaging in intense discussion with experts.  The second category 

encompasses the wide variety of instructional strategies, all along the spectrum from 

teacher-centered lectures to student-centered inquiry.  Freiburg notes that in pressure 

situations, novice teachers tend to revert to the teacher-centered strategies that they recall 

from their own school experiences.  He stressed that teachers need to experience more 

student-centered strategies and actually use them to develop proficiency in their use; there 

is no substitute for time and experience.  The final category comprises assessment 

strategies.  As with instructional strategies, teachers tend to “fall back” on assessment 

techniques they experienced as learners if they have little personal experience with 

alternative strategies.  However, this category includes not only the obvious techniques 

for assessing student progress, but also techniques of personal reflection that teachers can 

use to assess their own progress as professionals.  Freiburg contends that such skills are 

essential for teachers to improve their practice.  
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Freiburg notes that most novice teachers find themselves having to develop the 

skills they need by a process of trial and error.  He believes that many new teachers leave 

the profession because they are unsuccessful or unhappy with this process.  He proposes 

that schools offer new teachers more opportunities to learn from expert teachers, through 

mentoring and staff development.  He also suggests that schools work more closely with 

teacher educators to provide more meaningful preservice education.

Assessments of the effectiveness of preservice education

Studies asking science teachers about their needs are rare, but studies asking 

teachers to assess their preservice preparation are even more rare.  In fact, studies of 

preservice education in general are few and far between, as noted by Richardson and 

Roosevelt (2004).  They point out with a sense of amazement that journals with names 

like The Journal of Teacher Education and Teaching and Teacher Education contain 

very few studies of teacher education programs!  As can be seen in this section and the 

next, the few such studies that do exist tend to be small-scale, short-term studies of single 

programs that are very descriptive in nature.  Richardson and Roosevelt contend that this 

renders such studies of limited utility to those who seek to formulate large -scale policy, 

and so there is little interest in such research.  They note that some programs may not be 

interested in publishing the results of their self-studies, thinking no one else would be 

interested.  

Richardson and Roosevelt point out that many purported studies of “teacher 

education” are actually studies of teachers themselves, focusing on their beliefs and 

attitudes, and only occasionally analyzing how preservice education shapes (or, more 

often, fails to shape) those beliefs and attitudes.  For example, a number of studies –

including Brickhouse and Bodner (1992), Simmons, Emory, Carter, Coker, Finnegan, 

Crockett, Richardson, Yager, Craven, Tillotson, Brunkhorst, Twiest, Hossain, Gallager, 

Duggan-Haas, Parker, Cajas, Alshannag, McGlamery, Krockover, Adams, Spector, La 
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Porta, James, Rearden, & Labuda (1999), and Skamp & Mueller (2001) – sought to 

discover the professed beliefs of preservice and beginning teachers about science 

teaching, and compare those professed beliefs to what actually occurs in their classrooms.  

Typically, these studies make the discovery that teachers’ professed beliefs do not match 

their classroom practices.  The remarks of Fuller and Bown (1975), referenced in Chapter 

1, come to mind when perusing this body of literature; in many ways it seems that nearly 

three decades after Fuller and Bown’s remarks, education research is no closer to being 

the teacher’s friend.  Unflattering things are still being discovered, and the focus seems to 

be more on doing research “on” preservice teachers than doing research “with” them.

Some education researchers have been scathing in their assessment of the 

effectiveness of preservice education programs.  In a survey of 40 studies, Kagan (1992) 

sees a general consensus that university preservice education programs consistently fail to 

adequately prepare novice teachers, going so far as to state (p. 162)

…university courses fail to provide novices with adequate procedural 

knowledge of classrooms, adequate knowledge of pupils or the extended 

practica needed to acquire that knowledge, or a realistic view of teaching 

in its full classroom/school context.

  Other researchers agree with Kagan:

…in our view no one- or two-year plan of teacher education has yet been 

proposed that holds any promise of turning out beginning teachers who 

possess even minimal initial competencies needed in contemporary 

schools.  Cogan (1975, p. 213, emphasis his)

The lack of support for beginning teachers is not only evidenced by ‘sink 

or swim’ feelings among beginning teachers, but… by a lack of 
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understanding about what ‘swimming’ is.  Brickhouse and Bodner (1992, 

p. 483)

The typical preservice program is a weak intervention compared with the 

influence of teachers’ own schooling and their on-the-job experience.  

Feiman-Nemser (2001, p. 1014)

Too often teacher educators do not practice what they preach.  Classes are 

either too abstract to challenge deeply-held beliefs or too superficial to 

foster deep understanding. Feiman-Nemser (2001, p. 1020)

Many teachers enter the teaching field from university teacher preparation 

programs, where they mastered minimal pedagogical knowledge or skills.  

Freiburg (2002, p. 56)

In particular, Fuller and Bown (1975) pull no punches:

Teacher education is orthogonal to the teacher. (p. 25)

No one knows what is actually taught in teacher education, or whether it is 

taught in consonant with teachers’ needs. (p. 39)

Their education professors do not model for education students the kind of 

teaching the students are expected to do. (pp. 48-49)

Teacher education is not speaking to teachers where they are.  Feelings of 

anger and frustration about teacher education are typical among teachers.

(p. 50)
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Fuller and Bown’s last comment invites education researchers to ask teachers 

exactly what they think about their preservice education.  While few studies have asked 

beginning teachers directly to assess their preservice preparation, respondents in some 

studies provide such assessments while providing other information.  For example, one 

respondent in the survey of Kaufman and McDonald (1992) was critical of preservice 

emphasis on ideology over practicality, declaring (p.20) “I want you to tell me what I 

should do.  I want to be able to benefit from your experience.  There are some mistakes 

worth repeating and some not.”

Respondents to the needs survey of Covert, et al. (1991) also made comments 

about how well their preservice programs had helped them meet those needs.  Most of the 

comments were not complimentary.  For example, the source of the "pack of hungry 

animals" quote in the first section of this review blamed preservice education for giving 

new teachers an inaccurate picture of the teaching profession.  Many of the student 

teachers interviewed by Loughram (1994) expressed this view as well.  

Teachers in the Covert, et al study noted that their university instruction dealt 

rarely, if at all, with issues of discipline.  Many expressed a desire that preservice 

education present practical how-to issues: as one teacher said, "Classroom management, 

not psychological theory."  Of all the written comments in Covert, et al. (1991), only one 

cited university education as being useful for successfully negotiating the first year of 

teaching.

Similar results were seen in a study by Ost and Baird (1989).  They surveyed 491 

teachers in Alabama who held at least a Master's degree.  Respondents rated their level of 

ability or personal knowledge in 34 categories.  They were also asked to indicate the 

point in their lives when they acquired the skill or knowledge they had just evaluated:  

their undergraduate education, their graduate student years, or their time as a classroom 

teacher. The respondents came from all disciplines, but the researchers singled out 

science teacher responses for separate analysis and comparison to the general sample.
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The results of the Ost and Baird (1989) survey do not shed a favorable light on 

preservice education preparation.  In only one category did a substantial number of 

teachers credit their undergraduate education as being useful:  49.8 % of teachers in 

general and 37% of the science teachers credited their undergraduate education with 

teaching them important lessons about use of a variety of instructional media (films, 

tapes, etc.)  In only three other categories did more than a third of the teachers surveyed 

credit their undergraduate experience as being useful: utilizing a variety of learning 

modes (visual, auditory, etc.) to promote learning, applying understanding of the 

purposes of education, and emphasizing good communication skills in learning activities.  

In most other categories, the majority of teachers claim that their years of practical 

experience were most useful.  Ost and Baird found few differences between science 

teachers and teachers in general.  In all four instances where the two groups differ, the 

science teachers found their undergraduate education experiences less useful than 

teachers in general.  The authors conclude that "teacher education programs are not 

attending to science teacher needs."

A study by Housego (1994) gave 16 graduates of an elementary teacher-training 

program at the University of British Columbia the opportunity to evaluate how well that 

program had prepared them for their first year of teaching.  Following their first year of 

teaching, participants were presented with 50 "tasks central to teaching," and asked to 

think about how well the program had prepared them for those tasks.  The participants 

fell into three main groups.  The largest group felt best equipped to be creative in their 

teaching, e.g., designing class activities, and least prepared to deal with issues of 

assessment and classroom management.  The second group felt most prepared to deal 

with technical aspects of teaching, such as lesson planning and record keeping, and 

poorly prepared to deal with issues of classroom management.  The third group felt best 

prepared to plan for their classes and communicate with students.  Ironically, they felt 

least prepared to communicate with parents and staff, in addition to the ubiquitous 

classroom management problems.  The author then arranged the results into Venn 
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diagrams to discover crossovers between groups.  In general, participants felt best 

prepared to plan lessons, and least prepared to manage the classroom.

The Housego (1994) survey was followed up by a series of seventeen-question 

structured interviews.  In these interviews, many respondents confirmed that they felt ill 

prepared to deal with issues of classroom management and assessment.  They did praise 

their preservice programs for preparing them to plan lessons thoroughly.  As in the 

Covert, et al. (1991) study, many criticized their preservice education for having too 

much theoretical emphasis at the expense of practical training.  The teachers wished for 

more practical information about beginning the school year, more help in finding 

employment opportunities, and more exposure to a wider variety of teaching techniques.

There are instances where preservice education earns praise from prospective 

teachers.  Prescott and Wolff (1990) report on an attempt to incorporate co-operative 

learning strategies into a methods course for future reading teachers, with positive results.  

The students saw their methods class as a good model for their future classroom practice.  

The student teachers approved of the “sense of belonging” that the co-operative strategy 

fostered, claiming that it inspired confidence and made class more enjoyable than 

traditional lecture.  Loughram (1994) asked second-year teachers to reflect on the things 

that influenced the way they taught, and some of them praised their preservice classes for 

providing opportunities to plan lessons and reflect on their practice, and for exposing 

them to a variety of teaching methods.  Perhaps these more experienced teachers viewed 

their preservice education more charitably once their “survival needs” were met. 

Some studies reinforce the notion that student teachers’ field experiences are 

much more valuable to them than their time spent in an education classroom.  In fact, 

Griffin (1985) claims that it is the actual classroom setting that transforms the concepts 

and ideas of preservice education in teachers’ minds, not the other way around.  Feiman-

Nemser (2001) notes that student teachers frequently identify student teaching, not 

education classwork, as the most instructive part of their preservice experience.  Emmer 
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(1986) asked two science teachers where they got their ideas for classroom activities; the 

teachers cited the influences of science content courses, discussions with colleagues, and 

their classroom experience, with no mention of preservice education classes.  The 

respondents in the study of Gess-Newsome and Lederman (1993) credited the act of 

student teaching with having the greatest influence on their development, and made no 

mention of their education classes.  

The new teachers surveyed in the Adams and Krockover (1997) study mentioned 

above expressed opinions about the effectiveness of their preservice program in preparing 

them to be teachers.  In most instances, the general consensus of the teachers was that the 

preservice program provided little to assist them in addressing their concerns.  The 

teachers confronted with the challenge of teaching outside of their discipline typically got 

support from their peers and drew from their past experiences; they could remember 

nothing from their preservice education that prepared them for that challenge.  Similarly, 

they could recall nothing that even warned them of the possibility that as new teachers 

they might be held responsible for constructing brand new curriculum materials.  The 

new teachers wished that more field experiences had been provided by their preservice 

program, since they felt that skills in classroom discipline and content presentation are 

best learned “on the job” by making mistakes and learning from them.  A few especially 

mentioned that being employed as an undergraduate teaching assistant at the university 

was a valuable opportunity to practice their presentation skills in an environment where 

other issues, such as discipline, were less of a distraction.

The new teachers in the Adams and Krockover (1997) study also wished that the 

professors in their content courses had coordinated more effectively with the professors in 

their pedagogy courses, to more closely tie the material they were expected to teach with 

the best way to teach it, and to tie both to what was actually going on in their classrooms.  

They were concerned that often the content in the university science courses was not the 

content they were expected to teach, both in terms of complexity and subject matter.  

Some gave the example of the focus on cellular and molecular biology in university 
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biology courses, to a degree not seen in a secondary classroom, while popular topics in 

high school biology, such as taxonomy and physiology, were neglected by their 

university curriculum. In a parallel vein, many were of the opinion that the content in 

their education theory courses seldom had any connection to actual classroom practice.  

They repeated their call for more field experiences, to help them discover and forge 

connections between theory and practice.

Allan (2003) emphasized the importance of quality teacher education programs, 

contending that the education of young people is too important to have teachers do too 

much of their learning “on the job.”  In a massive survey of the education literature, Allan 

found very few studies of teacher education programs, and thus had a difficult time 

answering his “Eight Questions on Teacher Preparation.”  Of the studies he did locate, he 

considered only a few to present “moderate support” for answers to the questions; those 

were usually the studies that involved some quantitative measure of student success and 

teacher quality.  Most of the studies reviewed by Allan were considered too descriptive, 

qualitative, and context-specific to provide more than “limited support” for their 

conclusions, and many were judged “inconclusive.”  Allan has a very low opinion of 

education research in general: he claims that policy makers have lost faith in education 

research as a means of informing action, calling much of it “partisan and politicized.” 

(p.3)  

Given the qualitative and descriptive nature of the current study, obviously this

researcher does not agree with Allan’s harsh evaluation of the education literature.  On 

the other hand, his contention that single studies have limited utility for setting general 

policy is a point well taken.  He also presents a valid point when he criticizes education 

researchers for rarely including the input of classroom teachers when setting their 

research agenda.  However, he seems guilty of such neglect himself, since there is no 

evidence that teachers were consulted when he constructed his “Eight Questions!”
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Allan’s first three questions deal directly with elements of teacher effectiveness 

that can be addressed by preservice training programs.  His first question asks how 

important content knowledge is in determining a teacher’s effectiveness.  The conclusion 

he draws from his survey of the literature is that subject-matter preparation is inadequate 

for a large number of teachers.  He determines that subject-matter competency is essential 

to good teaching, but notes that the research is unclear about exactly how many and what 

kind of courses would be needed.  He also concludes that subject-matter knowledge is 

inadequate; knowledge of how to teach is also essential to being an effective teacher.  In 

that vein, Allan’s second question revolves around the importance of instruction in 

pedagogy to effective teaching.  He found limited support for the notion that preparation 

in techniques of pedagogy can improve teaching, but found the research results unclear as 

to whether instruction in a university classroom or extensive field experiences are more 

important to that preparation.  He acknowledges that it may be impossible to separate and 

isolate the potential effects of the three components of most preservice programs: content 

courses, education courses, and field experiences.

The effect of field experiences on teaching effectiveness was the topic of Allan’s 

third question, and he located a larger-than-average number of studies dealing with field 

experiences.  He found little use for most of them, however, since he felt most of them 

focused too much on how field experiences influenced teachers’ beliefs and attitudes, and 

not enough on how they made the teachers more effective in the classroom.  Allan also 

found it difficult to assess the general efficacy of field experiences, due to the incredible 

variability of field experiences in terms of length, coordination of host school and 

university, and integration of field experiences with courses in pedagogical theory.  

Additionally, many of the studies illustrated that field experiences will have different 

effects on student teachers with diverse personalities, levels of content knowledge, and 

preconceived notions about teaching.  He did note, however, that many of the studies 

agreed in questioning the value of the “traditional” 8-14 week student teaching 

experience.  Allan was also able to pull together a list of common characteristics of 

effective field experiences, including
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• Coursework prior to student teaching has a practical emphasis, focusing on 

situations the student teacher will encounter in the field.

• The “cooperating” teachers supervising the student teachers in the school are 

well trained and understand their roles well.

• The cooperating teachers give the student teachers considerable responsibility 

and autonomy.

• Student teachers are given time and encouragement to reflect on their 

experiences in the classroom.

• University professors also supervise the student teachers.

• The student teachers support and learn from one another.

• A variety of well-organized and well-coordinated field experiences are 

involved.

A number of researchers are not merely critical of teacher education, but also offer 

suggestions for improving practice that are informed by their research.  Stover (1990) 

echoes the “practice what you preach” metaphor of Feiman-Nemser (2001) and urges 

teacher educators to adopt a student-centered approach that listens to and addresses the 

concerns and fears of prospective teachers.  Feiman-Nemser (2001) further suggests five 

“central tasks” for teacher education.  Most of these tasks deal with the “survival needs” 

of beginning teachers:

• Giving novices a chance to reflect on teaching and formulate their beliefs

• Developing novice teachers’ content knowledge

• Helping novices better understand learners and the learning process

• Guiding novice teachers in developing a “repertoire” of approaches to 

teaching

• Helping novice teachers to develop the ability to study the teaching 

process, as practiced by themselves and others



34

After surveying 40 studies of preservice education, Kagan (1992) came to a 

number of conclusions:

• Preservice programs should focus on giving students the procedural 

knowledge that will help them succeed in the classroom.  Teacher 

educators should honor the need that novice teachers may have to learn the 

“tricks of the trade.”

• Preservice education should promote habits of self-reflection in teachers, 

rather on focusing on the “big ideas” of education.

• Preservice education should provide novice teachers with opportunities to 

interact with students.  Theoretical classwork is no substitute for actual 

experience.

• Preservice education should put novice teachers in situations where they 

can safely make mistakes and question their own beliefs, without having 

to worry about a professor or cooperating teacher imposing their will.

• Teacher educators need to expect that novice teachers will be preoccupied 

with “survival” issues of discipline and class control, and should honor, 

respect, and speak to those concerns.

In perhaps her most radical suggestion, Kagan proposes that teacher education 

should be willing to entertain the possibility that formal education theory may not be 

relevant to some teachers at any point in their careers.  The notion that one of the 

functions of preservice education is to “plant a seed” of formal theory that will grow as a 

teacher “matures” may need to be re-evaluated.  In the end, some teachers may be their 

own first, best, and only source of theory.  One size may not fit all.

Korthagen and Kessels (1999) are deeply critical of teacher education, which they 

see as “polarized” between two extremes:  programs that emphasize pedagogical theory at 

the expense of extensive field experiences, and those who regard theory as useless 



35

compared to practical field experience.  They propose that the choice should not be which 

of these aspects to emphasize, but rather how to integrate both into preservice education.  

Using Aristotelian concepts, Korthagen and Kessel distinguish between two different 

kinds of theory:  episteme, which is general knowledge informed by research and 

applicable to a wide variety of situations, and phronesis, knowledge born from a 

particular situation or context.  A balance between these two types is needed in teacher 

education, according to the authors.  Episteme is needed because occasionally teachers 

will occasionally need to craft novel solutions to new situations.  However, an over-

emphasis on episteme could leave teachers fumbling for answers when they have little 

time to synthesize solutions from general theory.  Phronesis can provide teachers with 

those quick answers to common problems, but an over-emphasis on phronesis could lead 

to situations where teachers have few resources to craft solutions to new problems.  A 

balance between educational theory and field experiences, with expert guidance and 

ample time for reflection and synthesis, will promote a balance between episteme and 

phronesis in teacher education.

Korthagen and Kessels observe that when novice teachers get into the classroom, 

they tend to shift their attitudes and practices to conform to their perception of the school 

environment, rather than considering the theory and ideas they were exposed to in their 

pedagogy courses.  They contend that in many situations, novice teachers need (p. 5) 

“quick and concrete answers to situations in which they have little time to think.”  Since 

they so often lack the luxury of time to reflect on pedagogical theory in high-pressure 

situations, they may try to fall back on their own experiences as learners in the familiar 

“teach as they were taught” reaction.  They suggest that extensive field experiences will 

give novice teachers an opportunity to experience teaching in a lower-pressure 

environment, where they can reflect on how theory relates to practice, preferably with 

expert guidance from professors and mentor teachers.  Korthagen and Kessels feel that 

field experiences will motivate novice teachers to pay more attention to theory by 

creating specific and personal concerns about teaching that can be addressed by theory.  
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Student teachers will then see value in the theory, and teacher educators will be able to 

take advantage of “teachable moments.”  

Korthagen and Kessels express surprise that so many teacher education programs 

still cling to an approach where theory is often devoid of context and concrete 

application.  They contend that teacher educators are too proscriptive and instructor-

centered in their curriculum choices.  They even going so far as to accuse teacher 

educators of putting more energy into trying to make students “buy in” to certain theories 

than they do into trying to uncover which aspects of educational theory the students will 

actually need in their particular situations.  They argue that the “gap” that teacher 

educators are trying to bridge between student teachers and theory is largely of the 

teacher educators’ own making, and that teacher educators need to close the gap by 

getting more in touch with their students’ needs.  

Korthagen and Kessels propose a more student-centered approach that builds on 

the student teachers’ experiences, where reflection on real problems encountered in the 

classroom forms the basis for investigation of theory.  Student teachers need a variety of 

field experiences, so they can form ideas about teaching based on experience instead of 

preconceived notions. The student teacher’s professional development grows out of his or 

her ideas and feelings, not vice versa.  In this approach, the teacher educator is still in the 

role of content expert, but is more of a guide to the student’s investigations, to interdict 

radically wrong turns and “reinventing the wheel.”  They draw a parallel with the 

“transfer problem” that many students have in science and mathematics, when students 

can solve textbook problems perfectly well, but cannot apply those same principles to 

everyday situations.  Just as “hands-on” learning strategies have been proposed for 

science and mathematics, Korthagen and Kessels propose what they call a “realistic” 

teacher education strategy that integrates theory and practice.

Zeichner (2003) also sees too much extremism in teacher education, but he 

perceives three different “agendas” in the philosophies of modern preservice programs.  
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He feels that, in desperation to address the problems of teacher attrition and lack of 

proper certification, these programs are becoming too radical in their approaches.  The 

“professionalization agenda” seeks to insure professional competence by promoting 

performance-based testing.  Zeichner contends that standards for this testing are too 

narrow, and will exclude many good teachers.  Also, teacher educators may find 

themselves “teaching to the test,” as many pre-college teachers are pressured to do by 

high-stakes testing.  The “deregulation agenda” seeks to downplay or eliminate 

instruction in education theory, focusing instead on content knowledge and oratory skills.  

Zeichner also derides this agenda as too narrow in focus, and challenges the implicit 

notion that teachers can pick up theoretical knowledge “on the job.”  Finally, the “social 

justice agenda” emphasizes multicultural knowledge and interpersonal skills when 

dealing with diverse populations, placing such knowledge and skills on a par with content 

knowledge.  Zeichner feels that this agenda is also too narrow in its focus, noting 

especially a tendency to emphasize helping white teachers work with non-white students, 

rather than helping all teachers teach all students.  He does not see any of these agendas 

as necessarily wrong or harmful, just too focused.  He proposes an integration of the three 

agendas, to provide a healthy mix of pedagogical knowledge, content knowledge, and 

multicultural awareness.

Andersen (2000) reflects on many years as a teacher educator and education 

researcher and makes a number of observations about teacher education.  He observed 

that, in his experience, older, more experienced students (typically students pursuing 

graduate degrees) were more complimentary of their education courses than less 

academically experienced students.  He proposes that few freshmen are mature enough to 

make a commitment to teaching.  Andersen also expressed a strong belief that prospective 

teachers should be allowed and encouraged to learn from their mistakes during their 

student teaching experience.  However, he states that few novice teachers are actually 

given the time and support needed to reflect productively on their experiences during 

their preservice education.  It is not enough to Anderson for student teachers to “survive” 

their negative experiences; novices must be given training and opportunity to transform 
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failures into learning experiences.  He warns that students will not be able to fully utilize 

the instruction that they receive in pedagogical theory unless they have experiences in an 

actual classroom that they can relate to elements of that theory.  He also stresses the 

importance to the novice teacher of expert guidance and mentoring; even if a novice 

teacher cannot find a formal mentor, he nonetheless encourages novices to seek out a 

confidante who will be constructively critical of their ideas and actions.  Anderson closes 

by noting that the biggest challenge in teacher education is to facilitate a smooth 

transition from student teacher to teaching professional.

In a call to action for leaders in higher education, Sanders (2004) gives a harsh 

assessment of the current state of teacher education, focusing on programs in science and 

mathematics education.  He claims that science and mathematics preservice programs 

suffer from poor evaluation methods, “flabby” curricula, and low standards for entering 

and graduating students.  He feels that most fail to meet the important needs of student 

teachers: solid subject matter knowledge, knowledge of effective teaching methods, 

familiarity with the possibilities of educational technology, and proper support and 

mentoring.  In harmony with many of the authors above, he promotes an approach that 

balances content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and field experiences.  Sanders 

makes a number of suggestions for things that colleges and universities can do to promote 

good science and mathematics teacher education: instituting extensive program 

evaluations by graduates, expanding responsibility for teacher education beyond the 

education department, monitoring graduates of the program after the become full-time 

teachers, and providing support and mentoring to teachers during and after their time in 

the program.

The assessments cited above of teacher education in general, and science teacher 

education in particular, are striking in their harshness.  Even more striking, however, is 

the scarceness of the voices of classroom teachers, the graduates of these programs.  

Much of the criticism comes from thinkers in the education field, based upon their 

experiences.  Other opinions come from studies by government agencies and “think 
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tanks,” based on surveys of existing literature or anecdotal evidence.  Little effort has 

been made to uncover the “lived reality” of the classroom teacher in a systematic way, 

and see preservice education through their eyes.  The current study seeks to address this 

lack.

New Approaches to Teacher Education

In response to widespread dissatisfaction with preservice science and 

mathematics, some attempts have been made in the past decade to introduce new 

elements into teacher education.  For example, Grankvist (1996) discusses efforts to 

allow student teachers in Norway more time to reflect on field experiences.  He 

eliminated “microteaching” exercises – practice teaching in front of fellow student 

teachers – from the preservice program, decrying the process as an unacceptable 

substitute for practice in a real classroom.  During the 12-14 weeks of student teaching in 

Grankvist’s program, each week is structured to promote reflective practice: planning 

sessions are held on Mondays, teachers are in the classroom Tuesday through Thursday, 

and Friday is a time for teachers to meet to reflect and discuss the week’s events with 

their fellow teachers.  University instructors are directly involved with the student 

teachers in the planning and reflection stages.  Grankvist reports that giving student 

teachers time and opportunity to reflect on their experiences has improved their teaching 

skills and their attitudes toward teaching, although he presents only anecdotal evidence to 

support this assertion. 

In their teacher education program at Utrecht University, Korthagen and Kessels 

(1999) have incorporated a number of changes to help their student teachers more easily 

integrate theory and practice.  In their program, the student teachers have schedules that 

alternate between time teaching in actual classrooms and time reflecting on and 

discussing their experiences in the preservice classroom.  Students bring actual challenges 

that they have encountered in their student teaching to the discussion, and the teacher 

educators help the student teachers select and explore the aspects of theory that can assist 
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them in meeting these challenges.  Instruction is tailored to the student teacher and his or 

her specific concerns, rather than only offering general principles.  The program 

coordinates and communicates very closely with the secondary schools, to insure that the 

classroom is a “safe” environment where student teachers can make mistakes and learn 

from them.  Korthagen and Kessels also realize that as teacher educators, they themselves 

have a duty to cultivate skills as reflective practitioners.  They report that their strategies 

have had a positive impact on their graduates, helping them be more thoughtful and 

confident in the classroom, but, similar to Grankvist (1996), they present mostly 

anecdotal evidence in the form of a few student quotes to back this claim.

Taylor (2000) was taken aback when his preservice students asked him the 

question that comprises the title of his paper: “When are we ever going to use this?”  He 

was accustomed to hearing such a question from students taking mathematics classes, but 

not from prospective teachers.  As he explored the question with his student teachers, he 

discovered that what they were seeing in their classroom observations and field 

experiences did not seem to match up with what they were being taught in their 

preservice classes.  The students wondered if they would actually be allowed to use 

innovative techniques in the classroom once they became full-time teachers.  To give the 

students practice with using innovative techniques in a traditional setting, Taylor 

challenged the students to create a non-traditional problem-solving lesson based on a unit 

from a more traditional textbook.  Students presented their lessons to their peers in a 

microteaching session and received critique and advice.  The students found the exercise 

very useful, and were encouraged that they could introduce new teaching techniques to 

subtly transform a more traditional program.  

Taylor himself learned from this experience.  He came to realize that he had to 

“practice what he preached” as a teacher educator; traditional methods of teaching 

pedagogy would not produce innovative teachers.  He found that students of education 

theory need to have that theory grounded in a context of personal experience, even as 

students of mathematics need to have a context for learning problem-solving.  He 
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concluded that as a teacher educator he needed to model in his courses the kind of 

strategies and attitudes that he would like his student teachers to develop.

Haines (2002) describes a program at Towson University that focuses on getting 

prospective teachers into actual classrooms as soon as possible.  During the second 

semester of the certification process, students in the program spend one afternoon a week 

teaching a small group of middle or secondary school students, under the joint 

supervision of a teacher at the school and their university professor.  An important part of 

this afternoon is spent in reflection and discussion with their peers and their professor at 

the end of the day.  In subsequent semesters, their role in teaching at the school expands, 

reaching a full-blown student teaching assignment by the fourth and final semester.  In 

this system, the student teachers already know the school well (and people at the school 

know them) by the time they are fully responsible for a class.  Graduating students 

evaluated the program using a Likert-style questionnaire and brief written comments.  

Generally, students praised the program, claiming that the early field experiences helped 

them to make many connections between what they learned in their preservice classes and 

the actual process of classroom teaching.  Haines closes by calling for a system for 

teachers similar to that for physicians, engineers, and other professionals, where novices 

can learn from experienced practitioners in a real setting.  Similar to calls for science 

teachers to have students “do science as scientists do,” Haines calls for teacher educators 

to have their students teach as full-time teachers do, to test ideas in actual classrooms.

Continuing the “practice what you preach” theme, Pierce and Kalkman (2003) 

attempted to make their educational psychology classes at Northern Illinois University 

more learner-centered by letting prospective teachers have more of a say in their 

curriculum.  The authors claim that teaching is a profession where novices bring in a 

tremendous number of preconceived notions about how “experts” should behave, based 

on their experiences as students.  They want their students to reflect on those 

preconceptions and see how well they match up with educational research.  The course is 

structured so that students directly experience in their preservice training some of the 
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teaching and learning techniques that they are studying for future use in their own 

classrooms.  Students reflect on these techniques and their personal experiences in group 

discussions and personal journals, thus working to place education theory in a concrete 

context.  Students are given the freedom to alter some of the course assignments to suit 

their individual personalities and interests.  This gives the students a sense of ownership 

in the curriculum, and adds a cachet of relevance to the assignments.  Pierce and Kalkman 

express the hope that this process will encourage the prospective teachers to become more 

self-directed learners.  However, they present no evidence that these traits developed, nor 

do they include any feedback from students.

L’Anson, Rodrigues, & Wilson (2003) describe an attempt to use microteaching 

as a tool for promoting critical reflection.  This is not the microteaching decried by 

Grankvist (1996), however: instead of presenting lessons to their cohorts, the student 

teachers give several short lessons to a group of secondary school students.  These 

sessions are videotaped, and many individuals – the student teacher, other student 

teachers, a mentor teacher in the school, and the professors – view the lessons and offer 

critiques.  The professors facilitate a great deal of discussion and interaction, to encourage 

the student teachers to reflect on the lessons.  The authors noticed that many of the 

student teachers matured during the process, crossing a number of “thresholds” in terms 

of what they were most concerned about.  First was a “pre-critical” threshold, where the 

student teachers reflected primarily on technique and “survival” in presenting their 

lessons.  Prior to this threshold, the student teachers often did not think much beyond the 

lesson they completed, and the next lesson they had to present.  Many of the student 

teachers advanced to the “internalized” threshold, where they began to focus on how their 

past lessons tied together, and how they could best learn from their past mistakes.  A few 

students moved to the “hypothetical” threshold, where they became concerned with 

activities in the future, and how they could adapt to situations they had not yet 

encountered.  The focus was on making connections between the past and the future.  
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These “thresholds” seen by L’Anson, et al. parallel the developmental stages of 

Fuller (1969) and Fuller and Bown (1975), as teachers shift from worrying about survival 

skills to worrying about the quality of their teaching.  Apparently the field experience 

afforded by this version of microteaching, and the time and support for critical reflection, 

helped the student teachers develop into more mature educators.  L’Anson, et al.

interviewed the student teachers about their experiences and the effects that the 

microteaching had on their development.  Most of the student teachers said that they were 

happy to have the teaching experience afforded by the microteaching, and felt that so 

much feedback from so many different sources helped them improve.  They also 

appreciated the opportunities to reflect on their teaching and use their mistakes to grow as 

teachers.  Many cited the videotaping as especially helpful, as it helped them see things 

from their pupils’ perspective.

At the University of Arizona, Talanquer and Morgan (2005) initiated a program to 

help student teachers think about teaching and learning in a more analytic fashion.  They 

noticed that student teachers relied too much on personal feelings and beliefs to guide 

what they did in the classroom, and established superficial standards for student success, 

such as whether or not the students appeared to be enjoying themselves.  The prospective 

teachers were assigned to spend one period a day in a classroom with a mentor teacher.  

During this time, they were challenged to study the classrooms as a reporter would, 

looking for evidence that would allow them to make conclusions about three things:  

level of teacher planning, level of student achievement, and alignment of class activities 

with larger educational goals.  The student teachers summarized their “findings” in a 

series of ersatz newspaper articles, which were evaluated and discussed in peer groups.  

The authors report that the students developed their data gathering and writing abilities, 

but no evidence is presented to support this assertion.  Also, there is no evidence that 

feedback was solicited from the student teachers.

Mentoring has become a very popular way to assist novice teachers in acclimating 

to their school environment after their preservice education.  In a 1995 study, Abell, et al. 
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analyzed data from interviews with first-year teachers and their mentors.  The teachers 

and mentors spanned a wide variety of subjects and grade levels taught.  The results 

revealed a number of roles played by the mentors, with some playing multiple or 

changing roles:

• A parent figure, who must balance being helpful with letting the novice 

teacher “grow” by making mistakes

• A support system, helping the new teacher acquire “survival skills” and avoid 

pitfalls in the unfamiliar environment of the school

• A colleague who grows with the new teacher

• A “scaffolder” who provides models for how to teach

Abell, et al. (1995) also discovered three essential qualities of mentors that help 

make the mentoring process successful for all involved.  First, the mentor must see 

mentoring as his or her professional duty, and an opportunity to pass on knowledge to the 

“next generation.”  The mentor must not be in a position to evaluate the novice teacher in 

any way; the mentor’s role must be that of a helper, not an authority figure.  Finally, the 

mentor must cultivate an atmosphere of mutual respect and trust.  Obviously, these 

characteristics are intertwined, and could provide a model not just for mentors of first-

year teachers in schools, but also for university professors and host teachers in preservice 

programs. 

Subsequent reports about successful mentoring programs support the basic 

findings of Abell, et al. (1995).  Melancon (2002) describes a program with a “mass 

mentoring” element, where new teachers come together once a month to hold group 

discussion, and to get advice and materials from expert teachers.  In additions, the new 

teachers had “shared planning periods” every day for group discussions.  Each teacher 

was also assigned a personal mentor, to aid in reflection, to help the new teacher be aware 

of administrative tasks, and to be a source of encouragement.  Texley (1996) notes that 

novice teachers are frequently assigned the most difficult classes, and new science 
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teachers have the extra burden of having to become acquainted with new laboratory 

facilities.  A good mentor who knows about the school and is willing to help is therefore 

usually essential to the new science teacher’s success.  In return, the new teachers can 

enrich their mentors and their schools with new ideas and technical knowledge.  This 

theme of mentoring enriching both participants is echoed in the report of Wetzel, et al. 

(1996), who discuss a two-week workshop designed to help new teachers and their 

mentors learn how to integrate technology with their teaching.  In the process of teaching 

each other about these new methods, the novices and the mentors reported learning a 

great deal.  The authors propose that providing opportunities for teachers to teach each 

other is a “critical dynamic” for training teachers.  Barker (2000) emphasizes, however, 

that this strategy can only work in an atmosphere of mutual respect.  In a report on a 

study of mentors and science teacher “trainees” at the Institute of Education in London, 

Barker notes that little can be accomplished in the mentoring relationship when mentors 

are overbearing and dictate how the trainee should teach.  At the other extreme, situations 

where a mentor feels that he or she has little to contribute to an experienced trainee are 

not productive either.  Collegial cooperation – where the trainee is active in preparing 

teaching strategies, and the mentor offers encouragement and advice – is more effective 

and mutually beneficial for developing meaningful laboratory activities and sound 

strategies for conveying difficult subjects.

In an in-depth case study, Zucherman (1999) tells the story of “Carole,” a first-

year teacher, and her relationship with her mentor “Janice.”  Carole began the school year 

feeling “overwhelmed” and very concerned about teaching a subject with which she had 

little experience.  Carole was able to observe her mentor’s classes in the unfamiliar 

subject, and used Janice’s techniques as a model.  However, she did not feel that she had 

to exactly duplicate Janice’s work, because Janice was open to Carole’s ideas and did not 

try to dictate to her.  This combination of having a model and yet having room to 

experiment gave Carole confidence, and she found herself needing her mentor’s model 

less and less.  As the semester went on, Carole found her concerns shifting from “how do 

we do things” to “how can we make things better” – a development in line with the stages 



46

of Fuller and Bown (1975).  The next semester, Carole was ready to return the favor, as 

Janice was teaching a subject in which Carole was well versed.  Carole was very pleased 

at the opportunity to “give something back” to her mentor. 

We see in Carole and Janice’s relationship many points of correspondence with 

the findings of Abell, et al. (1995).  Janice clearly saw a responsibility to pass on her 

knowledge and experience to Carole.  She took pains to make her schedule compatible 

with Carole’s, so that she could be close at hand.  Janice described her multifaceted role 

as “caregiver, fellow learner, and buddy,” with no evaluative component.  Finally, Carole 

and Janice clearly had a great deal of mutual respect.  Both appreciated the difficulty of 

teaching, and realized that any problems a novice teacher faces are due to the difficulty of 

the task, and not any inadequacies on the part of the teacher.  Zucherman stresses that 

mentors must see the potential of new instructors, and be willing to work to realize that 

potential.  The story of Carole and Janice provides a solid model for mentoring 

relationships that preservice host teachers would do well to emulate.

Mentoring relationships do not need to be one-on-one situations.  Bambino (2002) 

presents three examples of “critical friends groups.” These are groups of teachers, some 

novice, some experienced, who meet to assist each other in critical reflection, problem-

solving, and curriculum development.  As the name “critical friends” implies, the 

members of the groups are equals, and listen to and aid each other as peers.  One group 

assisted a member in making an alternative assessment strategy for an Earth Science class 

more academically rigorous.  Another group comprised of teachers from all disciplines at 

a school worked together to develop a portfolio assessment system for all students at their 

school.  A third group assisted a colleague with a discipline problem by providing 

alternate viewpoints and helping the teacher see the problem from a new perspective.  

Bambino notes that critical friends groups create a sense of community and aid and abet 

improvement through critical reflection.
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As promising as mentoring programs may seem, they are in-service programs, and 

thus are subject to the whims of administrative decisions and funding.  Ingersoll (2000) 

notes that less that half of all teachers engage in some kind of induction program upon 

becoming a full-time teacher.  Zeichner (2003) warns that teacher induction programs are 

constantly endangered by budget cuts.  Indeed, the President of the National Science 

Teachers Association (Padilla, 2005) reports that only 19 states in the U. S. have 

mandated induction and mentoring programs for beginning teachers, and of those, only 

10 provide even partial funding, with the funding burden on the uncertain shoulders of 

local districts.  Therefore, many teachers will not be able to rely on in-service mentoring 

programs to help them in the first semesters.  If induction programs do fade in 

importance, preservice education may be the only formal assistance that novice teachers 

have to help them transition to full-time teaching.

Sanders (2004) identifies three new preservice programs that he sees as being on 

the “leading edge” of teacher training.  A program at Purdue University focuses on 

developing programs in engineering education in secondary schools, with special 

emphasis on introducing young women and minorities to the possibilities of engineering.  

The prospective teachers in the program are supported in their efforts to develop courses 

in engineering suitable for secondary school students.  At the University of Georgia the 

focus is on middle school science and mathematics.  Each science and mathematics 

content course in the preservice program is connected to a methods course in how to 

teach that subject.  The program provides a wide variety of clinical and field experiences 

for the prospective teachers to practice and experiment.

Sanders most extensively describes the third of his “leading edge” programs: the 

UTeach program at The University of Texas at Austin, a joint venture of the university’s 

College of Education and College of Natural Science.  The emphasis in the UTeach 

program is on providing early and frequent field experiences to provide a context for the 

pedagogical techniques studied in the education courses.  Students in the program earn a 

degree in science, with a curriculum nearly identical to students intending to go on to 
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graduate research.  Students in the program are giving lessons in actual elementary school 

classrooms within six weeks of starting the program.  As students progress in the 

program, they move from student teaching in elementary schools, to middle schools, and 

finally to secondary schools, regardless of their future plans.  They begin with simple 

lessons, and gradually increase their responsibility until they can take on multiple courses 

in their final semester.  These extensive field experiences are a distinguishing feature and 

a great strength of the program.  Great care is taken to integrate methods and theory 

classes with the field experiences.  The program also provides ample opportunities for 

reflection on and discussion about the field experiences.  Another strength of the UTeach 

program is the extensive collaboration of program directors with master teachers from 

nearby school districts: these teachers played a major role in developing the program, and 

enrich the program by serving as teacher trainers and mentors.  Some of these mentors 

even continue working with graduates of the program as they make the transition to full-

time teachers.

No formal research has yet been conducted in conjunction with the UTeach 

program, but private communications with people involved in the program (LaTurner, 

2005; Marder, 2005) indicate that graduates of the program have had success thus far in 

their careers, and regard the program highly.  For example, almost 94% of UTeach 

program graduates passed the state teacher certification exam on the first attempt.  In 

addition, during the first five years of the program’s existence, almost 93% of graduates

had entered, or were seeking to enter, the teaching profession.  More importantly, nearly 

80% of the program graduates had remained in the teaching profession after five years, an 

impressive retention rate when compared to the statistics of Ingersoll and Smith (2003).

The UTeach program is ripe with promise for teacher education – and with possibilities 

for research.
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The Current Study

While these recent programs are innovative and have shown promising results, 

they remain the exceptions rather than the rule.  All in all, the picture looks bleak for 

science teacher education.  It appears that most teachers acquire the majority of their 

teaching skills outside of formal training, and then too often by a process of trial and 

error.  The current study will seek to gather more information about the "lived reality" of 

the beginning teacher, and about beginning teachers' perceptions of how well they have 

been prepared by preservice education.  This study is different from many of the studies 

above in both its breadth and its narrowness.  The goal of this project will be to survey 

simultaneously the importance of various needs and the success of preservice preparation 

in providing for those needs, all seen through the eyes of the novice teachers.  The study 

will focus narrowly on secondary teachers of science, and on the first year of teaching.
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Chapter 3 -- Procedures

As explained in Chapter 1, this study utilizes quantitative research methods to 

answer the research questions.  This section contains a description of the research process 

involved.

Research approach

As stated earlier, the research is primarily descriptive in nature.  The study relies 

on naturalistic techniques of inquiry to describe the "lived reality" of the novice science 

teacher as it relates to the research questions.  To reiterate those research questions:

RQ1 What needs are important to the beginning science teacher?

RQ2 In what ways do novice science teachers think their preservice education 

has prepared them (or failed to prepare them) to meet these needs?

Research design

The course of research for this project was conducted in two phases, each with its

own sample size and focus.  Of course, it is hoped that the disparate methods will yield 

similar results, to promote the validity of those results.  The following sections will 

discuss each phase in turn.

Small Group Study

Context of the Study

The subjects in the “small group” phase of the study were selected from 

undergraduates taking preservice science education courses at a large research university 

in the southern United States.  The program was slightly atypical in that the student in the 
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program graduated with science degrees rather than education degrees.  However, in 

terms of its structure, the curriculum for the teacher certification program was very 

similar to the traditional plan for such programs at large research universities.  Students 

generally came into the program during the latter half of their undergraduate careers.  In 

addition to the general education core curriculum, the prospective teachers had to take a 

number of classes unique to the study of education:

• At least one course in educational psychology

• A course about working with special needs students

• A course in technology for educators

• A course in instructional design

• A course in classroom management

• A “critical issues” course during the student teaching semester

• A science-specific “methods” course during the student teaching semester

The students were asked to participate in the study as they took their final 

"methods" class, and subsequently went through their student teaching experience.  The 

participants were thus in the last semester of their preservice professional development 

prior to full-time teaching.

Sample population

Participants in the small group study were solicited via cover letters (see 

Appendix).  With the course instructor’s permission, the researcher personally described 

the project to the potential participants, along with a description of exactly what would be 

asked of them at each stage of the research, and how data generated would be handled 

and used.  It was made clear to participants in all studies that their participation in the 

project was entirely voluntary, and that they could withdraw at any time.  Six of the 

prospective teachers agreed to be in the Small Group Study, representing a wide 

distribution of backgrounds.  Four were women.  Two were seeking certification in 

biology, two were seeking composite certification, and one was seeking certification in 
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physics.  The remaining student teacher was seeking both biology and composite 

certification.  Four of the six already held baccalaureate degrees, in biology, chemistry, 

physics, and anthropology.  One held a Master’s degree in physics, and another was about 

to complete a Master’s in molecular biology.  Two of the collaborators already had 

instructional experience going into their student teaching.

Data collection procedures

The data from this phase of the study was qualitative in nature, generated by a 

variety of methods.  With the course instructor’s permission, the researcher was able to 

perform extended observations of preservice classroom activities.  Collaborators were 

also asked to keep reflective journals of their experiences and feelings during the methods 

class.  Such a journal could be of the traditional "notebook" type, an electronic journal 

sent by e-mail, or even tape-recorded, depending on which was most convenient for the 

participants.  The majority of journal entries were via electronic mail to the instructor, 

who then provided the entries to the researcher.  Hopefully, the process of keeping a 

journal proved beneficial to participants by giving them a chance for reflection and 

catharsis.

During the semester of the methods class, collaborators were asked to meet for 

two "focus group" sessions, each lasting about three hours.  During the first part of each 

session, participants engaged in "brainstorming" activities regarding their thoughts on 

teaching in the initial session and how their methods class related to teaching in the 

second session.  This was a process of "open coding" performed by the respondents 

themselves as they wrote their thoughts, impressions, and feelings on index cards.  The 

future teachers then participated in the "constant comparison" phase of analysis (cf. 

Grove 1988) of these data by actively arranging their own cards and the cards of other 

collaborators into logical groups.  These socially negotiated groups evolved into larger 

ideas, or "themes," to serve as the bases for the interview protocols.  It was hoped that the 

social interaction involved in this group process would lend the emergent themes a high 
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degree of authenticity and power.  The themes generated during the focus group sessions, 

and the resulting interview protocols, are presented in the next chapter.

Once the six prospective teachers began their student teaching, they were asked to 

participate in one-on-one structured interviews a few weeks into their student teaching 

experience.  The questions for the interview were created from the themes generated 

during the first focus group session.  The student teachers also continued their reflective 

journals.  The second round of interviews for each participant began with a process of 

“member checking,” wherein the collaborators heard the researcher’s impressions of their 

thoughts, feelings and experiences during the first interview.  The collaborators would 

then confirm, deny, or elaborate on those impressions.  Once the member checking was 

complete, the second part of the second interview for each collaborator centered on the 

themes generated in the second brainstorming session.  A third and final group of 

interviews involved member checking the researcher’s impressions of the second 

interview.  All of the first two interviews were conducted face to face, but the third 

interviews were conducted by phone for two of the participants.

All face-to-face interviews were audio taped with the full awareness and consent 

of the collaborators.  Participants in the small group study were asked to select 

pseudonyms, and these pseudonyms will be used throughout the presentation of results.  

Information connecting subjects to their pseudonyms, as well as any audiotapes, were 

kept secure in a locked cabinet during the study when the researcher was not actively 

consulting them, and only the researcher had access to these materials.  Interviews were 

transcribed by the researcher into a computer text document.  Once a transcription was 

completed, the audiotape was erased.  At the conclusion of the interview period, all 

information connecting respondents to their pseudonyms was destroyed.  No record exists 

to connect collaborators to the data they generated.
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Data analysis procedures

As stated earlier, data analysis during the two focus group sessions was performed 

in collaboration with the student teachers generating the data.  The themes that emerged 

from these group sessions informed and guided the process of analysis for the other data, 

performed by the researcher.

The data from class observations, journals, and interviews were reduced using a 

process termed "axial coding" in Chapter 7 of Strauss and Corbin (1990).  Axial coding 

differs from open coding (like what occurred during the group sessions) in that axial 

coding utilizes the categories generated by open coding as a framework to guide analysis.  

Instead of generating entirely new categories, axial coding seeks deeper knowledge of 

existing categories, expanding and broadening them.  The purpose of axial coding is to 

discover what Strauss and Corbin (1990) term "sub-categories," information such as the 

conditions that create each category, the context of each category, the ways that people 

react to a category, and the consequences of those reactions.  Naturally, some open 

coding occurred during this phase of analysis as well, discovering new themes that did 

not arise in the group sessions.

Due to the process of member checking, it is notable that for this type of 

qualitative research, much of the process of data analysis is concurrent with the collection 

of data.  Interviews had to be coded very soon after they were conducted, to prepare for 

member checking in the next interview.  The initial process of coding reduced the 

interview text to a sequence of fragmented statements by the interviewee.  The researcher 

then interpreted these fragments as a series of simple declarative statements, for example, 

“You believe that solid content knowledge is essential to earn respect as a teacher” or 

“You found discussions with your fellow student teachers very helpful.”  During the next 

interview, the researcher read these declarative statements to the collaborators, who 

would then confirm, deny, or elaborate on the accuracy of the researcher’s impressions.  

Alterations were made to the declarative statements in accordance with these comments.
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Once the interviews and member checking were complete for each participant, all 

member-checked declarative statements from that participant were assembled into a 

single document.  The researcher read through all of the statements and looked for 

common themes.  This is the synthesis that compliments the analysis of the original 

coding.  Using the “cut and paste” function of word processing software, the researcher 

was able to physically arrange the statements into themed groups in a process of axial 

coding.  Once all of the declarative statements were placed into themes, the statements 

were further rearranged within a theme to isolate the ideas within a theme.  Once these 

“sub-themes” materialized, they formed the basis for the narrative of the student teacher’s 

“lived reality.”  Even as the results of the interview coding were made into the declarative 

statements of member checking, these groups of statements were formed into the 

paragraphs of the narrative.

Once all of the participants’ narratives were completed, the researcher re-read all 

of the narratives with a comparative eye, looking for common threads.  If more than one 

narrative contained a theme, it was judged to be part of their common experience. 

Naturally, some threads were more common than others.  These common threads then 

formed the basis of the data to address the research questions, and to make suggestions 

for practice.  The narratives and common threads are presented in the next chapter.

Figure 1 graphically illustrates the process of data collection for the Small Group 

Study, and Figure 2 does the same for the process of analysis and synthesis.
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Figure 1.  Process for data generation in the Small Group Study
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Figure 2.  Process of analysis and synthesis for Small Group Study
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Focused Naturalistic Study

Sample population

One of the students that participated in the small group study was hired as a full-

time teacher of secondary science in the central Texas area and agreed to participate in 

the focused qualitative study during his first year of full-time teaching.  The longitudinal 

nature of the study was greatly enhanced by achieving this continuity.  The participant

was informed of the research process, both in a cover letter and in person.    It was made 

clear to the collaborator in all studies that his participation in the project was entirely 

voluntary, and that he could withdraw at any time.  A copy of the cover letter is included 

in the Appendices.

Data collection procedures

The data in this phase of the study was generated by a series of eight regular open-

ended interviews, approximately once a month.  The interviews were modeled after the 

"Informal Conversational Interview" described in Patton (1990, pp. 20-28).  Such an 

interview is open-ended in that there are few pre-planned questions; most of the questions 

in each interview will arise during the course of the interview process.  One strength of 

this approach to interviewing is the flexibility and responsiveness available to the 

interviewer.  The interview becomes more a conversation than a survey, allowing for 

deeper mutual understanding between the researcher and the interviewee.  Patton (1990, 

p. 281) notes that such a process is excellent for the type of extended contact that will be 

an integral part of this phase.  The "big questions" for each interview were of the 

"Experience/Behavior," "Opinion/Values," and "Feeling" types from Patton (1990, pp. 

290-291), and were of the general form "What experiences, good or bad, have you had 

recently in your teaching?" and "In what ways did your preservice education prepare you, 

or fail to prepare you, for these experiences?"  Other questions followed from responses

to these questions, as the conversational process unfolded.  Later interviews also involved 

the “member checking” process described in the Small Group Study, asking the 
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collaborator to confirm, deny or elaborate on the researcher's impressions of past 

interviews.

The collaborator retained his pseudonym from the Small Group Study.  All 

interviews were audio taped will full knowledge and consent of the collaborator.  Once 

the study was completed, all records connecting the collaborator with his pseudonym 

were destroyed.

Data analysis procedures

The transcripts of the interviews were subjected to a process of open coding that 

isolated discrete units of text from the transcripts in the form of incidents, feelings, and 

ideas.  These discrete units of data were placed into a separate computer text file.  This 

new computer document evolved into a list of "main ideas" for that interview.  One 

important function of this list was to serve as an aid to the member checking process:  

during the next scheduled interview, the first order of business was to go over the list 

with the participant, soliciting spoken confirmation of the researcher's interpretations of 

each item.  If the participant disagreed with the researcher's interpretations, he or she was 

asked to elaborate and correct the researcher.  This process of member checking is an 

indispensable tool for constructing a mutual understanding between the researcher and 

the participant of the "lived reality" of the teacher's experiences.  Any elaborations 

offered by the participant during the member checking process were interpreted by the 

researcher after the analysis of that interview, and were themselves member checked in 

future interviews.

Once the items on the list of "main ideas" were confirmed by member checking, 

the process of open coding continued with the ordering of the ideas into logical 

categories.  Computer word processing technology greatly facilitated this process, since 

ideas can be moved around on the screen via “cut-and-paste,” or individual ideas can be 

printed out for physical arrangement into categories.  Once the ideas were arranged into 

logically consistent categories, those categories were assigned descriptive labels.  
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Naturally, this was an iterative process; as expected, membership and labeling of 

categories were quite fluid before they finally stabilized.  

As the study progressed, comparisons were made between the lists of main ideas 

that emerged from each interview.  These comparisons resulted in a "master list" of ideas 

generated by the Focused Study.  These ideas and the connections among them were 

woven into a narrative, in a process similar to that described above, comprising a "story" 

of the "lived reality" of the first-year teacher, and the relevance of the teacher's preservice 

education to the experiences of that first year.

Since only one teacher was willing and able to be interviewed for the Focused 

Study, there is no opportunity for comparison to other teachers as there was in the Small 

Group Study.  However, the results of the two studies can be compared to see if the 

collaborator’s felt needs as a teacher, and his attitudes about the effectiveness of 

preservice education, evolved with time and experience. I will look for similarities and 

differences between the results of each phase, and these similarities and differences, 

along with elaborations, theoretical explanations, and suggestions for practice, will be 

summarized in the final section.

Theoretical Basis for Qualitative Study

The underlying philosophy of this qualitative study is the philosophy of 

phenomenology.  According to Patton (1990, pp. 68-71), phenomenology is concerned 

with "how people describe things and experience them through their senses."  

Phenomenological inquiry focuses on the structure and essence of experience of a certain 

phenomenon for a certain group of people.  In the case of this study, the "phenomenon" is 

the approximately eighteen-month long process of preservice education and the first year 

of teaching.  Phenomenology rejects the notion that there is an objective reality for 

people; people’s experiences are paramount in importance.  Therefore, this study is 
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concerned with discovering the "lived reality" of preservice students as they become 

teachers.

Unfortunately, the researcher cannot directly know the “lived reality” of the 

beginning teachers, so this study requires the addition of the concept of constructivism.  

We can seek to understand the "lived reality" of the first-year teacher effectively by 

realizing that this "reality" is constructed in the mind of the teacher, tying new 

experiences to old as his or her career unfolds.  A researcher seeking to understand this 

personally constructed reality must enter into a dialogue with the teacher and construct a 

mutual understanding of the teacher's experiences.  Naturalistic techniques of inquiry, 

with their emphasis on multiple realities and the "construction" of a common reality 

based on shared experiences between researcher and "researched," (Erlandson, et al. 

1993, pp. 11-12) are appropriate to make these constructions. The researcher must strive 

to confirm the accuracy of his or her perception of this shared construction, by constantly 

consulting with the teacher.

 More traditional studies attempt to test predetermined hypotheses, and focus on 

asking questions that relate to those hypotheses.   Such practices, however, run the risk of 

incorporating too much of the researcher's attitudes and beliefs into the "shared" 

experience between researcher and collaborators.  This deductive approach runs the risk 

of "pigeon holing" the experiences of participants with a priori theories (Patton, 1990, 

pp. 44-46).  Baird and Rowsey (1989) make this admission about the limitations of their 

survey:

The… items selected for this survey represent only a subset of perceived 

needs which would be obtained through an open-ended survey instrument.  

[Use of] a scan form… constrains the quality of the… data by filtering 

response choices and preventing the addition of needs by respondents. 

(p. 276)
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This study seeks to take a more inductive approach; rather than "test" for pre-

determined themes, it is expected that themes will emerge from the course of the study 

itself.  By this process, theories about the experiences of preservice and first-year teachers 

are "grounded" in those shared experiences as they unfold.  As noted by Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) grounded theory research is exceedingly non-linear in nature:  processes of 

data collection, data analysis, and formulation of theory are constantly relating to each 

other in a reciprocal manner.

Steps to insure the quality of the study

Every researcher faces the challenge of conducting a study so that the results will 

be perceived as useful (and therefore viewed favorably) by those who see the results.  

Quantitative research uses a variety of time-honored methods to meet these demands:  

prime examples include random sampling, standardization, and quotation of constructs 

such as reliability coefficients.  Qualitative methods, by their very nature, must reject 

most of these methods, and proponents of qualitative research have sought to develop 

their own standards for "quality" research.

Standards such as those presented in Chapters 2 and 7 of Erlandson, et al. (1993) 

were used to guide this research.  They see "quality" research with a constructivist 

philosophy as having three overarching standards.  This section will describe each of 

these standards in turn, as well as the methods employed to meet them.

"Trustworthiness"  

Research is a process by which the researcher serves as an intermediary between 

two groups that normally would have no contact:  those who have participated in the 

research, and those who read the research report.  The researcher is an ambassador or 

interpreter of sorts, and, like all ambassadors and interpreters, is the focus of a great deal 

of trust.  But personal agendas can shape what the researcher reports, and even what he or 

she "sees."  Even "traditional" research in the natural sciences has been prone to the 
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influence of personal agendas; one of the most famous examples is the "evidence" of the 

"canals" of Mars found by the American amateur astronomer Percival Lowell.  Lowell 

wished so much to find evidence of an alien civilization that he interpreted a random 

assemblage of colorations on the surface of Mars as straight lines connecting great cities 

visible from tens of million of miles away!  Most personal agendas are subconscious and 

lacking in sinister intent, but to deny their existence and influence is to deny the humanity 

of the researcher.  How then can we invest trust in any piece of reported research?

Erlandson, et al. (1993) provide a guide:

If intellectual inquiry is to have an impact on human knowledge … it must 

guarantee some measure of credibility about what it has inquired, must 

communicate in a manner that will enable application by its intended 

audience, and must enable its audience to check on its findings and the 

inquiry process by which the findings were obtained. (p. 28)

Erlandson, et al. (1993) propose several tools to make a naturalistic study more 

trustworthy.  This study employs the following:

•  Member checking seeks to insure the credibility of research.  As a researcher 

gathers information, the data pass through a series of "filters," arising not only from the 

limitations of his or her senses, but also from the researcher's experiences and attitudes.  

This filtering process can cause the researcher's constructions to drift from those 

professed by others participating in the research.  The technique of member checking 

deals with "construct drift" by the conceptually simple expedient of asking research 

respondents to evaluate the researcher's constructs.  In this project, member checking was 

a regular part of the interviewing process:  major portions of follow-up interviews were 

spent asking interviewees to confirm, critique, or correct the researcher's interpretations 

of their words from previous interviews, and even from earlier in the same interview.
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•  Triangulation also speaks to credibility.  It is the process of generating data 

from a variety of sources, at a variety of times, employing a variety of methods.  This 

study will generate data using a wide variety of methods: reflective journals, classroom 

observations, structured and open-ended interviews, and group brainstorming sessions.  If 

data generated across this wide range can lead to similar conclusions, the study can be 

considered very credible.  

•  Prolonged engagement involves interacting with one's respondents for an 

extended period of time.  The longitudinal nature of the qualitative portion of this project, 

extending as it does over more than an entire calendar year, offers a tremendous 

opportunity for prolonged engagement with collaborators.  Not only is this an aid to 

triangulation (see above), but prolonged engagement also builds an atmosphere of 

comfort and trust.  The hope of prolonged engagement is that all involved will drop 

facades and dig deep for truthful, complete, and personal constructs.  Although Fuller and 

Bown (1975) contend that teachers are “loathe to report their feelings,” this researcher 

began the project with the hope that his status as a fellow classroom teacher (as opposed 

to a university professor or graduate teaching assistant) would encourage the student 

teachers in the study to be candid.  The researcher was not affiliated with the certification 

program in any way, and thus was not in a position of power over the collaborators.  It 

was hoped that this would foster an atmosphere of openness and trust.

•  The process of thick description works to assist with transferability.  More 

traditional quantitative methods of inquiry attempt to achieve "generalizability" by 

determining differences between contexts and "eliminating" them through techniques 

such as bell curve standardization.  The very process of standardization, however, may 

contain inherent biases and selection effects, which will damage the generalizability of 

results.  The naturalistic researcher attempts to help the reader make an informed decision 

about the study's transferability by providing a detailed ("thick") description of both the 

context of the study, and the results of the study.  This researcher will try to provide as 
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complete a description of collaborators, their experiences, and the context of those 

experiences as possible, without compromising the confidentiality of participants.

•  Although Erlandson and associates do not specifically mention it as such, the 

person as instrument statement can be a valuable tool for establishing trustworthiness.  A 

major portion of the typical report arising from traditional quantitative research is devoted 

to describing the research instruments, such as the test or survey employed, delineating 

such properties as its "reliability," its "validity," and its philosophical basis.  In 

naturalistic research, however, the researcher is the instrument (see, for example, 

Erlandson, et al. 1993, p. 39).  Therefore, it seems only sensible that naturalistic 

researchers include in their reports statements about themselves, describing the 

experiences, attitudes, and assumptions that might influence their constructions.  The 

construction of such a statement is a highly self-reflective process.  The process is also 

iterative, since researchers are, after all, people, and subject to personal change, 

evolution, and (one hopes) growth.  Of course, human beings are so complex that a few 

paragraphs cannot fully describe them, but the person as instrument statement should 

represent a good-faith effort to "come clean" about the internal forces that shape (some 

would say "bias") one's research.  A formal person as instrument statement for this 

researcher is included in the Appendices.

•  The audit trail consists of all the physical documentation produced by the 

study.  Many of the tools described above produce such documents:  interview 

transcripts, minutes of peer debriefing meetings, the reflective journal, and the person as 

instrument statement, to name a few.  Documents used for the actual study, such as 

survey instruments and letters of consent, are also valid elements of the audit trail.  

Documents produced during the data analysis can give an auditor insight into the 

researcher's analysis process.  The audit trail can lend support to all elements of 

trustworthiness, but especially bolsters dependability and confirmability, by allowing the 

auditor insight into the mechanics of the research and the personality of the researcher.  
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Except as noted above to guard the confidentiality of participants, the researcher will 

preserve all records of data collection and analysis for inspection.

"Authenticity"

To Erlandson, et al. (1993) trustworthiness alone is not sufficient to insure 

"quality" research.  Attention must also be paid to a study's "authenticity," or how well it 

adheres to the tenets of naturalistic inquiry, by striving to present the perspectives of its 

participants.  As mentioned earlier, foremost among those tenets is the assertion that 

individuals construct their own versions of "reality" in their own ways.  In the absence of 

an "Absolute Reality" knowable by the human mind, each of these personal constructs is 

equally valid and deserving of equal status.  The researcher must be constantly aware of 

the need to apply this standard of fairness in this project.  For this study, all respondents 

were equal in the researcher's eyes, regardless of race, gender, social class, or age.  All 

respondents had something important to contribute to the study, and all of them did so 

contribute.

"Ethical Integrity"

The final component of quality research is its ethical integrity.  A major complaint 

leveled at traditional research in human situations is that the research processes can 

"dehumanize" the "subjects" of the research, treating them as if they were microbes on a 

slide.  A study's ethical integrity is a measure of how much it acknowledges and respects 

the feelings, dignity, and "humanity" of those who assist the researcher.  Such concerns 

are not only idealistic and moral, but also pragmatic:  microbes, stars, and atoms do not 

care how they are treated, but people often do.  Someone who finds research a 

dehumanizing experience will be less likely to be honest and forthcoming with 

researchers in the future, and may not participate in research at all.  The words of Fuller 

and Bown (1975), quoted earlier, about how teachers react to the perception that 

education research is not their “friend,” should serve as a reminder to all researchers to 

treat teachers with respect.  Researchers have a practical stake in preserving the dignity of 

their "subjects," lest they rob themselves of opportunities to do useful research!
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The language researchers use is very powerful in displaying their ethical bent.  A 

statement that one is doing research "on" "subjects" points to an objectifying attitude.  

While for the most part such attitudes are subconscious and unintentional, they can shine 

through nonetheless.  The preposition "with" is much more inclusive than "on," 

suggesting that research is a collaborative effort involving shared constructs.

We must also search for a word that refers to the "researchees" in a humanizing, 

empowering manner.  For this study, the term "respondents" is rejected, as it conjures up 

images of behaviorist stimulus-response reactions.  The popular "informants" is also 

rejected because of its pejorative implications in American colloquial English; after the 

interviews are done, should they be placed in the Witness Protection Program?  The 

researcher has decided upon the terms "collaborators" and “participants” as inclusive, 

empowering, and, most importantly, truly descriptive of what these honest, forthcoming 

human beings have contributed to this study.  These terms shall be used exclusively for 

the remainder of this report.  Such a concern with "humanization" should also extend to 

the researcher; to this end, and to avoid awkward use of the passive voice, the researcher 

shall be referred to in the first person where appropriate for the remainder of this report.

Erlandson, et al. (1993, p. 155) list other criteria for ethical integrity.  I will take 

extensive measures to protect the privacy and confidentiality of my collaborators in all 

parts of the study.  The adoption of pseudonyms by collaborators in both phases will be 

an important safeguard for confidentiality.  I will refer to collaborators by pseudonyms in 

all documentation, and I will destroy any documents that connect the pseudonyms to the 

real names.  I will keep all tape recordings of interviews in a secure place before 

transcription, and erase each tape recording soon after transcription.

To some degree, the researcher must dance a fine line between thick description 

and maintenance of confidentiality.  If descriptions of collaborators and the research are 

too "thick," the confidentiality of some collaborators could be compromised.  I feel this 
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was especially relevant during the focused qualitative study, since the participant was not 

afforded the anonymity of a group setting.  To this end, I avoid physical descriptions of 

my collaborators, descriptions of locations where interviews took place, and descriptions 

of collaborators' personalities, beyond the evidence of their words.  I also did not engage 

in classroom observation in the focused study, so as not to make administrators aware 

that the collaborator was part of a research project.  While these omissions may detract 

from the quality of the study, by reducing the thickness of the descriptions and level of 

triangulation, it is a worthy sacrifice for the sake of confidentiality and collaborator 

openness.

Researchers must also do all that is in their power to keep collaborators as 

involved in and informed about the research process as possible, and to always act with 

the consent of the collaborators.  Informed consent is often difficult to maintain, 

especially as a study evolves with concordant twists and turns.  I worked diligently to 

keep my collaborators informed about the progress of my research during both phases.  

The initial consent letters were only the start; prior to each interview, I informed the 

collaborator about what I did to prepare for the interview, what I wished to do during the 

interview, and what I would do with the interview information.  Where possible, 

collaborators were asked to look at the summaries of their contributions, and asked for 

elaboration and approval.  The process of member checking greatly facilitated this 

connection between the participants and myself.  I wanted the effort to be truly 

interactive, and for my collaborators to be as involved as they wanted to be.

Assumptions and limitations of the research paradigm

Perhaps the greatest assumption of this research project, and of all qualitative 

inquiry, lies in the honesty of all participants.  Naturally, the researcher must be honest, in 

working with collaborators, protecting their confidentiality, and in reporting results to 

readers.  Even in more traditional research, there is a tacit assumption that the data 

reported by the researcher is authentic and not "made up" by the researcher.  Since 
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numbers can be falsified as well as narrative, it is not unreasonable to expect that this 

same trust will be extended to qualitative research.

Trust is a two-way street, however; there is always the possibility that 

collaborators will "make up" incidents and feelings, and report these fictions as fact to 

the researcher.  Certainly, not all of these fictions have malefic intent:  collaborators may 

be intent on pleasing the researcher, interested in appearing more "interesting," 

determined to persuade the researcher to adopt their way of thinking, or fearful of 

reprisals from authorities.  All the researcher can do is try to cultivate a judgment-free 

atmosphere focusing on detachment, openness, safety, and complete confidentiality.  

Once the researcher has done all this, he or she must invest a great deal of trust in the 

honesty of collaborators, and put misgivings aside.

The "third party" in research, the reader, must invest trust in both the researcher 

and his collaborators.  The various components of "quality" research, listed above, 

provide a foundation for this trust.  The Latin phrase, caveat emptor, is a warning merely 

to be careful when purchasing, not an injunction to avoid commerce.  In a similar vein, I 

offer the phrase caveat lector, "Let the reader beware."

The theme of critical reflection resonates through all aspects of this study.  All 

collaborators, including the researcher, were asked to think back upon and critically 

examine their own thoughts, feelings, and experiences.  This study therefore assumes that 

critical reflection will be a useful tool for discovering the "lived reality" of teachers.  As 

Brookfield (1987) points out, this is occasionally a difficult and even painful process for 

people.  However, authors such as MacKinnon (1987), Baird, Fensham, Gunstone, and 

White (1991), and Brookfield himself (1990, 1995) point out the usefulness of reflection 

in allowing teachers a chance to examine and improve their teaching.  Therefore, despite 

potential difficulties, the assumption of the utility of critical reflection is probably a 

strong one.
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One limitation of this study is a limitation common to many studies in the social 

sciences.  In the strictest sense, the results of this study are only "generalizable" to the 

actual people participating in the study, the contexts in which the study took place, and 

the time period of the study.  People change over time:  they have different experiences, 

and may change their attitudes and feelings as a result.  Similarly, no two people can be 

reasonably expected to react the same way to even identical situations.  However, 

research in the social sciences is still worth doing.  If descriptions are detailed enough and 

narrative vivid enough, hopefully a reader will find something familiar in the research 

report, and find some results useful.  This researcher disavows any pretense of complete 

generalizability, but hopes that readers will nonetheless find the results of this research 

useful.

Another potential limitation has been discussed in the previous section.  There is a 

possibility that the researcher's description of collaborators and their physical settings 

may be so "thick" that these descriptions will compromise the confidentiality of the 

collaborators.  Such a compromise could diminish the atmosphere of openness and 

honesty vital to the generation of quality data.  Therefore, it may be necessary to reduce 

the level of description to enhance confidentiality.  This may slightly hamper the ability 

of some readers to apply the results of this research to their situations.
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Chapter 4 – Results

This section begins with the results of the Small Group Study.  First, I discuss the 

results of the “brainstorming sessions,” and the resulting interview protocols.  Then I 

present the narratives that developed from the interviews with the six members of the 

Small Group Study.  Finally, I present a brief discussion of the “common threads” which 

run through the narratives.  A graphic representation of the data collection and analysis 

procedure that led to these results is found at the end of the Appendices.  This chapter 

concludes with the narrative that resulted from the year-long series of interviews with 

“Derek,” during his first year of full-time teaching.

Small Group Study 
 

The “Small Group” study group consisted of six student teacher volunteers from 

the same cohort.  There were four women and two men.  The six members spanned the 

range of science subjects for their certifications.  There was also wide diversity in level of 

prior teaching experience, with complete novices alongside people with a great deal of 

time logged in a classroom.  Taken together, they provided a broad range of perspectives 

on teaching.

Two “brainstorming” sessions were held with the six members of the small group 

during their student teaching semester.  During these sessions, the student teachers were 

asked to think about a particular topic relating to their student teaching.  The participants 

wrote down their thoughts, in the form of words, phrases, and even pictures, on adhesive 

note cards, and placed those cards on a wall.  Once all of the thoughts had been 

exhausted, the participants and the researcher co-operated in arranging the notes cards 

into themed groups.  This was a highly iterative process, with the themed groups 

frequently shifting in subject and population.  The small group reached compromises on 

several issues, and arrived at a number of final groupings.  In any group discussion 

process, there is always the risk that one or two participants with dominant personalities 
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will exert a disproportionate influence on the results.  Hopefully, the inclusive, free-form 

nature of the initial phase of investigation, and the later process of negotiation and 

compromise will dilute any dominating voices (especially that of the researcher) in the 

process.  The researcher used these categories, or “affinities,” generated to formulate 

question protocols for two sets of structured interviews.  Essentially, the brainstorming 

sessions discovered what concerns were on the student teachers’ minds, and allowed the 

researcher to create an interview protocol that afforded them a chance to elaborate on 

those concerns.  The affinities resulting from the brainstorming sessions, and the 

associated interview protocols, are presented below. 

The first brainstorming session took place after the student teachers had received 

their teaching assignments, but before they had actually begun their student teaching.  

Participants were asked to reflect on their expectations for teaching: what they might 

encounter, what they might need.  Eight affinities emerged from this session:  

Interacting with students – This matter was apparently foremost in the 

participants’ minds, as this was the most populated affinity.  The words “learning” and 

“understanding” were prominent in many responses.  The participants look forward to 

working with students in a variety of ways:

• “relating and understanding”

• “the light in the darkness”

• “I know it’s hard, but I know you can do it!”

• “active and interactive”

• “worksheets are boring”

• “encouraging tomorrow’s minds”

Some participants were at a loss for words, and drew pictures of teachers 

interacting with students.  One picture depicted light bulbs going off over students’ heads, 

while another pictured a student and a teacher speaking to each other.  Yet another shows 
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a teacher looming over much smaller students, labeled with the words “in control.”  

Clearly, the student teachers have a wide spectrum of expectations regarding their future 

relationships with students.

The negative aspects of teaching – Whether from “horror stories” that they may 

have heard or from their own school experiences, the participants acknowledged that 

there were many potentially negative experiences ahead of them.  The variety of 

responses gives an idea of the challenges they dread:

• “anger”

• “helpless”

• “stressful” ( illustrated with frowning face)

• “never enough time”

• “overwhelming at first”

• “tiring!”

The positive aspects of teaching – The group dubbed these the “warm fuzzies” 

of teaching.  The selection indicates that, despite the trepidation expressed above, the 

student teachers felt there were some things about teaching that they could anticipate with 

positive feelings:

• “great kids!”

• “pride”

• “exciting”

• “surprise”

• “fun”
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Advice – In some cases, the student teachers mentioned pieces of advice that they 

had been given regarding their teaching:

• “Get Organized!!!”

• “Don’t teach the test (TAAS)”

• “Stay neutral on the gossip”

Skills of the teacher – The student teachers were also concerned with the skills 

that they would need in the classroom:

• “preparation”

• “ADD, ADHD, IEP” [knowledge of special student needs]

• “organization”

• “expert knowledge”

• “forgiving”

• “lawyer”

The physical classroom – In many cases, the student teachers were thinking 

about actual physical aspects of the classroom itself rather than the more esoteric aspects 

of teaching:

• “desks”

• “overhead projector”

• “textbooks! (Used all the time)”

• “chalkboard”

• “fat pencils”

The future instructors were also concerned with their potential interactions with 

the actual classroom, as evinced by the inclusion of “chalk dust on your butt.”
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Questions – Many questions were going through the minds of the student 

teachers as they faced their first “real” classroom experiences:

• “Are they thinking?”

• “How do I entertain them?”

• “What are some fun activities?”

Caring – This particular aspect of a teacher rates its own affinity simply because 

of its ubiquity; every member of the small group mentioned “caring” as an essential 

characteristic of a teacher.

These eight affinities suggested questions for the first interview, so that the 

student teachers could be afforded an opportunity to elaborate independently on each 

theme.  Two simple informational questions were included to make the following 

interview protocol for the first interview:

1. Please describe briefly your student teaching environment (school, 

students, supervisor/mentor, etc.)

2. Please describe briefly your science background.

3. So far, what are your impressions of the potential rewards, the “warm 

fuzzies,” of teaching?

4. So far, what do you see as the most difficult aspects, the “cold pricklies” 

of teaching?

5. What physical aspects of the teaching environment do you think are most 

important to helping students learn, and why?

6. Please describe the best piece of advice that you’ve gotten about teaching.  

Why was it so good?

7. What personal skills do you think are most important to a teacher and 

why?



76

8. Many of your fellow students have made special mention of “caring” as a 

characteristic vital to a teacher.  How do you define “caring,” and why is it 

so important?

9. Describe the ideal relationship that you envision between a teacher and his 

or her students.  How can we see this relationship manifested in the 

classroom?  

10. What questions come to your mind almost every day you are teaching?  

How do you find the answers to these questions?

The second brainstorming session took place about halfway through the student 

teaching experience.  This second session was similar in structure and process to the first, 

but the driving theme was different.  Now that they had acquired some “real world” (if 

somewhat limited) experience in teaching, the student teachers were asked to reflect on 

their preserve education and how it prepared them for the experience.  The resulting nine 

affinities reveal how the student teachers feel about the utility of their education classes:

“A waste of time” – This was by far the most thickly populated of the affinities 

that emerged from the second brainstorming session.  All of the members of the small 

group chimed in some variation on this theme, in many instances describing their 

preservice education as “pathetic,” a “joke,” “stupid,” “silly,” and “worthless.”  The 

phrases used were harsh:

• “Give me a break”

• “Get a life”

• “What was I thinking?”

• “All that money … wasted!”

• “Why am I doing this?”

• “I want my money back”

• “Redundant and redundant”

• “Education – a lot of busy work”

• “Why the hell did I buy this book?”
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• “How can I CLEP out of these courses?”

Feeling of being “unprepared” – many students wrote this word or words like it 

(“unwarned,”  “need more… training”), indicating that they felt their preservice education 

was incomplete.

Education classes “too easy” – Many of the members of the small group felt that 

their education classes were too easy, especially compared to the rigorous nature of 

science subject matter classes.  This could be one reason for their overall low opinion of 

their preservice education.  They used the words “boring,” embarrassingly easy,” and 

“too slow” to describe their preservice classes.  Education classes had a difficult time 

measuring up:

• “Free grades”

• “No thinking involved – Do or do not”

• “Mostly trivial assignments”

• “Reading assignments at 9th grade level”

Irrelevance of education classes – Also contributing to the low opinion of the 

student teachers regarding their preservice classes was a perception that the classes were 

irrelevant to the “real world” of teaching.  The courses were described by more than one 

member of the group as “unrealistic” and “idealistic.”  The student teachers elaborated on 

why they felt the way they did:

• “Wildly unrealistic expectations”

• “Too theoretical”

• “Lots of meaningless dialog”

• “Not enough real-life practical stuff”

• “Nothing applies until student teaching”
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Low opinion of education professors – No doubt another contributing factor to 

the dim view that the student teachers took of their preservice education classes was the 

general low opinion that they held of their education professors.  More than one student 

described education professors as “incompetent.”  The language used was far from gentle:

• “Stupid hippie professor”

• “Maddeningly chipper graduate supervisor”

• “Don’t know my Ed. Psych teacher’s name”

• “Prof with a big axe to grind”

• “Departmental disorganization”

• “You’re full of it!”

Course subject matter – Although they were asked to focus on the education 

classes in their preservice education, many also reflected on their science subject matter 

classes.  However, usually they were unfavorably comparing their education classes to 

their science classes:

• “Not enough science-based courses”

• “Science profs rule! (are real)”

• “Learned a lot in science classes”

One education class was unusual in that it inspired praise from the student 

teachers.  They held positive feelings about their course in techniques for helping special 

needs students:

• “Good background in Special Ed”

• “[Special needs course] taught me how normal I really am”
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• “All I learned is that I am NORMAL”

Stressful nature of teaching – During the student teaching experience, the 

members of the small group discovered what they probably already knew: teaching is a 

stressful occupation, especially when coupled with the stresses of being a student.  Their 

responses indicate the reasons why:

• “Too much stuff to do”

• “Too much spread out”

• “Time consuming”

• “Important:  Should NOT take ‘real’ classes in observation semester”

• “Too many masters to satisfy”

• “Didn’t start early enough (wish they were over now)”

• “Other student teachers slowly going nuts”

One student summed it up succinctly: “Quit torturing me!”

Positive aspects of preservice education - Not all of the student teachers’ 

proclamations were negative.  Some of the student teachers were able to find good things 

to say about their education classes, although at times the positive statements seemed 

slightly strained:

• “Common sense”

• “Well-intentioned”

• “Interesting”

• “Some thought-provoking assignments”

• “Liked [some professors]”

• “Microteaching – very helpful”

• “Good experiences”
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• “Fun”

Interactions during education classes – The interactive nature of many 

education classes was clearly on the minds of many of the student teachers.  Whether 

interacting with professors or with fellow students, the small group member saw many 

benefits to these interactions:

• “Like demos and ideas from other students”

• “Huge are range – cause of different opinions”

• “Older generation involved”

• “Like interaction with other student teachers”

• “Enjoyable discussions”

• “Good guest speakers”

• “Good ‘gang’ seminar”

However, the interactive nature of the classes held pitfalls:

• “Some people monopolize conversation”

• “Very bitter fellow student teachers”

• “There is always someone who loves to talk about personal problems”

• “Too many personal stories”

This second group of affinities inspired the 15 questions used in the second round 

of interviews:

1. How do you rate the difficulty level of your preservice classwork, and how 

do you justify that rating?

2. In what ways did your in-class interactions, either with your professors or 

with fellow students, affect the usefulness of your preservice education?
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3. In what ways was your preservice classwork helpful in preparing you for 

student teaching?

4. Please describe some of the more negative aspects of your preservice 

classwork, things that made your training more difficult or less pleasant.

5. Many people in the focus group were of the opinion that their preservice 

classwork was irrelevant to the “real world” of teaching.  What do you 

think would lead someone to that conclusion?

6. Many student teachers held very negative opinions about their preservice 

classwork, describing it with phrases like “waste of time,” “boring,” “I 

want my money back,” etc.  Please assess the worth of your preservice 

education, and explain why you feel that way.

7. Some student teachers felt that their preservice classwork left them 

unprepared for teaching.  In what ways do you think your preservice 

education fell short in preparing you, and how could it have done a better 

job at preparing you?

8. What is your general impression of your host school (facilities, 

administration, atmosphere, etc.) now that you have been there awhile?  

Relate an experience that you have had involving the school itself.

9. What is your general impression of your students?  In what ways has that 

impression changed over time?  Relate an experience that you have had 

involving students.

10. What is your general impression of your host teacher?  In what ways has 

she or he impacted your student teaching experience?  Relate an 

experience that you have had involving your host teacher.

11. What are some of the positive memories you will take away from this 

student teaching experience?

12. What are some of the negative memories you will take away from this 

student teaching experience?
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13. Time is obviously a major concern to student teachers, with some even 

claiming to lose sleep time to class preparation.  In what ways do you deal 

with these intense time demands?

14. From what source did you get most of your help in “surviving” student 

teaching?  In what ways was that source helpful?

15. How does your preservice education rank in helping prepare you for 

student teaching?  Why does it rank where it does?

In addition to these questions, the second interview was used for member checking 

the researcher’s perceptions of the answers given in the first interview.  The third meeting 

was only devoted to member checking material from the second interview, with no new 

questions.  Once the interviews were completed and analyzed, the researcher compiled 

the results into a narrative for each student teacher.  The narratives represent the stories of 

these six student teachers and highlight their needs and wants as teachers.  Further, they 

present candid critiques of the preservice education classes that were supposed to serve 

those needs and wants and prepare the student teachers to deal with the challenges of the 

classroom.
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Student Teacher #1 – “Lisa” 
 

Background

“Lisa” was a “traditional” student teacher, pursuing teacher certification at the end 

of four years of undergraduate education.  She was seeking certification in biology and a 

composite certification.  She had extensive experience with science classes in high 

school, and eventually chose to focus on biology as an undergraduate.  She has also 

worked at a Museum of Science and History in a large metropolitan area.

Classroom and School Environment

Lisa’s host school was mostly Hispanic, with a few African-American students 

and a few white students.  She found the school to be a little bigger than she thought it 

would be, both in terms of class size and total students.  The school was on an accelerated 

block schedule, which Lisa was unaccustomed to, but she quickly warmed to the idea.  

She approved of the smaller number of periods, and of the opportunity to spend a large 

continuous block on laboratory activities rather than dividing time between two or more 

shorter laboratory periods.  She also felt that she could spend larger chunks of time 

working with students and not feeling rushed.

One particular challenge that Lisa faced in her biology laboratory was a lack of 

laboratory tables.  She had to move desks to provide large enough surfaces for student 

work.  Lisa did not like this situation for a number of reasons.  Moving the desks into 

position was an ordeal for Lisa that consumed precious class time.  She felt that student 

interaction was hindered by not being able to gather around a laboratory table.  Because 

laboratory equipment could not be set up before class, Lisa felt that there was more 

potential for equipment to be damaged by student mishandling.
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Another challenge that Lisa faced in her classroom was in the inclusion of special-

needs students in her class.  Lisa professed dislike for inclusion programs, based on her 

limited experience.  She felt that students in inclusion programs can get advantages that 

other students do not, and she observed some instances where students in inclusion 

programs took what she saw as unfair advantage of their situations.  She related a story 

where a student requested extra time to do an assignment because of classroom 

distractions.  Lisa was unsympathetic to this student because the student was actively 

participating in the classroom disruptions, and refused to be moved into an environment 

with fewer distractions.  After this experience, Lisa felt that some students use inclusion 

programs as an excuse to avoid doing work:

And, it’s also… it seems to me a little unfair that if a child comes to class 
and he’s not attempting to do anything, that you still have to let him – give 
him extra time, although he’s not even trying.  And to me that’s what 
makes me a little angry. 

 

At the same time, she believed that special-needs students would be included with 

their fellow students whenever possible.  She suggested that inclusion programs could be 

greatly improved by more strict diagnosis of problems before a student is identified as 

having special needs, to make sure that only the students that really need help are part of 

the inclusion programs.

Many of Lisa’s difficulties with inclusion programs may have stemmed from her 

experiences with one particular student.  The student was very disruptive and 

disrespectful in class, frequently using foul language and even physical threats to attempt 

to intimidate Lisa.  Lisa wrote numerous referrals, had a conference with the student’s 

mother, and even filed a police report against the student.  The situation improved briefly, 

but soon problems began again.  When Lisa discussed this student with other teachers, 

she was told that the student was essentially “untouchable,” because he was a special 

needs student with a very aggressive lawyer.
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Lisa was struck by what she termed lack of professionalism on the part of the 

more experienced teachers at her host school.  She feared that many of the teachers and 

administrators have surrendered to apathy after years of frustration.  Many of the teachers 

dressed in a manner that Lisa felt was overly casual.  Lisa believed that students cannot 

take a teacher very seriously if he or she is improperly dressed.  She also felt that many of 

the teachers do not even try to exert authority over students, in or out of class.  She 

related one incident during a fire drill, when the more experienced teachers seemed 

content to delegate the job of watching over the students to the student teachers, while the 

senior teachers conversed among themselves separately.  To Lisa, it seemed that the 

veteran teachers did not care that students were misbehaving during a fire drill.

This teacher apathy was distressing to Lisa, because she felt that her host school 

could be much better if more teachers would try harder, and push students harder.  She is 

quick to be diplomatic, however, and note that she had not seen very many teachers in 

action.  She hoped that her opinion would change as she observes a larger number of 

teachers in her career.

Helping students achieve

Lisa believed that her most important task is to help students excel.  She got a 

great feeling of accomplishment from encouraging students who have not achieved at the 

start of school to improve their learning, performance and attitudes.  Lisa hoped that she 

could change the attitudes of students who do not want to be in school, to make school 

more positive for them.  She felt that communication was key: when students are 

underachieving, teachers should talk to the students privately and try to understand why, 

and what can be done.

When asked about the ideal student-teacher relationship, Lisa proposed that 

students are responsible for paying attention and being active, and that teachers are 
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responsible for creating lesson plans and activities that will hold student interest.  

Students should be ready and willing to learn, and teachers should organize a positive and 

engaging learning experience.  In her view, an outside observer should be able to see 

students actively participating, and the instructor working hard to hold student interest.

Lisa felt that the greater responsibility for making the student-teacher relationship 

positive lay with the teacher.  The teacher must put forth the initial effort to grab 

students’ attention.  In Lisa’s view, students can hardly be blamed for not wanting to 

participate if a teacher who is not putting forth a good faith effort presents material in a 

boring manner.  Accordingly, Lisa saw high-quality lesson plans as essential to 

successful teaching: lesson plans full of active, hands-on activities are more likely to 

command students’ attention than more traditional laboratory activities from a book.  She 

believed that if a teacher can craft an interesting lesson plan that students find interesting, 

then students will pay attention and participate.  In her classroom observations, Lisa 

enjoyed seeing other teachers employ active, fun methods of teaching that engage 

students, such as test review games.  Lisa herself found that her students really enjoyed 

classes that she had prepared on genetics and genetic defects.  The students seemed to be 

very interested and engaged.  

Because of this tremendous responsibility, Lisa proposed that it is vital for a 

teacher to be prepared for class, perhaps even over-prepared.  Just about everyone that 

Lisa talked to – her professors, her cooperating teacher, her mother who is a teacher –

advised her to always have too much to do in any day’s lesson plan.  She felt this is the 

most important piece of advice that she has gotten.  If there is too little to do, the 

classroom environment can become less focused, and students can quickly become 

unruly.  If a teacher is prepared, any mistakes she makes will be minor and easily fixed.  

Therefore, she always had something for students to do, even if it was something 

improvised at the last minute.
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Lisa felt that her pre-service training helped her develop lesson plans and other 
important materials for her class.  It was very time-consuming, partially because of the 
need to change her mind-set to operate at the students’ level when putting together lesson 
plans.  She believed that the time required to put together good lesson plans is a major 
challenge for teachers.  She tried hard to avoid over planning, and has had many veteran 
teachers advise her that she does not have to work as hard as her pre-service classes have 
led her to believe: 
 

And other teachers, when they look at your lessons plans, they’re like, “I 
can’t believe you’re gonna do all this.”  So like when you start teaching, 
you don’t even use this.  You know, so it’s like if you listen to another 
teacher, you wouldn’t even be prepared enough... 
 

I guess because they’ve been there a while, and they understand, you need 

all this.  They’re like, “Oh, once you’re out of college, you don’t even do 

that anymore.” 

Part of this attitude may be due to the teacher apathy noted above, but Lisa 

realized it was probably also due to the years of experience possessed by these teachers.  

She hoped that after a few years of teaching, she will have developed a large quantity of 

good materials, and time considerations will not be such a concern.

While she believed that the teacher has the bigger responsibility in learning 

process, she noted that students must play a role as well.  There were many instances 

where she believed that she had created interesting lesson plans that were not well 

received by students.  She realized that it is difficult to get students’ attention, and she did 

not feel that it was always necessarily her fault when students were not engaged in 

learning.  Nor is it even necessarily the students’ fault:  she suggested that may students 

have not been trained properly to work hard, that they have become accustomed to being 

lazy. 
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Lisa saw teaching as a chance to make a difference in student’s lives.  However, 

after some teaching experience, she realized that there is little that an individual teacher 

can do:

I think when I first started, I thought, y’know, “You’ll change the world.”  

Y’know, like, “All these students are gonna be awesome after I leave.”  

And I think after a while, some kids, I just feel like – maybe if we all 

worked together we could change them, but just one teacher trying isn’t 

gonna help.

She realized that without a united effort by everyone concerned – teachers, 

administration, students, parents – many of these students’ attitudes are not going to 

change.  Given the ubiquitous apathy that she had seen from all these parties, she was 

disheartened, but determined to try.

Being Close to Students

Lisa felt that, in addition to being organized and prepared, a teacher must 

genuinely care about his or her students to be effective.  In fact, Lisa saw the two 

characteristics as resonating with each other: a teacher who does not care about students 

will not take the time and energy to be prepared.  Lisa felt that a teacher should not treat 

teaching as just a job, but should genuinely care about students and display that caring at 

all times.  Lisa claimed that students can tell whether or not a teacher cares, and that 

awareness influences the classroom atmosphere for good or ill:

That’s pretty much near the top, because I think that you know when you 

care, and they know when you don’t care, and if you do care, I think that 

changes the feeling in the class 100%.  Because they know when a teacher 

doesn’t want to be there.  Y’know, you’ll hear then talking about this 
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teacher and that teacher.  They know when you don’t care, it’s just a job to 

you, so I think that’s important.

When asked to define “caring,” Lisa said that caring involves trying to understand 

students and being willing to help them.  Communication is therefore an important part of 

caring for and about students, according to Lisa.  It is vital to a good student-teacher 

relationship, and Lisa believed that one of a teacher’s most important skills is being able 

to relate to the students, to talk to them, and to help them with their problems.  To Lisa, 

caring for and about students involved trying to understand why students did the things 

they did and felt the ways they felt.  As often as possible, Lisa would try to talk to a 

student who was not engaged in learning, and find out why the student wasn’t working.

She discovered that one student really wanted to be in a more structured 

alternative learning environment, and she helped the student get into this situation.  She 

probably would not have discovered this desire if she had not talked to the student.  Also, 

she would try to talk to students who came into class tired or tardy and figure out why 

this was happening.

Lisa saw the teacher’s role as carefully juggling the need to be an authority figure 

with the need to relate to her students and get to their level.  She viewed this juggling act 

as one of her greatest challenges.  At one point, she made a conscious decision to interject 

“another side of herself” into her class:

Previously, when students stopped at my desk, with personal stories I am 
ashamed to say I almost ignored them.  As I spoke to more students I felt 
myself relaxing.  I noticed that I began to smile and laugh more… This 
week I learned that a teacher can be an authority figure without being an 
authoritarian. 
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On the one hand, Lisa felt that teachers should avoid relating to students as an 

authority figure would, but rather more as a peer.  However, she realized that the teacher 

is an authority figure, like it or not, and she notes that “If you lose that authority level 

with them, then you’ve lost everything.”

Although she connected caring for students with closeness, Lisa was warned in 

her pre-service classes to keep her distance from students.  She found these warnings very 

discouraging and restrictive, and even a little frightening:

And it almost made it discouraging, some of the things that he was telling us 
that you just can’t do with students, even though to you it may seem 
harmless….  I mean they give us all these hypothetical situations… Well, 
things actually happened:  situations where coaches and teachers caring too 
much I guess, and allowing students to know where they live and things like 
that, and just horrible things that ended up.  Teachers losing their jobs, 
lawyers and lawsuits, and all sorts of things.  So I mean basically they just 
scared everybody half to death, you know. 

 

She often felt like she could not have a conversation with students, or tell them 

anything about herself.  She wished that she were more free to talk to students, especially 

a pregnant student who was obviously depressed.  However, she felt the school 

environment prevented her from doing that.  Lisa saw all these restrictions as a definite 

impediment to her making a connection with students:

I mean, basically, it seems like that puts up a wall between you and your 

students.  It was almost like, don’t tell them what you enjoy, don’t tell 

them…So I think that’s tough, because if you’re asking them to share 

things with you, it’s almost unfair…
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At her host school she saw many instances of what could be interpreted as 

improper contact between experienced teachers and their students, such as hugging, in 

apparent defiance of the warnings she heard in her preservice classes.  She remained 

unconcerned about her own actions with students getting her into legal trouble; her 

biggest concern in that field was in dealing with students in inclusion programs.

Lisa did not believe that preservice training had prepared her to relate to and care 

for students.  She feels that a lot of it is learned during actual teaching, through classroom 

experiences and conversations with veteran teachers:

So, I mean…this past two and a half weeks has been the best education 
about how to deal with students than any of this, like, year or so worth of 
classes I’ve been taking, I think. 

 

Student (and Parent) Apathy

Although Lisa felt that she needed to relate to her students to be an effective 

teacher, she often found it hard to do, because it seemed to her that her students did not 

care about their futures.  In fact, the students did not seem to care much about anything.  

This tremendous apathy was mysterious and confusing to Lisa:

I just… I’m not able to understand why they just feel like there’s no 

future.

I don’t know if it’s the future, or they think they just will carry on 
regardless of what they do.  That’s… I’m finding it really hard to relate to 
them right now.  Really hard 

 

Lisa saw student apathy as a tremendous barrier to teaching.  Midway through her 

student teaching “total teach,” she even began to doubt her personal maxim that students 
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will react positively when a teacher cares about what goes on in the classroom and works 

hard at teaching:

So, if they know that you really do care, somewhat, then I think they might 
try.  But I don’t know if that’s true anymore, because I do care and they’re 
not trying.  So… I don’t know. 

 

Lisa experienced many of the negative side effects of student apathy.  Many of the 

students in her first period class often did not show up, choosing to come to school later, 

if at all.  Students who did not want to be in class often came into class with a bad attitude 

and were disruptive.  Dealing with these situations filled Lisa with feelings of 

hopelessness and frustration, because the students who most needed to be involved with 

their learning were frequently the most disinterested and disengaged.  Even students 

whom Lisa was able to coax into working harder for brief periods of time would 

invariably revert to old behaviors.

Lisa’s experiences did not leave her hopeful about the prospect of receiving help 

from parents, as parents were often subject to apathy as well:

I know parents of those kids that might not help them change the way they 
are, you know, if you call them in for a parent-teacher conference; those 
that don’t show up, don’t care, that kind of thing. 

 

In the case of one student who was very disengaged and disruptive, Lisa wrote 

multiple referrals for the student, and even called the student’s parents, but she received 

no response from the administration or the parents.  Lisa felt that referrals were not 

effective because administration often does not follow up.  Parents were not helpful 

either, as Lisa noted they often make excuses for their children and will not exert 

authority over them.
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Students frequently failed to turn in assignments, even when given many 

opportunities to do so and extensive help in-class.  Lisa was very frustrated and 

disappointed that students did not seem to understand or accept that just doing the work 

would allow them to do well in class.  She felt as if she had tried everything, and nothing 

was working.  Her host teacher sympathized with her over this dilemma, but offered no 

possible solution.  In fact, many teachers at Lisa’s host school told her that they did not 

assign homework, because students would not do it.

A lot of Lisa’s big questions about teaching revolve around student behavior:

“Why can’t I get you quiet?” “Why don’t they listen?”  “Why don’t they follow 

instructions?”

Lisa feared that the defiant attitudes of students who do not want to learn or enjoy 

being in school can also be an obstacle to a teacher developing good relationships with 

individual students, and with the class as a whole.  Sadly, she realized that sometimes a 

teacher cannot help a student, simply because that student does not want to be helped.  

Lisa contended that students need to be willing to help themselves, and while there will 

always be students who will try, and will learn, there will also be many students that will 

refuse to try.

Lisa was mystified that students did not seem to understand, or care to understand, 

why education was important.  She attempted to have an in-class discussion about why 

education was important, but student could come up with few reasons on their own.  One 

student went so far as to state that the only reason many students were in school was to 

avoid trouble with the law!

Over the course of her student teaching, student apathy gradually wore Lisa down.  

Initially she was excited about the prospect of teaching in a low-performing inner-city 

school, saying that they did not seem as bad as their reputations.  But by the mid-point of 

her student teaching, her attitude had completely turned around.  Lisa was not afraid of 
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violence in her teaching environment, but the student apathy sapped her energy and her 

love for teaching:

I just can’t be in a school like that.  I hate to say it, but I can’t… I mean, 

I’ve experienced all sorts of school, but I’ve just never been in that 

environment, where kids just do not care like that.  I’ve just never been 

around it before, so… 

Lisa felt that she was simply not yet the type of teacher that could endure the 

frustration engendered by such grinding apathy.  Her host school struck her as only a 

good working environment for the type of person who would not let the frustration get to 

him or her.  In her mind, she was not yet that person.  In many cases she had to fight to 

keep herself from crying under the stress.  Lisa hoped that at the start of her teaching 

career she could get into an environment where she could build up her skills and 

confidence.  Then she would consider teaching at a school like her host school again after 

she had had time to “toughen up.”

Relationship with Cooperating Host Teacher

Lisa was conflicted when discussing her relationship with her cooperating host 

teacher.  The host teacher was also a track coach, and split her duties and time between 

academics and athletics.  This split of time and attention had both positive and negative 

implications for Lisa’s student teaching.

On the positive side, Lisa was happy that the host teacher did not place as many 

restrictions on her as she had anticipated.  Lisa had heard from her fellow student teachers 

that some host teachers could be very controlling, and she was relieved that her host 

teacher was giving her opportunities to find her own way:
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Um, I think it’s great that she’s allowed me to do what I want, basically.  I 
think that’s good that she hasn’t, y’know, put any specific guidelines or 
restrictions on me.  I guess allow me to explore different things, what’s 
good, what’s bad, which I think is really helpful. 

 

She felt that her host teacher was a very good resource in helping her deal with 

issues of organization and classroom management, and provided her with some good 

feedback.  However, she sometimes felt that her host teacher held things back from her, 

or gave her advice that the host teacher herself would not follow:

I was having a problem with the class, and she was like, “Well if they act 
like that again, you have your red button over here to push, to call 
somebody to come in.”  But then I’m thinking, she wouldn’t do that.  I 
know she wouldn’t do that, you know push the red button to have, like hall 
monitor rush into the classroom.  So I wish she would tell me things that 
she would really do, you know? 

 

Lisa’s host teacher was very tolerant of students when they would laugh, joke and 

talk when there was extra time at the end of class.  Lisa felt that this leniency was very 

inappropriate, and that her host teacher could have filled the time more productively.  She 

also felt that her host teacher’s acceptance of student misbehavior was bad for her, as 

students would object to her attempts at discipline when the host teacher let students get 

away with so much.  There were even a few incidents where the host teacher directly 

countermanded Lisa’s attempts at discipline.  She did not feel it was proper to voice her 

objections to her host teacher, however, and just tried to work things out with the students 

on her own. 

Despite her expressions of appreciation that her host teacher gives her so much 

freedom, Lisa also felt that at many times her host teacher did not spend an adequate 

amount of time with her.  Many days after her “total teach” was over, and she was 
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supposed to share time with the host teacher, her host teacher would not come to school 

and leave the class to her.  In many of those cases, the host teacher left inadequate 

instructions, causing her to have to improvise.  While she liked the fact that this situation 

forced her to develop improvisation skills, she wished she did not have to use those skills 

so often.  Lisa’s experience working with her host teacher has left her with seriously 

mixed feelings:

She’s a great woman, but I don’t think she’s very supportive.  I don’t feel 
like she’s even listening to me half the time when I say things.  I feel like 
she’s kind of reading something, and she’ll look up and go, “ Oh, what did 
you say?”  Or something like that, and it’s kind of like, okay… 
 

It’s just hard, that I don’t feel like she’s really there, or she’s 
really…paying attention… I mean, she has a right to leave, but I feel like 
she kind of leaves, and I can tell other teachers, kinda like, “She wasn’t 
there today?”  or y’know that kind of thing.  You know you can kind of 
tell that something’s not right, a little like that, so… But I think she’s 
great… I guess the fact that I’ve gotten to do what I want to do is maybe a 
good thing.  So that’s benefited me a lot. 

 

The situation was very frustrating for Lisa; at one point she expressed a feeling of 

“being used” by her host teacher.  Lisa proposed that some of her host teacher’s behavior 

could be attributed to the same end of the semester drop-off that many students 

experience:

I’m kind of pulling for things right now, but I guess… I don’t know 

what’s happened to her.  At least… it’s almost like she’s fallen down –

you know the kids towards the end start to go downhill a little bit?  I feel 

like she’s like rolling right behind them.
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Lisa proposed that host teachers should be required to attend some of the 

discussions sections that the student teachers have as part of their preservice classes.  She 

suggested this would give host teachers more chances to share their experiences, and 

make them less likely to take student teachers for granted:

These teachers need to know that having a student teacher does not give 

them permission to take a two-month vacation.

Reflecting on Preservice Classes

Lisa projected a very positive attitude about her preservice classes.  While she 

realized that many of her cohort members were very critical of their education courses, 

she felt that her preservice education was worth everything she paid for it.  Further, she 

could not understand how a teacher could be adequately prepared without the preservice 

classes she took:

I don’t know how I would be able to do what I’m doing now without the 
classes… I don’t understand how some people go into teaching and get 
emergency certification, or something of the nature, without student 
teaching and without having any of these classes.  I don’t see how they’re 
prepared whatsoever. 

 

Despite the fact that she saw her preservice classes as indispensable, she did 

acknowledge that they fell short in some areas.  She felt that while she learned about 

many of the issues surrounding inclusion, she received little guidance about how 

inclusion could be implemented in actual classroom situations.  She also wished that she 

could have gotten more advice about various aspects of classroom discipline:

Lisa:  But I don’t think I learned enough about classroom management or what to 

expect.
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Interviewer:  What did they try to tell you?

Lisa:  Um you know, like little things that you can do to help out.  You know, 

what rules to set up.  Like proximity, that’s how you can get a child to stop 

talking, or, you know just little hints like call out their names if they’re talking.  

But I don’t think they prepare you for children that just…are outright defiant.  I 

don’t think you’re ready for that.  Or to have maybe a class of 35, that 20 are 

being defiant that day.  It’s like, what do you do?

Lisa saw two major differences between her science content courses and her 

education courses.  First, she felt that her education courses were less rigorous, involving 

less memorization, but she hesitated to call them “easier.”  Second, she had many more 

opportunities for discussion, with both the professor and fellow students, in her education 

classes.  Her science classes afforded very little opportunity for two-way interaction, 

aside from simple requests for information or clarification.  Lisa found it very useful to be 

able to ask questions of her professors in her education classes, and to share experiences 

with her fellow students.  Since her fellow students had been in situations similar to hers, 

they were able to provide her with many helpful hints.  She felt that although her fellow 

student teachers might not be familiar with her particular situation their own situations 

were similar enough that they could “be strong for her” and provide her with an 

indispensable support system.  She claimed that this support system has kept her from 

contemplating walking away from teaching.

As useful as the class discussions were, however, Lisa felt that many of her fellow 

students diminished that utility by injecting too many of their personal stories into 

discussions.  She found the stories irritating after a hard day’s work, and not terribly 

worthwhile:
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That’s not very useful at all, I don’t think it’s very useful… unless 
you’re sharing.  Like, we had one instance where we all shared 
discipline techniques; I found that useful.  But personal stories, I 
don’t find that useful at all. 

 

The personal stories were really the only thing Lisa found to be negative about her 

preservice training.  While she realized that many people have a need to “vent,” Lisa did 

not feel that way, and longed to hear more about solutions than about problems:

Yes, vent.  (laughs) or tell us that – You know, I really don’t want to hear 
about every situation that’s happened, because we’ve all had it.  You 
know, something – maybe something that you found effective, that’d be 
great… and I want to hear that.  But not everything, not every single little 
thing.  You know, that’s what your husband or your wife or (laughs) you 
know, family members, even if they don’t wanna hear it – which I’m 
learning, they don’t want to hear too much of that after awhile, but… 

 

She felt that the discussions in her preservice classes could have been greatly 

improved if her professors had taken more responsibility for keeping discussions focused, 

either by direct interventions or subtle steering back on topic.  She feared that many 

students might be shy, and that their voices might not be heard without efforts by the 

professor to bring everyone in.  She would even go so far as to impose rough time limits 

on discussions, to decrease personal stories, increase the number of students that get to 

speak, and make discussions more useful.

Overall, Lisa thought that her preservice classes balanced each other very nicely 

to prepare her to be a teacher.  Lisa felt that most of the helpful advice that she had gotten 

about planning and teaching came from her preservice classes, while the best advice on 

classroom management and discipline came from her teaching experience.  Based on help 
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preparing lesson plans alone, she deemed her preservice classes more than worthwhile.  

She also found the microteaching sessions, where student teachers would role-play 

classroom situations, very useful.  She liked the opportunity that microteaching afforded 

to see herself as a teacher and get feedback from her peers.  However, she felt that even 

the best microteaching exercise could not equal the experience of an actual classroom.  

She suggested that instruction on classroom management could be greatly improved by 

showing student teachers more real examples of classroom situations, either directly or 

through films.

Good Memories and Bad

Lisa said that the happy memories that she would take away from her student 

teaching experience involved times when students have worked hard and succeeded.  She 

would also happily remember conversations with students who truly enjoyed her class 

and liked her.  She would also happily remember uplifting and useful discussions with 

her follow student teachers, and the important support that her mother, herself a teacher, 

had provided to her.  She was proud of the fact that she was able to stand up to the 

challenges of teaching.

Her negative memories revolved around student apathy, and the fact that so many 

seem unconcerned about what is going to happen in their lives in the years to come.  

Especially stuck in her mind were students who were pregnant, especially those who 

seemed to be proud of their situation.  She wondered what would happen to such students 

and could just hope for the best for them.  She felt that she just could not be in a school 

environment where the students just did not care.
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Student Teacher #2 – “Amy” 
 

Background

Amy was a “traditional” student teacher, in the last of her four years of 

undergraduate work.  She had a Bachelor of Science in Chemistry and an Associates 

Degree in Arts and Sciences.  She was seeking composite science certification, and loved 

learning about science.  Her mother was a teacher, so she was very much aware of the 

challenges of teaching.

Classroom and School Environment

Amy’s host school was a very diverse school.  The majority of the students in the 

school and the majority of the students in her classes were Hispanic.  The school had a 

bad reputation, which Amy could not understand.  She loved the school, and felt that her 

students were “good kids.”  She believed that the reputation arose from ignorance, and 

that if people would actually visit the school, their opinions would be more positive.

She found the equipment at her host school, especially the computer equipment, 

to be lacking.  Consequently, many of the faculty at her host school were unfamiliar with 

how to use computers in the classroom.  Amy found herself in a very unusual position 

when she wanted to use computer projection equipment in her teaching.  Some veteran 

teachers from the host school actually came in to observe her class – to learn how the 

equipment was used!  Amy found the role reversal interesting, if anxiety inducing:
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I guess they wanted to see how it actually worked, because they’ve never 
done it. It was kind of shocking that they would actually come see me 
when I was supposed to be learning from them.  (laughs) But, um, that 
kind of made me feel special, for them to come watch me, even though I 
was a nervous wreck that day. 

 

In general, Amy felt very welcomed at her host school.   The veteran teachers 

made her feel comfortable and welcome, and tried to help her in any way they could.  

Getting along with her colleagues and working together to help students was very 

important to Amy, and she was disheartened to see the amount of gossip among the 

teachers:

I don’t know; I really don’t like that.  I’m not a gossipy person… I’ve seen 
some of that, and I don’t know, it just kind of affects me because… we all 
need to be working together, not against each other.  You know, some of 
these teachers may be friendly to you, but then they’re off with another 
talking about you, you know? 

 

In addition to avoiding office gossip, Amy and her host teacher occasionally 

clashed with administration.  In one incident, a vice-principal pardoned a large number of 

students who were being punished for excessive absences.  A large quantity of paperwork 

was required from Amy and her host teacher to initiate those punishments, so the two 

were quite upset when the administrator took this action.  In another incident, a hall 

monitor attempted to cajole Amy and her host teacher into giving two students a write-up 

for missing class, when the two were merely tardy.  Amy feared that the monitor held a 

grudge against the students, perhaps with a racial motivation.  Amy was disappointed that 

members of the administration would try to undermine and intimidate teachers when 

everyone at the school should be working together for the students.
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Connecting with Students

Amy felt that a teacher has to eventually make a connection with students, or else 

the classroom is going to be chaotic.  According to Amy, a teacher must convince 

students early on that she cares for them and wants them to succeed.  The teacher must 

also communicate that she is serious about education:

…you want to make an impression to the students where… you won’t be 

their best buddy, but they’ll like you because they know she means 

business.

This connection with students did not happen immediately.  Initially, Amy and 

her students regarded each other as strangers, and the classroom atmosphere was very 

awkward.  The students were very distant, and for the first few weeks of the semester, 

Amy was worried that she would never be able to relate to the students.

Slowly but surely, however, Amy was able to get to know her students, and they 

were able to get comfortable with her.  Time constraints prevented her from researching 

each student as much as she would have liked, but she was able to gather enough tidbits 

here and there to become aware of many of the adverse situations that her students were 

facing.  This helped her to understand the actions of some of her students better, and to 

better judge when extenuating circumstances were preventing students from doing the 

things they needed to:

You never know what’s going on behind doors, and I think you need to be 

able to relate to each individual… if they have to work, y’know eight 

hours after school, you need to be able to relate to their situation, y’know 

and not just get on them constantly. 
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Amy believed that it is essential for a teacher to demonstrate caring for students.  

She characterized caring as an essential “skill” for an effective teacher, and asserted that 

if a teacher cannot master and display that skill, students will not care about the teacher.  

More importantly, they may not be able to care as much about themselves either:

A lot of kids out there have low, low, low self-esteem, and by you caring, 

and you telling them “You can do this.  Hang in there.”  If you show them 

that you care, then they’re going to care about themselves.

Amy always made an effort to listen to students with a nonjudgmental attitude 

when they would come to her with problems.  Even when Amy could not help them 

directly, she always tried to point them toward someone who could.  Students generally 

reacted positively to this display of interest and compassion.  She was very gratified to 

make a difference in students’ lives:

Y’know, by you caring, you’re telling them – which I had an incident like 

that, I mean, that smile on this little girl’s face just made me love teaching.  

I mean it brings chills to my body, because it happened.  It actually 

happened today.  And I mean she just smiled, she was like, “Gosh, it’s so 

good just to hear that.”

Amy was very pleased whenever she was able to get students interested in 

chemistry.  The research she did on student backgrounds and the connections that she 

made with students facilitated this, as she was able to talk to the students in their own 

language, and to construct analogies that students could understand and enjoy.  She often 

employed humor to capture students’ interest, and increased student interest and 

participation.  The favorable reactions of the students often motivated her to go the extra 

mile:
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But, um just seeing them smile and laugh and actually want to learn puts a 

smile on my face and makes me want to do even more.  I mean, makes me 

not even want to sleep; I’ll stay up all night, which I did last Thursday for 

my first lecture.  I stayed up all night long, did not go to sleep, just 

because I wanted to do good for the kids…

Unfortunately (but perhaps inevitably), there were times when Amy was simply 

not able to “click” with her students.  Despite her best efforts to engage students, there 

were still days when students were not “with her.”  She estimated that about half of her 

students were naturally interested in chemistry, but the other half often required a great 

deal of prompting.  She estimated that about 70% of her students had excessive absences.  

Not only did these absences impede student progress, they also meant a lot of paperwork 

for Amy and her host teacher.  Frequently, all but a few students would have no 

homework to turn in.  Amy and her host teacher tried to motivate students to do 

homework in a wide variety of ways, ranging across the spectrum from granting bonus 

points for completing homework to refusing to review homework problems when no one 

did the homework.  Amy realized that homework is essential to student success, but she 

also realized that students often have priorities that are very different from hers.  Students 

often tried to plead lack of time for not doing homework, but Amy would have none of it:

… when a student comes to me with that… that attitude, I’m like, “Well, 

have you done your homework?”  “No, I don’t have time, I work.”  And I 

was like, “Well, you know what?  I don’t have time, either, but I still do 

your notes worksheets, quizzes, tests…” You know, I tell them that, and I 

said, “You need to get your priorities straight if you want to graduate, you 

know?”

Amy’s individual relationships with students also frequently hit snags.  One male 

student approached Amy early in the semester, proselytizing for his religion.  Amy was 

worried at first, but her host teacher assured her that the student was harmless.  While 
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Amy felt that a little worry could be constructive, she soon got over her trepidation after 

getting to know the student.  Amy complimented a female student who had managed to 

turn her grades around in the middle of the semester, and the student was unresponsive.  

Amy did not get upset about the possible snub, because she realized that other things 

could be going on in the student’s life to cause her to be withdrawn.

One student in particular had a very strained relationship with Amy:

… you have this one student in your class who’s going to just make you 

miserable every single day, it’s just like when this kid, for instance, is 

absent, everything runs smoothly and the rest of the class is great.  But 

when this one kid shows up he just wants to like make you look stupid in 

front of the rest of the students.

The student made no effort to make a good first impression; when he realized that 

a student teacher would be teaching the class, he said to Amy, “Why do we have to have 

you teach us?”  This student would often make a scene in class, consciously or 

unconsciously drawing the attention of other students.  In one of the instances where 

Amy and her host teacher refused to go over the homework because students did not do 

the assignment, Amy characterized the process of just giving students the answers to the 

homework problems as a “waste of time.”  The student responded, in a loud voice, 

“That’s not wasting our time!  I want the answers!”  Amy was very grateful that her host 

teacher was there to back her up.

The frequent back talk from this problem student initially made Amy feel “stupid 

and foolish,” because she did not know how to handle the situation.  The fact that the 

student was very bright and made good grades despite his bad attitude confused her even 

more.  However, she soon discovered that the student had had problems with other 

teachers, and had even been arrested.  In addition to her host teacher, other students in the 



107

class have backed Amy up, attempting to apply peer pressure to get the student to be 

more respectful.  Amy was very grateful for that outside assistance.

For her part, Amy has tried to take a gentle approach, calmly reprimanding the 

student and asking for a simple show of respect.  This approach appeared to make some 

progress with the student in class, but the student still did not take school seriously.  She 

got the impression that the student did not really think he was doing anything wrong, and 

perhaps just wanted attention:

I tell him, um, I tell him, I said, “You know, you don’t have to scream at 

me,” and he’s like, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”  He doesn’t think anything’s 

wrong with it.  That’s the problem: he doesn’t think anything is wrong 

with his behavior.

Despite the occasional problem, Amy felt that she had built strong bonds with her 

students and that her students were caring and loving kids who were very appreciative of 

the things she did for them.  Other teachers also noted her dedication to students.  She 

confessed amazement at how positively she had impacted the lives of her students.  The 

students in each period that she taught, even the ones she had been teaching for only a 

short time, threw her surprise farewell parties.  She videotaped herself with her students 

on the final day of class, and was very sad to be separated from them.

An “Overwhelming” Relationship

On her first day working with her host teacher, Amy sat in a storeroom grading 

papers instead of observing the class.  She was also immediately set to the frustrating task 

of learning how to use a new piece of computer software for record keeping under 

pressure from the host teacher to learn it quickly.  These incidents set the stage for what 

Amy described as an “overwhelming” experience with her host teacher.  She described 

her host teacher as “meticulous and compulsive,” and “a very organized person” who 
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“likes everything to be as perfect as possible.”  This perfectionist attitude translated into a 

great deal of pressure being placed on Amy.  There were many instances during her 

student teaching when she wished that her host teacher would just leave the room, so that 

she would not have to be under the host teacher’s watchful eye.  She described living up 

to her host teacher’s expectations as being the most difficult part of student teaching:

I forgot something, which – there’s a million details being a teacher and 

had forgotten one detail and… she didn’t really yell, but you could kind of 

tell that she was getting a little frustrated.  Stuff like that’s kind of a 

pressure for me.  

The host teacher expected Amy to learn and do a great deal in a very short period 

of time, a situation Amy found very stressful.  The host teacher required Amy to create 

detailed lesson plans with lecture notes, when she would have preferred to work from an 

outline.  Combined with the effort required to create laboratory activities and worksheets, 

as well as the ubiquitous administrative paperwork, the workload was definitely taking a 

toll on Amy’s time:

And, um, it’s basically just a time issue.  Other than that, if I had all the 

time in the world it would be just wonderful.  But I don’t, y’know, and I’d 

like to have some life, maybe one hour out of the week. (Laughs)

She would occasionally attempt to communicate to her students the amount of 

time she spent on preparing materials for class.  However, she always attempted to do so 

with humor in a positive manner:

I mean like I told my kids today, “I spent three hours on this color 

transparency because I love you!  But I can’t give you a color copy, 

because that’s pricey.  But I did do this!  Poor college student, y’know, 

three dollars is a lot!”
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Amy realized that some of the pressure she felt was self-inflicted.  She confessed 

to being something of a perfectionist herself, with a tremendous desire to have things run 

smoothly in the classroom, and to do what is necessary to insure this.  She also described 

herself as a very obliging person, and not prone to complaint:

Well, I should just say overall my host teacher is one of the best host 

teachers that any student teacher could have.  However, (laughs) I feel I 

was worked to death, and I almost had like 5 or 6 nervous breakdowns 

because of the workload she placed on me.  I don’t know, because… my 

personality is “Oh sure!  No problem!  I can handle it!”  And I never ever 

let it out to where, you know, “That’s too much.  Slow down.”

Despite acknowledging her role in the pressure that she felt, Amy expressed a 

desire to have the host teacher lighten her load.  The stress was intense at times, and Amy 

frequently contemplated giving up on her teaching ambitions:

With all – and I have to be 100% correct with her.  You know, anything I 

do has to be 100%, you know, and it’s just… you know I’ve actually 

wanted to quit throughout the semester (laughs) and walk out.  But I can’t 

do it, it’s too much.  I’m gonna have a nervous breakdown, y’know?  And 

so that’s just my point of view, and even my student teachers at… the 

other ones, they think that I’ve had it hard too, so it’s not just me.  (laughs) 

Although she was reluctant to complain to her host teacher or her supervising 

professor, Amy sought support from a number of other sources.  She frequently confided 

in her fellow student teachers, and in the interviewer, about the pressure she was feeling.  

She also received support from her parents, who frequently heard of the stress and despair 

she was experiencing.  Often, the language she used was intense:
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I called my Dad and I said, “I can’t take it anymore.  It’s just… It’s 

just…She’s just… I feel I’m being… I feel like I’m a slave.”  I really did.

In addition to her support system, Amy was comforted by the knowledge that the 

heavy workload was a good preparation for the real world of classroom teaching.  She 

described her host teacher as “one of the best” and “top of the line.”  Although it was 

occasionally difficult to notice due to the pressure, she knew that while she was working 

so hard, she was learning a lot about being a teacher.  Preparation is a high priority for 

her, and she knew that her workload would reap many long-term benefits, even reducing 

stress in the long run.  She reported short-term benefits as well:

I complain about it, but when I’m in the actual classroom, teaching, 

everything is so smooth.  So I think there’s a plus side to it, even though 

when I’m actually doing it, I don’t see it.  But at the end I see it, 

because… whatever it may be:  the students may make hundreds on their 

quizzes, or, you know, they may tell me, “Miss, you’re an excellent 

teacher,” which they have, you know.  Just the reward is there; it’s just 

when you’re actually doing it you kind of get frustrated and don’t see it…

From her conversations with her fellow student teachers, Amy had the impression 

that other host teachers were asking far less of her peers.  Her host teacher made her do 

things that other students’ host teachers took care of themselves, such as writing student 

reports.  Amy’s host teacher also placed priority on many things that other host teachers 

did not find important, such as the meticulous keeping of attendance records and the 

attendant filing of multiple disciplinary documents.  In fact, many of her fellow student 

teachers expressed sympathy upon hearing of the many things that she had to do.  Amy 

was upset about this inequity and her poor luck:

My other student teacher peers don’t seem to be… maybe this is just my 

impression, but this is just between us… but it seems like their load is a lot 
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lighter.  I don’t know why, because I mean… I don’t know.  I don’t mind 

the load; it’s just overwhelming at first.  I mean all this stuff coming at me 

at one time is freakin’ me out, y’know?

Amy wished that her supervising professor and teaching assistants had taken steps 

to monitor the workloads of the student teachers.  Although she partially blames herself 

for not speaking up, she wished that those in charge of her preservice classes had been 

more involved.  She did not feel that the limited visits made by the teaching assistants 

gave them an adequate picture of what she or any of the student teachers were 

experiencing:

I mean, because the TA coming in 5 times, they really don’t know what’s 

going on.  They just see you teaching; they don’t really know what’s 

gonna happen, what’s really going on.

While she feels that her experience with her host teacher was very beneficial to 

her as a teacher, she is not sure that she would wish such an intense workload on other 

student teachers.  She did say that every student teacher should at least observe a teacher 

like her host teacher, to lean from her experience and organizational skills.

Preparing for Problems

Amy believed that it is very important for a teacher to be prepared in order to be 

successful.  She felt that thorough preparation will help a teacher be ready for problems, 

and goes a long way toward preventing problems. Accordingly, most of the questions that 

weigh heavy on her mind are anticipatory in nature: “Will I be able to answer every 

single question that’s asked?” “Will I be able to present the material in a way that they 

will understand it?” “What problems am I going to encounter today:  discipline, y’know, 

outbursts, whatever it may be.”
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As she accumulated time in the classroom, Amy became less and less concerned 

with the first question.  To ease her mind, she soon realized that she was only human, and 

could not possibly be able to answer every question students might pose.  She has 

resolved that in the future, if she cannot immediately answer a student’s question, she 

will promise the student she will find the answer, and actively seek to fulfill that promise.  

She was actually encouraged when her host teacher, a seasoned veteran of the classroom, 

could not immediately answer a student question.  It made her feel better about working 

with her limited experience:

I mean, I’m not an encyclopedia; I can’t know everything.  And they know 

that, I tell them ahead of time:  “I’m human, you know, I just graduated 

from college, so there’s no way I can know as much as [host teacher].  

She’s been here 27 years, I’ve been here two months, okay.” (laughs)

To help her deal with her second concern, presenting material in a way that 

students can understand, Amy realized that it was important to get to know her students 

and the culture they live in.  She felt that by making references to everyday situations, she 

would seem more “human” to her students.  By being able to talk to the students with 

familiar words, and to use familiar situations for analogies, she hoped to keep the 

students’ interest levels high.  For example, she used the analogy of romantic 

relationships to explain the relationship between the electron and the atomic nucleus.  She 

tried to use humor as much as possible to capture the students’ attention and reduce 

boredom.

The third concern, classroom discipline, is an important issue for most teachers, 

beginners and veterans.  From all of her advisors – her parents, her host teacher, 

preservice professors – Amy heard the same refrain:  be consistent.  Her host teacher 

especially has been a good role model for classroom consistency.  If a teacher wishes to 

be fair and earn students’ respect, exceptions are out of the question:
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Never, never, never, never make an exception just for one student, 

y’know, or maybe that one time you say, “Okay, don’t take the hall pass, 

just go to the restroom.”  All those other twenty eyes are going to be 

watching.  You break it that one time, they’re gonna say, “Well, why did 

you let Jane do it?”

Amy felt that a teacher needs to be strict, but fair.  To some degree, this went 

against her nature as “nice” person.  Bus she realized from the start that a strict, 

unwavering attitude is essential for maintaining discipline:

They will run over you, they know.  They will take your kindness as a 

weakness.  So you can be kind, but don’t let it get to where it makes you 

weak, you know? 

It was often difficulty for Amy to not give in to her students when they asked for 

exceptions, but she managed to “be strong.”  She always enjoyed showing her nicer side 

to her students, but she also made them aware of her boundaries.  She felt that she was 

able to create an atmosphere where her students knew that she “meant business.”  They 

know that crossing the boundaries she set could cause her to set aside the nicer aspects of 

her personality.  Thankfully, such instances were rare.

Reflecting on Preservice Classes

As the child of a teacher, Amy was no ingénue when it came to the challenges of 

the classroom.  Like many of her fellow student teachers, she found her preservice classes 

to be easy and even boring at times.  Many times she felt that her preservice classwork 

was a waste of time, filled with simple, common sense notions:

I guess sometimes… class would just be boring.  I mean, it’s just like we 

already, don’t you think we already know this?  We’re grown! You know?
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She acknowledged that part of this perception of her preservice classes might be due to 

the inevitable comparisons with her science content courses.  While she conceded that her 

education classes could have been of average difficulty, she rated her science content 

courses as very difficult, requiring much more work and studying.  Going from her 

science courses to education courses was a drastic change, in her opinion.  She described 

her education courses as more work-intensive than difficult, involving writing papers and 

creating the tools that teachers need.  She found the writing papers to be “a bit 

unrealistic,” because teachers in the classroom do not often write papers.  Thus, she 

thought that much of her preservice education was disconnected from the actual work of 

teaching.

There were elements of her preservice teaching that Amy found useful.  She 

enjoyed the opportunity to observe actual classroom situations prior to her full student 

teaching assignment.  These observations helped prepare her for what was to come.  She 

also enjoyed the “microteaching” exercise, where she taught a mock lesson to a “class” of 

her fellow student teachers.  She was happy with the opportunity to receive critique and 

suggestions for improvement from her peers.  By allowing her to get experience speaking 

in front of a group, the microteaching also helped reduce her nervousness when she had 

to teach “for real.”  She felt that the classroom discipline case discussions in her 

preservice classes were very useful, if occasionally frustrating.  Sharing ideas and 

strategies with her professor and her fellow student teachers was a very good experience 

that she believed would enrich her classroom practice.

Amy feels that the biggest thing that made her preservice education worthwhile to 

her was that it acquainted her with the intense time demands of being a teacher.  The 

microteaching, in particular, drove home to her how little time she would have to prepare 

for class.  Splitting time between her preservice classwork and her classroom 

observations forced her to budget her time carefully, a cultivated skill that served her well 

as a student teacher.
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One major thing that Amy would add to her preservice education would be the 

opportunity to teach more prior to her full student teaching assignment.  During the 

semester before her student teaching, when she was mostly observing more experienced 

teachers, she taught a single class as a ‘guest.”  While one time is certainly better than not 

at all, Amy wished that she could have done it more:

One time is not… is nothing.  You could mess up that one time and not 

have another chance, you know?

She felt that doing more than one of these guest teaching appearances would have 

gotten her more accustomed to the classroom environment, and might have reduced her 

anxiety level the first few weeks of her actual student teaching.  She noted that a student 

teacher could get a terrible shock coming into student teaching with next to no classroom 

experience.  She is honest enough to admit, however, that this observation is made with 

full 20/20 hindsight:

I personally think that they should have had us to teach more than one 

lesson during the observation semester.  Um, I think that was great 

experience, and would have made us a lot less nervous for the first week 

or two during student teaching.  So I think that we need to do it more than 

one time.  I probably wouldn’t have said that last semester, but I’m saying 

it this semester.  (Laughs)

While she would not characterize her preservice education as worthless, she 

firmly believed that it would have been more useful if she could have spent more time in 

an actual classroom.  She felt strongly that a teacher could not ask for a more meaningful 

and educational experience than actually working with students.  She even went so far as 

to say that her preservice classwork was the least important and the least helpful of the 

resources available to her as a prospective teacher.  Her preservice classwork was not 
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nearly as useful as her experiences in the field because theoretical discussion can only go 

so far:

I mean I feel, like I said earlier, it helped me some, but I feel that actually 

being in the classroom and teaching is the most important thing… Yes, I 

think experience tops them all.
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Student Teacher #3 – “Joy”

Background

Joy has taken a somewhat untraditional route to becoming a science teacher.  

After studying a variety of subjects as an undergraduate, she received a degree in 

anthropology.  While pursuing teacher certification in biology, she was also finishing 

work for a Bachelor of Science in Biology.  Her father is a doctor, and she described her 

family as being of a very analytical bent.  She felt that she had an aptitude for science and 

mathematics while growing up, being inquisitive about nature from an early age

School Environment

Joy’s host school was in a state of transition.  The school was getting ready to 

move into a new facility, and the administration was preparing to make changes.  One of 

the biggest changes was reducing the number of faculty.  Administration felt that class 

sizes were too small, and was reducing the teaching force preparatory to moving into the 

new facility.  This created a lot of tension between administration and faculty, as Joy was 

under the impression that the administration was looking for reasons to fire teachers.  

Many veteran teachers were choosing to quit rather than wait to be fired.  As a result of 

this tension, there was a low level of cooperation, and even a degree of antagonism, 

between administration and faculty.  Joy’s host teacher was one of the teachers with the 

most antagonism towards administration, and Joy was afraid that she would suffer 

because of the association.  Her host teacher did not encourage Joy to work with 

administration on matters of discipline, so she wound up taking care of discipline 

problems on her own.  She tried very hard to remain neutral in these conflicts, and was 

discouraged by the cynicism and low morale that the conflicts engendered.

While she noted that many of the science faculty warmed up to her over time, she 

did not feel that the science department at her host school had a great deal of cohesion.  
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She got the impression that the members of the science department had separate, 

incompatible agendas.  There was no effort to share ideas and teaching techniques.  There 

was no departmental office for science faculty to meet in, and the school’s teachers’ 

lounge had such a negative atmosphere that she only went there to make photocopies.  

She felt that some of the teachers at her school were too busy to talk with her, and others 

were probably not interested in talking to a student teacher.  Whenever teachers did get 

together, it was typically to gossip, or conspire against the administration, and Joy did not 

want to be in such an environment:

… there’s not a lot of talk about curriculum and teaching and things like 

that between the teachers; it’s more like gossip, talking about the 

administration, talking about, you know, “So-and-so said this and that,” 

trying to get letters together to write the school board, or trying to get this 

school board person elected.  That’s really all I see the teachers doing.

Joy’s class was held in a portable building, and Joy did not like the classroom 

environment at all.  Students were jammed together at small tables; the only positive Joy 

could see was that students found it difficult to cheat because they were so easy to 

monitor.  The room was very disorganized and unattractive, a “total wreck” in her words.  

Joy tried to rectify this, but her host teacher struck her as very unconcerned with 

organization and classroom aesthetics.  After seeing how well another teacher utilized 

student projects to liven up a classroom, Joy tried to do the same by working with 

students to construct a large model of the geologic time scale.  Joy believed that an 

attractive room creates a more positive and comfortable atmosphere for students, and that 

student projects on display give students a sense of ownership in the classroom.

Both in terms of the professional atmosphere and the physical environment, Joy 

found her host school unpleasant.  She proclaimed that one valuable thing she got from 

the experience was finding out what to avoid in a school!
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A Lively Atmosphere

The thing that Joy enjoyed the most about teaching was the incredible variety of 

experiences that go along with teaching.  She found that it always kept her thinking and 

“on her toes.”  She hated monotony, and enjoyed teaching because it was not repetitive.  

Her students brought a lot of energy into the classroom, which energized her as well:

… with teaching… I guess just the kind of lively atmosphere of working

with kids, and just kind of the pep I think younger people have.  Working 

with younger people, they have a popular outlook on life and it kind of 

gears you towards that, I think, and keeps you active and thinking, and it’s 

not – nothing repetitive about your job, and nothing monotonous…

Student teaching opened up Joy’s mind to endless new possibilities.  She found 

this exhilarating, if occasionally overwhelming:

And since I’ve been student teaching I’m really busy and it opens up the 

doors to this, this, this, and this as far as… the possibilities are endless for 

trying to, like, improve the way you teach kids, and how you get them to 

learn best, and resources for your lesson plans, or experimental things that 

you can try… And so I’m kind of overwhelmed, but in a way it makes me 

feel alive, so…

A Time-Consuming Profession

The dark side of the dynamic nature of teaching is the intense time demands on 

the teacher, especially the new teacher.  Joy intensely felt this time crunch, especially 

when it came to creating lessons.  She believed that a great deal of preparation is required 

to create lessons that will engage students, but frequently found herself preparing lessons 

the night before.  She feared that her lessons suffered in their quality as a result.  Her host 



120

teacher exacerbated an already bad situation by frequently giving her last-minute 

assignments.  She found it very difficult to get accustomed to the pace of teaching and 

“get into the flow.”  It was also hard for her to balance the need to create a lesson for the 

entire class while simultaneously seeing to the needs of individual students.

Because of these time demands, Joy felt that organizational skills are important to 

her as a beginning teacher.  She imagined that more experienced teachers may have more 

experience with various teaching styles, and with “thinking on their feet,” and do not 

need to be as organized.  Others might be able to compensate for a low level of 

organization with humor, or with sheer talent at getting students to think and learn.  In 

any event, more experienced teachers will certainly have more established lessons to go 

from, and thus may require less preparation time.  Joy hoped this would be the case as she 

gained more experience.

The time-consuming grind of teaching took its toll on Joy and on her teaching.  

She found it difficult to come up with creative ideas because the school days took so 

much of her energy.  Because it was so draining, Joy frequently questioned her chosen 

profession:

Interviewer:  What questions come to your mind almost every day you are 

teaching?

Joy:  Do I really want to be a teacher?  (laughs)

Initially, Joy felt that being a teacher would provide her with an opportunity to 

expand her science content knowledge.  However, given the time demands of teaching, 

she was later not so sure:

But sometimes I think it limits, like, your personal growth, as far as you 

getting to get out and learn new information, um, you know, that like 



121

enhances your own knowledge.  I mean, it’s like I’m learning ways to 

teach things I already know, but as far as me seeking out things and 

enhancing my knowledge in, like, tons of other areas I want to explore, I 

don’t know if I’m gonna be able to do that if I’m a teacher.

Joy got the impression that many of the veteran teachers at her host school dealt 

with the educator’s workload by simply not putting in the large amount of time needed to 

be a good teacher.  Joy often found herself so caught up with the mechanics of 

completing all the tasks that were demanded of her that she risked neglecting the process 

of teaching.  However, she realized that students could sense when a teacher was hurried 

and not genuinely interested in teaching.  Many of her students noted that some teachers 

at her school seemed more concerned with going through the motions to get through the 

day than they were with teaching and interacting with students:

I think a lot of the teachers – and even my students said this today – a lot 

of teachers just try to get through it, and they’re not really interacting with 

the students, and, um, they’re not concerned so much with the process as 

they are with just getting, like, the grades written down and recorded and 

handed in.  And so, the teachers… you know, the students can sense when 

the teachers are maybe like hurried and not genuinely interested.

Other teachers helped her with her lack of time by letting her borrow lesson ideas, 

and she developed her own techniques to help herself with time management.  She was 

forced to focus more on the scientific process than on a large amount of science content 

in her lessons; in the end, she found this to have a positive impact on student 

understanding.  She realized that she would eventually reach a point of diminishing 

returns if she put too much time into lesson planning, and so she learned to limit herself 

as far as the work she put into each lesson.  She felt that her time student teaching 

provided her with lots of good experience in making up lessons, and she had a better 
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grasp of the process by the end.  In the final analysis, she believed that the stress and 

anxiety of student teaching helped her grow as a teacher.

Helping students to think

Joy felt that the most valuable thing that she could do as an instructor was to teach 

students how to develop their thinking abilities.  She saw this as an overwhelming task; it 

was to her the most important thing that an instructor could do, and also the easiest to 

neglect.  She believed that the ability to reason effectively would be more valuable to 

students in the long run than any science content.

Because when I started out, I though it would be a real content-oriented 

thing… as far as the science.  But I found out that that’s kind of like a 

means to like teach them… kind of like, responsibility and, you know, 

certain skills, and how to think, and things like that.

Regrettably, she felt that more traditional tools of science teaching, such as 

worksheets and other bookwork, are too impersonal to work toward this goal.  Therefore, 

during her time as a student teacher, Joy was constantly thinking about how to 

incorporate a variety of activities and resources into her class.  She saw it as an immense 

challenge to develop the best ways to encourage students to think and be involved in the 

class.  She tried to focus more on reasoning skills than on science content, reasoning that 

if students have the skills, they will get the content.  She always sought to show students 

how the things she was teaching could apply to the world outside the classroom.  She also 

allowed the students to occasionally choose which topics would be covered in class, to 

give them more of a stake in the class.  She believed that high expectations were key, and 

that a teacher has to let students know that she cares and expects great things from them.

She always tried to maintain an energetic and positive atmosphere in the 

classroom, to keep the students motivated.  At every opportunity she got students up and 
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moving around, interacting with each other.  Her host teacher showed her that humor was 

very useful in getting and holding students’ attention, and she tried to employ humor 

whenever she felt it was appropriate.  She also avoided any negative talk in her 

classroom, and tried to nip in the bud any negative comments from students.

Joy was afraid that she was not very good at helping students to learn how to 

think, but she also admitted that it was hard to tell, because assessing students’ progress is 

“the most difficult part of teaching.”  Just as students have individual needs, they have 

individual ways of expressing their understanding.  She felt it was important to constantly 

assess both students’ needs and progress, in order to constructively modify her approach 

to teaching.  Joy believed that a teacher should be able to gauge students’ feelings and 

reactions, and be able to judge how much students are thinking about their learning.  

Communication and interaction is therefore very important to a successful classroom 

relationship.  Joy was very interested in finding out about her students’ experiences and 

getting “in touch” with them.  She wished that she could have videotaped herself in class, 

to get a better feel for how she was interacting with students.  In Joy’s opinion, the more 

connections she can make with students, the better.

While Joy strongly realized that she had a great responsibility to make class 

material interesting to students and keep them on-task, she also noted that students have a 

responsibility as well.  She felt that students should strive to be inquisitive and “hungry 

for knowledge.”  Students should listen to and respect what the teacher is saying.  

Although she did all she could, Joy feared that many of her students were immature and 

uninterested in learning.  It was hard for Joy to inspire a love for and hunger for 

knowledge in these students.  They seemed to just not care about science, and were 

determined to think in a way that was incompatible with a scientific approach.  It seemed 

to her that many students tried to get through the class period without thinking, 

frustrating her efforts.  She felt that she could “click” better with some students than with 

others for this reason.  The times when things did “click,” however, were very satisfying 

to her.
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Maintaining Distance

Although Joy felt that it was very important to care for students, she was very 

conflicted over exactly what it meant to care.  Her attempts at definition show a clash 

between wanting to get close to students and wanting to keep a proper distance:

Caring… I would define as… um, (laughs) I don’t know why that’s so 

hard to define.  It’s not; I know what it is, but I can’t… let’s see.  Just 

having compassion and understanding and just acceptance for your 

students.  And for people around you, who you work with, or anyone in 

your life.  And (ponders) also, um, being able to remain objective, I guess, 

in a certain way, because if you get too involved…

I mean, you wanna, you know, have… you know, your students obviously 

think that you care about them, and have, like, expectations for them, I 

think.  You know, it definitely helps out their motivations, but at the same 

time, you know, you’re their teacher, so you can’t get real involved in their 

personal lives or anything.  

Joy found it very difficult to maintain this distance, as she saw that many students 

seemed to want teachers to reach out to them and give them support they might not have 

been getting at home.  She often felt that she was placing herself too close to the students’ 

level, to try and make her teaching more effective.   But this would risk making her more 

lax on classroom discipline, and risk getting too personally involved with her students:

I guess to be a teacher, you pretty much have to… y’know you kind of 

have to stand your ground and be… separate yourself in a certain aspect 

from the students.  And you can’t really get involved with them on a 
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certain level, like as you would with people on the outside, like from 

school, like in an environment that wasn’t regular.

Objectivity was very important to Joy.  She was very concerned about not 

showing favoritism, positive or negative, toward certain students.  Ideally she felt that 

teachers should be in touch with students’ feelings and attitudes, but she acknowledged 

that that was difficult to maintain on an individual basis, because of the need to keep an 

emotional distance.

I mean from a teacher’s standpoint, I think caring for someone, you still 

have to have that boundary, where like you care for them, but, y’know, 

you still have to let them… Y’know, kind of separate yourself in a certain 

way from your students.  And that’s doing them a favor.

Dealing with Discipline

Joy did not feel that her school was a very serious learning environment.  

Although the school did give her the freedom to be independent and “do her thing,” she 

described the discipline management at her school as “shaky.”  She did not think that 

administration backed teachers up on discipline problems, perhaps because of the tension 

between faculty and administration noted above.  In some cases administration seemed to 

ignore her discipline referrals and requests for assistance.  In fact, some teachers were 

reprimanded by the administration for giving too many referrals:

And, um, basically, um, I’ve had some… discipline problems, and 

administration really doesn’t back me up on anything.  And I kind of get 

the feeling I’m discouraged from writing referrals or detention, so 

basically I think that, um, the discipline is just… there’s not a lot of 

discipline in our school right now.  (laughs)
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As a result of this neglect, she has become discouraged about following discipline 

protocol, such as referrals and detention.  It seemed to her that each teacher at her school 

had his or her own method of discipline, with little or no guidance or backup from 

administration.

Joy felt that she got along with her students well in general.  In most of her 

classes, students were mostly cooperative, although class time was never as productive as 

she would have liked.  In even her best classes, she noted that students “goof around a 

lot” and seemed uninterested in learning.  She tried to keep her classes physically active, 

positive, and upbeat, and allowed socializing at appropriate times.

One class in particular, however, stuck in her mind as having particular discipline 

problems.  She found one student with an attention deficit to be bright, but noted that he 

required almost constant attention.  A handful of girls in this class were a particular 

problem, showing disrespect and frequently talking during class.  They would even 

encourage other students to be disruptive.  Respect was very important to Joy, and she 

was taken aback by these students’ mockery and defiance, even embarrassed.  She 

realized that the students were immature, and unable to see the “big picture” of their 

education.  She was still very frustrated about the situation, because the students either 

could not or would not see that she was trying to help them.

Joy realized that the class with poor discipline created even deeper problems for 

her as the semester unfolded.  She had to focus a great deal of her time and energy on 

controlling the class, and thus had to spend less time actually teaching science.  As a 

result, this “problem class” fell behind relative to other classes.  She hoped that as she 

become more experienced in matters of discipline, she would have to sacrifice less 

instruction time to classroom management.  Also, she was afraid that this constant 

struggle with defiant students brought out a side of her personality that she did not like:



127

 I dunno, in a way it makes a certain side of my personality come out that I 

don’t really have to, but I don’t really show that often.  Or I don’t like to, 

y’know, like be mean – not mean but kind of  -- I’m sure they think it’s 

mean, like when I… kind of snappy or just a little bit angry or maybe just 

not… I never really get that, like, y’know I don’t really have that in my 

personality to be that mean or angry or snappy, but… I get towards that 

tendency, and so they kind of bring that out in me, and so I think they see 

that side of my personality a lot more than like the other classes.  They 

kind of just put me on the defensive.

Being on the defensive would often lead to a vicious circle, which Joy struggled 

almost daily to break.  She theorized that the larger-than-normal size of the class, and its 

later time period, may have contributed to difficulties.

She realized that some of the problems with students were partly her fault, and 

that it was part of her job to work through them.  She knew that she had to “stand her 

ground” with students, and not allow students to take advantage of her desire to be 

easygoing about discipline:

I try to kind of, just be a little relaxed, but sometimes that doesn’t work.  

So, they just like, take… you know, they just take advantage of the fact 

that you’re not, like, keeping on top of them constantly.  So it’s like a fine 

line in-between.

Detention was the preferred method of punishment at her host school, and Joy 

employed it in the case of the problem students, albeit begrudgingly.  She did not feel that 

it was a very effective tool for classroom management, so she sought alternatives for 

prevention rather than punishment.  She often found that just the threat of punishment, 

either by detention or being sent to a study hall, was often enough, if the threat was made 

quickly and firmly.  She believed that high expectations were just as important for 
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classroom behavior as for academic performance, and she made her expectations known 

from the beginning of her time teaching.  She was compelled to redo the seating chart to 

separate disruptive students, and even moved some of the students into other classes.  

However, she found her most effective tool for classroom discipline was simply getting 

to know students better, and having them get to know her in turn.  As she and her 

students became more comfortable with each other, mutual respect grew and problems 

diminished:

But then, once they got to know me and plus… it was a little tough there 

for a while, and they kind of understood, like, what I… what my, you

know, boundaries were and things like that, then they pretty much just… 

leveled off, y’know?

As noted above, Joy felt that it was very important for her to be objective as a 

teacher, and nowhere was this need more apparent than in matters of discipline.  One of 

the best pieces of advice she had gotten was to not take anything personally that students 

say or do.  This was difficult for her to do in the cases where students treated her with 

disrespect, although she admitted she often found it hard to gauge the amount of respect 

that her students had for her, and for each other.  She took pains to make it clear to her 

defiant students that she bore no grudge against them, and that she was not going to treat 

them differently from other students.  She knew that she had to constantly struggle to 

show objectivity and respect for all students, even those she did not get along with.

Joy found grading in general to be unpleasant, but it was especially difficult to 

grade the papers of students that she was having problems with.  Her host teacher warned 

her that she could not let her feelings affect her grading, either to exact revenge on 

difficult students or to give such students extra points so as to not appear negatively 

biased.  On a couple of occasions, difficult students turned in excellent projects that 

nonetheless had to have points deducted because of lateness.  Joy regretted having to 
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mark the papers down for a variety of reasons, but she knew that she had to hold 

everyone to an equal standard.

As her student teaching unfolded, Joy found that discipline concerns began to give 

way to pedagogical ones.  Still, she wondered if certain aspects of her personality made it 

difficult for her to find a happy medium between maintaining discipline and being 

friendly with students.  She wants to be accommodating, and does not want to get 

students in trouble.  On a few occasions, she did not report students for infractions such 

as swearing and fighting, and she worried if she did the right thing.  Her ultimate goals 

for classroom management were simple, but admittedly difficult to attain:

Be strict, be one of those types of people that the kids can, y’know, joke 

around with and kind of be themselves with, but know where the 

boundaries are exactly.

An “Upbeat,” but Disorganized, Host Teacher

Joy described her host teacher as “upbeat,” and she noted that he fostered a 

classroom atmosphere that was very positive and energetic.  He frequently tried to keep 

students involved in the class through lively discussions.  The host teacher was very 

flamboyant and jovial, freely joking with students.  In fact, Joy feared that the joking was 

at times too free, with inappropriate remarks being made by the host teacher and the 

students.  She worried that the host teacher might get into trouble over such remarks.

Overall she noted the host teacher had a good relationship with most of his 

students.  Sometimes, however, Joy notice that the host teacher had problems with 

students that she easily got along with and vice versa.  She wondered if some of it was 

due to the gender difference, but she acknowledged that a teacher cannot get along 

equally well with everyone:
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I guess you know it just depends; certain teachers are going to relate to… I 

guess you can’t have a great relationship with every single student.  Just 

too many different personalities.  I mean you should try to, but…

Joy saw a number of aspects of her host teacher’s in-class performance that she 

did not want to emulate.  She felt that many times her host teacher was too easygoing, 

and even encouraged students in bad behavior.  The environment made it easy for 

students to get away with things, and has made it difficult for her to impose her own 

limits on the class.  To be fair, however, her host teacher has backed her up when she has 

imposed disciplinary measures on students.

Her host teacher did not employ many laboratories and demonstrations in the 

class, a situation Joy found puzzling.  She realized that this situation was partially due to 

the poor facilities at the school, bus she also sensed a lack of motivation on the part of her 

host teacher to try and creatively overcome these obstacles.  It was also difficult for Joy 

to develop her own laboratory activities, because her host teacher gave her so little 

support.  The host teacher also put very little effort into class preparation, preferring an 

extemporaneous style to detailed lesson planning.  Joy feels that this attitude has led to a 

great deal of disorganization, both in the lessons and in the physical classroom.  She has 

tried to bring more organization to her lessons, and to the classroom itself, but has gotten 

little help from her host teacher.  In fact, she has found herself following the host 

teacher’s lead, and putting less preparation time into class.

She has found things to admire about her host teacher, however, calling him a 

“nice guy.”  Through him, Joy has learned the value of being positive and friendly toward 

students.  She observed another teacher who was very organized, but was not very 

effective because she could not relate to students.  Joy would like to find a middle ground 

between this teacher and her host teacher.  The host teacher has also shown her ways to 

go beyond the textbook, using demonstrations (such as an actual human skeleton) and 

newspaper articles to capture student interest.
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Joy described her host teacher as “wild” and rebellious.  He seemed more 

concerned with school politics and opposing the administration than with teaching.  He 

also had a disturbing tendency to give Joy teaching assignments at the last minute, and to 

leave Joy alone with the class while he attended to personal business.  Needless to say, 

Joy found this unpleasant:

Uhhh, he’s given me a lot of anxiety over, like, leaving me alone a lot.  

Even after I was supposed to be done, like with my teaching, and my total 

teach, and things, he still, like, wouldn’t come to class, or say, “oh, I have 

to go do this.”  Run errands, and not come back… Kind of deserting me a 

lot.

Reflections on Preservice Education

Joy ranked her preservice classwork third in importance in helping her prepare to 

be a teacher, behind her fellow student teachers and her cooperating teacher.  She did not 

think that most of her preservice classwork was particularly challenging, characterizing it 

as mostly “busywork.”  She found some of the assignments helpful, especially those 

centering on lesson planning and classroom management.  She also appreciated hearing 

about principles of active learning and how they can be incorporated in the classroom.  

However, she saw the majority of assignments as more of an exercise in simply “getting 

things done” than an intellectual exercise.  As a result, Joy found it difficult to care about, 

and put much effort into, many of the assignments in her preservice classes.  She reported 

that many of her classmates held similar sentiments.

Much of what was presented in the education classes seemed like mere “common 

sense” to Joy, and she felt the course content did not have to be “drawn out” so much.  

She believed that many of her courses could have been shortened or consolidated to 
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eliminate redundant and irrelevant material.  She would have preferred to spend more 

time on her student teaching and on her much more challenging science content courses:

Joy:  And you just feel like you’re wasting a lot of time, especially, like 

during your observation semester.  It’s ridiculous, like, all the things we 

had to do, and turn in.

Interviewer:  For example?

J: For example… it’s just like different… (laughs) I dunno, let’s 

see… I just remember having soooo many things to do that the whole 

semester was a total nightmare for me.  Because I was taking lots of heavy 

– I was taking Microbiology and Zoology and Botany and a Botany lab on 

the side of doing all my observation stuff.

I: Goodness

J: And it was just like… it was a nightmare.

Joy largely believed her preservice education classes were not as worthwhile as 

they could have been because they seemed divorced from the actual classroom 

environment.  Even the microteaching exercises seemed very artificial to her, since she 

was presenting to her fellow student teachers instead of to a “real” class.  The classes 

struck Joy as far too theoretical:

I mean, I’m sure the courses helped me prepare in some ways, but… you 

know, not that much because it wasn’t, like, that experience-oriented.  It 

was more like a lot of talking and just… you know, doing these little 

assignments here and there that, you know, you really have no connection 
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with, in your mind, to any, like, experiences that you’re having, you 

know?

So since you’re not making any of those connections – it’s just in one ear 

and out the other – you have nothing to, like, you know, apply it to.  So 

it’s just… that’s why, like, people think it’s a waste of time.

She acknowledged that much of the lack of context in her preservice classes was 

due to her own inexperience as a teacher.  Many of the early assignments – such as an 

exercise where she was asked to articulate her prospective classroom rules – were of little 

benefit to Joy, because she had no experience in the classroom in which to root her 

decisions.  She felt that anything she wrote would be equally invalid, because she had no 

experience to draw from.  She claimed that most such exercises would be useless at that 

point because the future teacher has no direct experience with what a classroom is like.  

Once she got some experience in a real classroom, even if they were just observations, 

Joy felt that she could make some connections and respond very differently to the 

assignments that were of little use to her at the start.

To Joy, the best part of her preservice education was the opportunity to discuss 

teaching with her fellow student teachers.  Her classmates were very supportive of her; in 

fact, she considered them her greatest source of help, and proclaimed that she probably 

would not have gotten through student teaching without them.  She enjoyed the 

confirmation that everyone was having problems similar to the ones she was having, and 

the opportunity to share solutions, lessons, and teaching strategies.  Since her cohort 

members were having similar experiences, they could empathize with each other.  She 

felt that she could talk to her fellow student teachers as equals, in a way that she just 

could not with her professors and cooperating teacher.  She found the face-to-face 

interaction with her fellow students more useful that any material presented in her classes, 

and wished that her methods classes had focused almost exclusively on sharing of 

experiences between student teachers:
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I think that [Professor’s] class would have been just as useful if we would 

have just gotten together for about an hour, and talked about our 

experiences, and what was going on.  You know, just as much as… you 

know, doing like all these assignments and things that, like, you just don’t 

really care about, and want to put much effort.  You just want to get them 

done, because what you’re really focusing on is your teaching.

Joy felt strongly that prospective teachers need to get into the classroom as soon 

as possible, even if it is just as an observer.  She thought that the more classroom 

experience teachers have early in the training process, the better a picture of teaching they 

get, and the more able they are to judge if teaching is for them.  She even went so far as 

to say that student teachers should even observe classes at grade levels they do not plan to 

teach.  She proposed that learning how to teach really cannot begin until the student 

teacher is in the classroom environment:

It’s kind of hard to be really well prepared before you start doing your 

student teaching, because it’s kind of a thing where you’ve just got to be 

thrown into it, and you just learn on the spot.

That’s the whole thing:  it’s hard to teach someone how to teach.  It’s just 

an individualistic thing, and it’s just the kind of thing that you’ll learn 

once you start teaching, you know?
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Student Teacher #4 – “James” 
 

Background

James had originally planned to go to medical school, but after seven years in 

college, he decided his grades were not good enough.  Although he admitted that teaching 

was a “fallback” career for him, he insisted that after a little experience in the classroom 

that teaching was the “right choice” for him.  He enjoyed the stimulating challenge of the

variety of the teaching experience.  He also found the prospect of long “vacations” 

appealing, although he acknowledged that the days that teachers do work are very full and 

intense.  He was not dissuaded by the low pay of the teaching profession, claiming to get 

his “compensation” from seeing students succeed:

Well, you know, of course, the pay’s not that great, so that’s… financial 
reward’s not one thing.  That’s not why I’m in this.  I enjoy helping… I 
enjoy working with kids, and y’know, seeing them succeed at something.  
That’s pretty much enough of a reward for me. 

 

James had always enjoyed science, and had wanted to work in the sciences in 

some capacity.  He confessed that he did not have the “hands-on” science experience that 

many of his fellow student teachers had, but he did have experience working with young 

people in day camps.  He was seeking composite science certification.

School Environment

James’ host school had mostly lower socio-economic, mostly Hispanic students.  

The school had a bad reputation in the community, and James had received a very bad 

impression of the school from friends and acquaintances: a bad neighborhood, hardened 

and violent students, etc.  At first, this negative impression made James certain that he 

would not want to teach at this school.  He found the teachers at the school, especially his 
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host teacher, to be very willing to share advice, lessons, and activities. While he noted 

that the students were very unmotivated, he grew to like them, and regarded them as “just 

normal kids.”  One particular incident at the school drove this home to James:

We had a day where they had, um… They faked a crash scene with a car, 

and then they had “Death” roaming the halls picking people out of classes, 

and then they were dead, and they had read their obituaries.  And they 

were… that was a really strange day.  And the kids reacted like any other 

kid would react:  they were just kind of scared by… you know, what was 

going on.  Like that could really happen.  And they weren’t, you know, 

“Aw man, that’s crap,” you know.  Like I think maybe somebody would 

expect them to… you know, act…

James ultimately came to the conclusion that the bad reputation of his host school 

was, in his words, a “load of crap.”  He tried to apply for a teaching position at his host 

school, but the school was not hiring science teachers at the time.

To James, the worst aspect of his host school was the lack of laboratory facilities.  

He was a great believer in the ability of good laboratory materials to enhance science 

education, by making the class more active, interesting, and fun.  He characterized access 

to materials and equipment for experiments and demonstrations as a “paramount” 

concern for teaching science.  While he realized that teachers could bring equipment and 

supplies from home, he also realized that this could be an expensive proposition.  The 

science department at James’ host school had only one outdated computer at its disposal, 

which James viewed as completely inadequate, given the potential value of computers as 

tools for learning.  Even students noted the lack of good equipment at the school, when 

they would talk to friends at other schools.  James got the impression that his school was 

among the last in the district to receive science equipment and materials.
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James had very little contact with the administration of his host school during his 

student teaching.  What he did see, however, did not impress him.  For example, he noted 

a few instances where it seemed to him that many of the assistant principals showed 

favoritism toward certain students.  Also, it seemed to him that administrative 

punishments for violations such as low attendance were doled out in an inconsistent and 

unfair manner.

Organized, Yet Flexible

When asked about the best piece of advice he had gotten about teaching, James 

answered that he was advised early in his student teaching experience to “get organized.”  

James believed that a high level of organization could make everything in the classroom 

run more smoothly, because the teacher can find everything and get things done more 

efficiently.  When asked about valuable skills for teachers, he ranked organization as 

being equal in importance to being able to relate to students.  Because organization was 

so important, James was concerned about his own skills at organization as he went into 

student teaching.

James’ host teacher had only been teaching for four years, but she possessed 

organizational skills that James greatly admired.  He opined that his host teacher “has the 

system down pretty good,” in that she understood how to work with both the school 

district and the students.  He was very grateful to have such a good role model to help 

him develop his organizational skills.  At first, James tried to organize his teaching in his 

own manner, but soon found himself seeking his host teacher’s advice:

The things that she – her suggestions.  I… eventually took them to heart.  

You know, I was kinda like, “Okay, well, I’ll do this, and see if it works 

my way.”  And I was like, “Okay, that didn’t work so well.  Maybe I 

should do it her way.”  And her way was usually better.  I think that’s 
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experience talkin’.  So, I uh… When she spoke towards the end, I listened.  

(laughs)

One particular area of his teaching where James eventually took his host teacher’s 

advice to heart was his lesson plans.  At the start of his student teaching he made up his 

lesson plans day by day.  This practice caused him a great deal of stress, left a poor 

impression on his students, and greatly displeased his host teacher.  She advised him of 

the importance of getting lesson plans done at least a week in advance, so that she could 

have time to review them and offer advice.  He put in his best effort, sacrificing free time 

on the weekends to get the task done.  His efforts at advance planning paid off:  he 

reported experiencing less stress, and was more able to deal with problem situations, such 

as a long line at the school’s copier or equipment breakdowns.  He developed a sense of 

pride at being able to develop lesson plans in advance.  He found that being organized 

and prepared enabled him to be more flexible in his responses to the many surprises that a 

teacher can encounter in the school year:

Um, you could have an assembly, and there goes your whole lesson plan 

for that day.  You’ve just gotta… roll with it.  (laughs) You’ve just got to 

understand that there are certain things that you can control and certain 

things you can’t.  And… it’s just one of those things.  You just have to be 

prepared to be flexible.

As he benefited from his host teacher’s experiences as well as his own, James felt 

that he gradually improved his organizational skills, and became a better teacher in the 

process.  He was very pleased at how smoothly things went once he “got into a rhythm” 

with his preparations for teaching.

Although the advance preparations consumed a great deal of time, James felt that 

in the long run, being organized helped him to deal with the intense time demands of 

being a teacher.  He still felt that there was never enough time to get done all the things 
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he would have liked to do to improve his teaching, and had to sacrifice sleep and leisure 

time to get things done.  He was grateful to have a host teacher who was not so far 

removed from student teaching herself, and could sympathize with the time crunch he 

was experiencing.  Once again, his host teacher’s level of experience allowed her to 

provide him with practical suggestions and guidance, because she had “been there, and 

done that:”

I thought I had a reasonable teacher, our host teacher, who… She knew, 
because I think she just did it, and knew all the time that it took up, so she 
was… she helped out a lot, as far as that goes, with my preparation.  She 
didn’t do my work, but she pointed me in the right direction, didn’t just 
say, “Here, have at it.” 

 

James considered himself very fortunate to have had such a good experience in 

the classroom as a student teacher, and felt that the experience taught him a lot about 

teaching.

Motivation Problems

While James felt that overall student teaching was a good experience for him, he 

spoke with great regret of his students’ lack of motivation.  His greatest reward for 

teaching was in being able to help a student understand a concept, but such rewards were 

few and far between for him, because students were so poorly motivated.  If students did 

not put forth an effort, all of his efforts would be for nothing.  He saw trying to get 

students motivated as his greatest challenge, and he felt that many times he did not meet

that challenge.  It seemed to James that students genuinely did not care about their grades 

and performance, an attitude that James did not anticipate, and could not understand at 

all:
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Well, I have kids that just… they don’t want to be there.  They put their 
heads down.  “You guys are going to fail, if you don’t do something.”  
And they just kind of look at me, y’know.  And it’s just trying to get them 
motivated is pretty rough. 
 

I dunno.  (laughs) I didn’t – I expected people to want to learn, I thought 

everybody wanted to learn, and it’s just not the case.

James saw a great many student behaviors that frustrated him, and he attributed a 

great many of them to a lack of motivation.  He tried many times to get students to do 

work outside of class, but nothing really worked.  In fact, many of the teachers at his host 

school had stopped assigning homework, because most students would not do it.  He gave 

struggling students several opportunities to improve their grades through extra credit, but 

few of them took advantage.  The biggest problem, however, was in low attendance.  

Many students did not want to be in school, and thus did not come to class on a regular 

basis.  Students compelled to come to school after being caught for truancy may have 

been present in the classroom, but they did their work half-heartedly.

James attributed this lack of student motivation to a variety of factors.  A great 

many students did not want to be in school at all, and this attitude was compounded by 

the fact that students may think that science is boring.  One reason for this seemed to be 

that students had a hard time relating science to their everyday experiences.  Many 

science concepts, even elementary ones, can be quite abstract, and James was able to 

sympathize with students who cannot easily grasp them.  He got the impression from 

talking with his students that many of them did not seem to think that science had 

anything to do with their lives; he felt that this led to them being more easily distracted 

from their studies by other influences.  They became disengaged from learning science, 

because the saw little to no value in it.  James proposed that this attitude is pervasive, 

extending to all kinds of student backgrounds:
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(Sighs) Yeah.  I don’t know if it’s just this particular school, but I think a 
lot of kids have a problem, no matter what socio-economic level they’re at.  
I think they have a hard time with science just not being very fun.  That’s 
one of the things I would like to do:  I would like to make my classroom 
interesting and fun. 

 

James also believed that a large factor in these low motivation levels was a 

disregard for the value of education.  He noted that high school students have a great deal 

to do to prepare for the future.  However, he felt that students did not realize (or would 

not admit) how much they had to do, and this ignorance (or denial) generated boredom 

and lack of motivation.  Despite his efforts to convince them that a high school education 

was becoming increasingly inadequate to get good jobs, many of his students persisted in 

the belief that high school graduation would mark the end of their schooling:

I don’t think they really understand.  I think they just think, you know, 

they’re gonna get out and poof it’s gonna be handed to them, get a good 

job.  And that’s just not the case.  You’ve gotta go out there and educate 

yourself.  And I try to tell them, you know, “You should not plan for high 

school to be your last stop in the classroom.  You have to go on and 

educate yourself, whither it’s through, um, a trade school or something, 

you’ve gotta keep going.  Or college.  Or [community college], something 

like that.  You’ve just have to keep going to school.”

James tried a great many things to try and get students motivated.  Some of his 

problems with attendance corrected themselves, when the end of the semester approached 

and some students realized that they had to improve their grades.  He tried to employ a 

“success breeds success” strategy, but had difficulty getting the initial successes to begin 

the cycle.  He made it clear to students that they would not fail so long as they tried, and 

this managed to motivate some students:
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They continued to keep trying, you know, and, uh, I think that’s important.  

As long as they’re trying, you can’t really fail them for that.  And, 

um…you just kind of… You build on it, y’know?  “I’m not gonna fail you 

for this,” and they like realize, “Well, if I keep doing this, if I keep 

working hard, then I’m not gonna fail.”

James noticed that the biggest discipline problems seemed to come from the 

students who were most disengaged from learning.  The most bored and unmotivated 

students seemed to James to also be the ones most likely to make classroom management 

very difficult.  He expressed regret that he spent what he considered wasted time 

disciplining unmotivated and unruly students, time that would have been better spent 

actually teaching.  He feared that he had to neglect students that genuinely wanted to 

learn in order to attend to students who clearly did not:

It’s like I said, it’s a problem getting those kids motivated.  I could see 
how it would wear a teacher down, in that situation, just because there are 
so many kids that don’t want to be there, that are there.  And it’s just –  
Y’know, when you spend most of your time dealing with classroom 
management issues, the kids that want to be there suffer. 

 

Although he believed that he had achieved a handful of “breakthroughs” with 

some students, James reported that his most negative memories about his student teaching 

experience involved situations where he could not reach students and help them achieve.  

He felt as if he had failed those students by not being able to motivate them.  He 

considered such instances to be very personal defeats, where he did not do his job.  He 

expressed disappointment that he had “lost quite a few battles” to keep some students 

motivated, and to show them a measure of success.  When James started teaching, he 

expected students to have as much of a desire to learn as he did.  As his teaching 

assignment went on, he began to fear that was simply not the case.  He frequently 

questioned his ambition to become a teacher, but upon reflection he realized that he 
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should not base his decision on a single teaching assignment.  He also wondered if 

student motivation is generational or cyclical, and he just happened to be teaching at a 

time of low ebb.

James felt that his host teacher was very good at motivating students and 

managing classroom discipline, and he often sought her advice.  His fellow student 

teachers were also a valuable source of ideas.  He confessed, however, that issues of 

classroom management and student motivation still left him stumped.  He hoped that he 

would become more adept at motivating students as he garnered more experience and 

found out what worked for different students.  He also planned to read some books on 

classroom management over the summer.

Getting Too Close?

James firmly believed that a teacher needed to put in the effort to get to know his 

or her students.  He reasoned from his own experiences as a learner that if a teacher can 

find out what students know and are interested in, the teacher can teach at the students’ 

level, and work to make science relevant to students’ everyday lives.  A teacher that 

knows his or her students can more readily craft strategies to motivate the students, 

individually or as a group.  James thought that his host teacher was very good at getting 

to know students and relating to them.  He tried to emulate her as much as possible.  He

believed that as he got to know his students better (and vice versa) barriers came down 

between them:

I think that was kind of just getting to know them. I think after awhile they 

broke down their preconceptions about me, and I broke down mine, and 

we just, you know, found that, “Hey, you know, we got something in 

common,” and went from there.
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James had a motivation for wanting to get to know students beyond classroom 

mechanics.  He believed that getting to know students was an important component of 

caring about students.  One major reason that he wanted to be a teacher was the 

opportunity to make a difference in students’ lives.  He felt that getting to know students 

communicated this desire to them, by showing interest in them as people:

I think you have to convince the kids that, uh, you’re there to help them, 

you’re not just there to get a paycheck.  You’re there to help them succeed 

in school.

Convincing students of his desire to make a difference was very important to 

James, because he believed that without that desire, a teacher is just doing a job.  He was 

convinced that students could tell when a teacher was not interested in helping them, and 

that in turn they would not be interested in learning.  But even something as minor as 

promising to look up the answer to a question in class, or an offer to help a student one-

on-one, could show students that a teacher was willing to work for them, and not just 

“throwing out facts.”  When he was in high school, James felt that many of his teachers 

were just there to give grades and get paid.  He was determined not to be that kind of 

teacher, and to show his students that he was not.

Getting to know students was a concern for James, for three reasons.   First, he 

was daunted by the large amount of time required to become acquainted with all (or even 

most) of his students.  He could understand that with all their duties, some teachers might 

not be able to make time to get to know their students, but he was determined to try.  

Once again, his host teacher was a valuable role model and resource for him.

Another concern that James had about getting acquainted with his students was 

inherent in his position as a student teacher.   He came into the class late in the school 

year, and so was already behind in forming relationships.  Students were already “used 

to” the host teacher, and may have found James a bit of a shock:
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The whole switching from the host teacher to the student teacher, I think 

that was kind of… not traumatic, but it was just… you know, they were 

used to a certain way, and then all of a sudden you’re there.  And you have 

to get to know them, and they already got to know the teacher, the host 

teacher, and I dunno how much… how willing they would be to share, 

necessarily.

James felt his task of getting to know students – and their task of getting to know 

him – would have been easier if he had been with students from the beginning of the 

semester.  If he had had more time and opportunity to get to know his students better, he 

believed he could have done a better job of motivating them.  He looked forward to the 

opportunity he would have as a full-time teacher to get to know students from Day One.

James’ most pressing concern in getting to know students, however, was his 

perceived need to walk the fine line between being too much of a friend to students and 

too much of a disciplinarian.  He believed a teacher must play many roles – motivator, 

friend, psychologist – all while maintaining status as an authority figure.  But he was also 

convinced that teachers have to emphasize that they are there to help students, not to fail 

or punish them.  He knew that it would be a constant struggle against his basic nature to 

avoid getting too friendly with students.  He felt that soon it would surpass his quest to 

become more organized:

So that’s gonna be probably my biggest problem, because the 

organization, I know you have to do it; it’s just something… now it’s 

totally ingrained in my head.  But I think after that my next biggest 

problem is gonna be the too buddy-buddy with the kids, and I’ve 

just…I’ve got to find that.
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In one incident, he was compelled to report a student who came along on a class 

trip without permission.  It was a difficult choice for him to make, but he knew that he 

had to be responsible and objective, whatever his feelings about students.  Other teachers 

that he has discussed the matter with agree that walking the fine line between getting to 

know students and getting too close is a difficult task.

Content Knowledge

Another issue that James was wrestling with was the prospect of having to teach 

subject matter that he was unfamiliar with.  This was a major concern, as he was seeking 

composite science certification.  He firmly believed that it was vital for a science teacher 

to know his or her subject matter well:

I think you also have to have a good grasp of your subject that you’ll be 
teaching.  Because if you don’t have that, then basically you’re acting. 
(laughs)

For a while during his student teaching, James had to teach subjects that he had 

only a slight familiarity with, such as aquatic biology and certain topics in physical 

science.  He was so occupied with trying to stay one step ahead of the students in learning 

the material himself, that he had no time to work on how best to teach it.  He felt that his 

lack of knowledge showed in the poor quality of his teaching in those classes.  Once he 

got back into subject matter that he knew more broadly and deeply, he could focus more 

on pedagogical issues and work on being a better teacher.

Reflections on Preservice Education

When he began taking his education classes, James expected them to be as 

challenging as his science content classes, but in the end he found them to be “mind-

numbingly boring” and “tedious busywork.”  He received good grades in his education 
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classes, but came away with no real feeling of accomplishment, because they were so 

easy.  While he believed that his education classes had some good professors, he viewed 

much that was being taught as trivial, or so obvious as to be “common sense.”

His preservice education classes primarily frustrated James because he saw them 

as being very disconnected, both from each other and from actual classroom teaching.  

The education courses seemed to James to have no little or no structure to guide the 

student to overarching ideas or themes:  they just seemed like a jumble of topics.  This 

was in contrast to his science content classes, which presented material in a more 

interconnected and building fashion.  Furthermore, he felt strongly that his education 

courses had little to no connection to the actual realities of teaching, and doing 

assignments for these classes took away from previous time that he could have spent 

thinking about and working on teaching:

I had a problem with that, a lot of times.  I was like, why am I doing this.  

This is making me so much… I have this due, when I could be 

concentrating on the actual teaching.  Or, you know, gathering information 

and, you know, my own thoughts, my own reflection on what my teacher’s 

doing, whether during observation or the student teaching, getting all those 

thoughts together, writing some things down – notes, my own ideas.  But 

instead I had to do… There were quite a few assignments that are just, 

like, I can’t… They were ridiculous.

One example that James gave of a “ridiculous” assignment was a “design your 

own classroom” project.  He viewed the assignment as unrealistic, because he knew that 

teachers rarely get even a small portion of what they ask for Furthermore, he felt that that 

assignment encouraged “padding” with its page minimum requirements.  He definitely 

classified the project as one of many examples of “busywork” in his education classes.
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He did find some aspects of his education classes to be useful.  For example, a 

course about special-needs students proved to be one of his more worthwhile classes, for 

the information and strategies that it provided.  He encountered many of the situations 

described in the class during his student teaching.  His teaching methods class provided 

him with concrete examples of what to do in the classroom, such as activities and 

experiments.  He wished that his other education classes had presented him with more 

“hands-on experience with hands-on learning,” as opposed to the theoretical material he 

got in most of his classes:

I really wish we could have had more with the teaching… how to actually 

teach science.  You know, what different things… That was, um, some of 

the best ideas that we had was the actual… the methods class.  I think if

we had more classwork like that, you know, actually… “You should try 

this experiment for this,” you know.  I… That really would have been 

helpful.

One facet of his preservice education that James found both helpful and pleasant 

was the opportunity to interact with his fellow student teachers.  He felt he could identify 

with many of the situations his classmates found themselves in, and he found it very 

useful to hear the solutions that they came up with for common problems.  At the start of 

the student teaching experience, he met with a group of his student teachers at a local 

tavern on Friday nights to discuss events of the past week, commiserate, and relax.  

Although these get-togethers faded away as workloads got too heavy for all concerned, 

James felt that they helped him maintain his focus on student teaching.  Thanks to his 

classmates, he knew that he was not alone.  This was important to him, since he did not 

have as extensive a support network of family and friends outside of his student teacher 

cohort.  Were it not for his fellow student teachers, James said that he would have gotten 

very little from his preservice classes:
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Actually, I learned more from my other… the other future teachers than I 

did from any of the classes, so that was kind of valuable.  But other 

sources… the classes themselves weren’t that real helpful, but the 

interaction with other students were… was helpful.

James ranked his preservice classes very low as a source of preparation for 

teaching, far below his experiences with his fellow student teachers and his host teacher.  

He firmly believed that the place to learn about teaching is not in an education class as a 

student, but outside the university setting as a classroom teacher.  He felt that prospective 

teachers should be placed in as wide a variety of classroom environments as possible.  

According to James, education classes cannot hope to provide the opportunities that 

actual classroom experience can:

I think you just have to get out and experience, and then… just have the 

information – or have the stuff available to you that you can draw from, 

and then incorporate that into your actual hands-on experience, and build 

on certain things that work, discard things that don’t work.  Um, just 

having the resources available I think is important, but experience… that’s 

what you really need.  And I just didn’t get that from my classes.  They 

can’t provide you with experience.
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Student Teacher #5 – Derek” 
 

Background

Derek has a less “traditional” background than most of his peers.  He came back 

to get a teaching degree after many years in research.  He earned a liberal arts 

undergraduate degree from an Ivy League school, as well as Bachelor’s and Master’s 

degrees in Physics.  He also had teaching experience, training people to take standardized 

tests such as the MCAT.  He had good experiences teaching high school students in this 

environment, and decided to begin a career teaching science full-time.  He was pursuing 

teacher certification in Physics.

School Environment

Derek’s host school once had a bad reputation for poor teachers and unruly 

students.  Some years before Derek’s arrival, however, a new principal replaced many 

teachers and placed a number of students in alternative learning centers.  The situation 

had improved as a result, but Derek still classified the atmosphere of the school as 

“grim.”  Although he witnessed no violence problems himself, the school had to be 

evacuated many times during his student teaching period because of bomb threats.  He 

found many classrooms to be physically unpleasant, and cannot imagine an adult staying 

for long in one by choice.  He imagined that the atmosphere of the school would come as 

quite a shock to someone visiting from a corporate or university setting.  He did not find 

the campus physically attractive either, characterizing the surroundings as “industrial, 

bleak, and sterile.”

Derek saw class as more important than race at his school.  Class differences not 

only caused moderate divisions within the school itself, but also separated his host school 

from other, more affluent schools.  He noted that a school not too far from the host school 

had much higher standards for students and teachers, because the student population was 
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of a generally higher social class.  He felt “repulsed” by the prospect of the return of 

“separate but (un)equal” schools.  While he acknowledged that there were many good 

people trying to make a difference, he was disturbed by the apparent lack of progress.  He 

wondered aloud, “How can the privileged classes in this country allow education to be 

such a cynical joke for the lower classes?”  He considered himself an “old radical,” but 

confessed he no longer believed that the upper classes were intentionally trying to 

sabotage education for the lower classes.  Rather, he proposed that many in the upper 

classes might not realize how bad education is for lower socio-economic groups, or they 

might believe that a very low level of action is the appropriate policy.  He was also not 

willing to rule out simple apathy.  In all, he found it surprising that the reality of 

education did not match the rhetoric about equal education he heard in his preservice 

classes, and from society at large.

Derek had little contact with administrators and other teachers during his time at 

his host school.  He did not find the teachers’ office facilities to be conducive to 

meaningful interaction.  The principal that had instituted reforms in the past had moved 

on, and Derek considered the interim principal that was in place during his time there to 

be a “non-factor” in his teaching.  He had a few good conversations with vice-principals 

and counselors, and many very good interactions with the school librarian.  In fact, the 

librarian was about the only individual at the school that Derek had a considerable 

amount of respect for.  He considered the librarian to be a well-educated person who 

made the library a pleasant and productive environment.  Derek enjoyed the opportunity 

to work with people like the librarian, who were legitimately trying to make a difference 

in students’ lives.

Overall, however, Derek got the impression that most of the faculty and staff at 

his host school were “not very smart or knowledgeable,” and were not trying very hard to 

help students.  He sensed a disturbing attitude among students and faculty that students 

were just going to school to “get a piece of paper.”  He did not feel that students were 

being pushed to work very hard.  He proposed that many faculty might have believed that 
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the school’s problems were too big to deal with, and would just “go through the 

motions.”  He considered most of the people at his school to be “frivolous and highly 

negative,” and enjoyed the rare opportunity to work with productive people like the 

librarian.

Derek was not pleased with the poor classroom facilities at his host school.  He 

classified the physics equipment as “mediocre,” and wondered how he could hope to 

provide students with meaningful learning experiences with substandard equipment.  He 

realized that lecture alone would not be sufficient to help students understand physics.  

Derek also felt that space was important in a classroom: space to display information on 

boards and projection screens, space for students to move around, and space for students 

to perform experiments.  He found such space lacking at his host school.  He was at first 

opposed to having a great number of distracting materials on the walls of a classroom, but 

eventually came to the conclusion that holding student attention for an entire class period 

is virtually impossible, and distractions might as well be informative.

Derek’s host school had what he characterized as a “majority of minorities,” with 

few white or Asian-American students.  He found the general student attitude to be 

“overwhelmingly non-academic,” with students more focused on socializing.  Many of 

the students were by their own admission not college bound, and in his view had poor 

academic skills (especially mathematics skills) and were passive in their attitudes toward 

learning.  He got the feeling from interacting with the students that about half of the 

students were “just barely willing to be there,” another quarter enjoyed school only 

occasionally, and the last quarter seemed to enjoy being around their friends, and “didn’t 

mind being taught.”  It seemed to him that many of the students had bad relationships 

with their parents, and that furthermore those parents believed that their educational 

responsibilities ended when they dropped their children off at school.  He briefly 

wondered how parents could let their children go to a school like his host school, but after 

seeing how little some parents care, he does not wonder so much.
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By the end of his student teaching, Derek went so far as to divide students into 

three categories.  He classified one group of students as hard working and eager to make 

the most of their education.  Such students were frequently inquisitive, and Derek 

enjoyed working with them, but unfortunately they were the smallest group.  The second 

group of students struggled with their studies, due to skill deficits or attitude problems.  

He felt that these students could make academic progress, but only after significant effort 

from both teacher and student.  Often there were too many students and too little time for 

him to really help these students.  However, he expected such challenges, and found it to 

be very rewarding if such students improved.

Derek called the third group “Unteachables,” students who are able to learn, but 

are largely unwilling to be taught.  The problem was one of attitude instead of ability:  

Derek found their negativity very discouraging.  These students were generally the 

unhappiest in Derek’s experience, and the most likely to cause problems.  According to 

Derek, only one or two of students in the third category could severely impair the 

learning process for all.  Yet he found that the majority of students in his classes were in 

this category.  Even his honors classes had about a quarter of the students unwilling to 

work hard to learn.  Derek reluctantly resigned himself to the fact that these students were 

determined not to benefit from their education, and that struggling with them would 

waste the time of students that did want to learn.  He had thus been able to work out a 

“truce” with some of the problem students, and felt that it was perhaps better for them to 

be removed from the class entirely.

A Commitment to Teaching

Once he made the decision to pursue a teaching certificate, Derek tried to continue 

to do scientific research to earn money, but began to feel his commitment to research 

waning.  He made the decision to quit research and to completely dedicate himself to 

teaching.  He found that he could immerse himself in teaching in a way he could never 

quite manage with research.  And he also found such immersion was necessary.  He knew 
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that being a teacher would be very time-consuming – sadly, he admitted, for things that 

had little to do with academics – so he cleared out other aspects of his life to devote 

himself full-time to his student teaching.

Derek’s previous experience with teaching and training made him very aware of 

the rewards of teaching, and these rewards fueled his desire to become a teacher.  He 

enjoyed interacting with students in a variety of situations, from one-on-one tutoring to 

large group teaching, as well as the good feeling of helping someone understand a 

difficult concept.  He found it encouraging when students would show curiosity and 

enthusiasm.  Although he did not think that keeping students entertained was a primary 

function of a teacher, he confessed that he enjoyed “entertaining a room” while teaching.  

Frivolity aside, he looked ahead most of all to the “moral satisfaction” of knowing that he 

was doing a worthwhile job that touches lives.

Because he came into student teaching with a fair amount of teaching experience, 

he initially had very few questions about how to teach; his concerns more frequently 

revolved around how to capture students’ attention and make science relevant to them.  

He felt that the two were intimately connected: showing students how science connected 

to their lives was to Derek a key to keeping students motivated and on-task.  While he 

acknowledged that a zero-distraction classroom environment was impossible, he believed 

that the instructor should work to minimize distractions.  He was resigned to the fact that 

every student in his class was not always going to be paying attention, but should try to 

understand the reasons why some students may not be paying full attention.  He felt that 

it was necessary to use a variety of teaching styles within a class period, because lecture 

alone could not suffice to hold student attention.

In addition to motivating students, a teacher must be skilled at self-motivation, 

according to Derek.  Because of the intense time demands teachers face, they must be 

highly motivated to continuously strive to improve their teaching.  Derek pointed out that 

students are certainly not going to berate a teacher for being too motivated, and may even 
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be motivated in turn by a teacher willing to do the extra things that will make instruction 

better.  Derek drew his personal motivation from the feeling that his teaching would 

affect the lives of many people who were depending on him.

While Derek felt that capturing and holding students’ attention was the teacher’s 

most important task, he ranked the ability to organize information in a meaningful, clear 

succession very high as well.  In his experience, many physics professors lacked these 

presentation skills.  To Derek, these instructors seemed to believe that teaching consisted 

of merely “showing someone how something works.”  He believed that information must 

be accompanied by well-organized concrete examples and hands-on-experiences, to assist 

students in assimilating information.  The teacher is challenged to keep students active in 

a productive manner.  Additionally, a student may need to have a concept explained from 

three or four different perspectives before achieving understanding.

Keeping students mentally active was a particular challenge.  Derek felt that very 

few students possessed the non-concrete thinking skills so vital to understanding physics.  

To help develop these skills, Derek attempted to implement an active questioning 

technique.  Derek’s ideal classroom interaction was like a very thoughtful conversation, 

with questions exchanged between teacher and students, and between students as well.  

Derek felt very strongly that if a teacher did not enjoy this conversation, then he or she 

should not be in the profession.

Derek realized that students would not know the answer to every question that he 

posed.  He even saw this as a healthy teaching atmosphere: he claimed that students were 

not being sufficiently challenged if they could answer every question posed to them.  

Derek did not mind when students responded to a question with “I don’t know,” so long 

as it was not expected to be a cover for intellectual laziness:

I think “I don’t know” should be an acceptable answer, but I also think that 
if a student says, “I don’t know” the teacher should then say, “Yeah, I bet 
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you do.  You just don’t know you know,” and feed them little bits until 
they put it together. 
 

It’s hard to do, until you’ve gotten practice at it.  It’s hard to learn how to 

ask good questions of the students.  It’s a big skill asking the right 

questions, and then when a student doesn’t get it, breaking it down into 

small questions, or re-phrasing the questions or drawing out things that 

they know and leading them to it.

Derek felt that this system of “leading students along a path from things they 

already know to some new things by way of things they need to find out” has multiple 

benefits.  First, it demonstrates value for the students’ thought processes while helping to 

develop those processes.  It gives students important experience with “thinking on the 

spot.”  Calling on and questioning a variety of students helps a teacher stay at the class’s 

pace.  Derek also found it helpful to hear students articulate answers, and therefore get 

misconceptions out in the open for all to see.  Derek believed that students should be 

allowed to make mistakes, and should be given the time to work around those mistakes.  

He did realize, however, that time constraints limited his ability to use this technique as 

much as he would have liked.  Sadly, as detailed below, interference from his host teacher 

also limited his ability to use an active questioning technique.

Derek always wanted to maintain a positive classroom atmosphere.  He believed 

that teachers and students should be able to joke with each other a little bit, and he wished 

that he could convey more of his enjoyment of science to his students.  He has been 

amazed that some teachers can appear outwardly angry and unhappy, and yet still be 

effective in some aspect of teaching:

Now, I have seen a couple of good teachers who seem angry all the time 

but are extremely good teachers, and they even appear to have a good 

relationship with their students.  It may be that these are just people who 
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have a certain facial cast or a certain tone of voice that they seem very 

angry.

He cited the specific example of one teacher he observed, whom he dubbed “the 

Harpy” who “ran the Tightest Ship in the British Navy.”  The teacher would frequently 

scream at her students, and Derek heard that many students transferred out of her class 

because they could not tolerate the hostile environment, and chalked it up to desperation 

arising from the shortage of science teachers.  He conceded that she was an effective 

science teacher, but saw this as more of an indictment of other science teachers than a 

compliment to this one.  He characterized her as an effective imparter of information, 

which to Derek was only a single facet of the teacher’s job.  For his part, he learned very 

little from observing this teacher:  he noted gaps in her content knowledge, and the 

atmosphere was already so oppressive that he saw no instances of active classroom 

management.

While Derek did not feel that “coddling” students was part of a teacher’s duties, 

he did feel it was important for a teacher to demonstrate caring for students.  Derek said 

that a caring instructor wants to give students the maximum possible benefit of the time 

they spend with the teacher.  He asserted that teachers should want to know at least a little 

about their students, and should want things to go well for them.  The caring teacher 

works for the students’ benefit, not the teacher’s.  Derek believed that a teacher who does 

not begin with a caring attitude will take shortcuts and will not attempt to gauge the level 

of student understanding and adjust to it:

Because if you don’t go in with that attitude, then you’ll cut corners and 

you’ll take the easy way out and you won’t prepare a variety of activities 

and you won’t think about all the things you need to think about before 

and during teaching.  And you won’t put your head down at the students’ 

level and think about the material as though you were seeing it for the first 
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time.  You won’t make as much of an effort.  And if you don’t make an 

effort, your results won’t be as good.

Without a caring attitude, Derek felt that a teacher would not be motivated to 

constantly adapt his or her teaching, and would run the risk of stagnation.  In turn, 

students would not be motivated to work for a teacher that obviously does not care about 

them.  Derek characterized a caring attitude as “necessary, but not sufficient” to keep 

students motivated to learn.

Derek noted that an important component of caring is concern about a student’s 

emotional state, but he felt it should not be the major concern of a teacher, since a teacher 

is not a student’s parent.  Teachers should not be expected to “mediate” student crises, 

according to Derek, but rather should help the student find other sources of help.  In one 

instance, he referred a student who was having suicidal thoughts to a counselor.  He was 

moved by the student’s distress, and could sympathize, since he characterized his own 

high school experience as “less than pleasant.”  He was saddened that students like this 

one could have no academic or discipline problems and still be deeply troubled.  He 

quickly realized that he could do little for the student, because of his own personality and 

his transient position in the school.  He regretted that all he could do for her in the end 

was to shake her hand and refer her to a counselor.  He was relieved when the counselor 

turned out to be a competent, caring professional who could legitimately help the student.

When asked about the best piece of advice he had received about teaching, Derek 

said that he was told to cultivate patience.  Patience helps a teacher to adapt to the 

students’ needs and work at the students’ pace.  A patient teacher remembers that 

teaching is a step-by-step process, and that students may need to make many tries from 

many perspectives to achieve understanding.  A patient attitude can also help a teacher 

stay sane in the face of many challenges:
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There are going to be a lot of crazy demands on your time, a lot of 

impossible things expected of you, etc.  So just being patient, sort of with 

yourself or with the system, as well as being patient as far as the pace of 

instruction, or with the students, will make you both calmer and more 

effective.

Balancing Independence and Focus

Derek felt that one of the greatest challenges he faced as a teacher was in 

controlling the pace of the class.  He expressed the opinion that since class time is 

inherently limited, it also inherently has value.  Accordingly, he found large blocks of 

wasted class time to be “sad.”  He observed one instructor that appeared to him to spend 

large amounts of class time unproductively; even if this teacher was not actively lecturing 

or guiding discussion, Derek felt the teacher could have at least spent the time working 

with individual students, instead of just letting students socialize.  At the same time, 

Derek did realize that it was sometimes necessary to have brief periods of non-productive 

time in class in order to maintain good relationships with students.  So he viewed the 

wise use of class time to be a key issue in teaching, and saw the essence of the issue to be 

a balance between letting students be independent and keeping class time focused.  

Derek felt that a good class relationship would allow the students a certain amount 

of independence.  However, he was dubious about the possibilities for students to learn 

independently during actual class time, when potential distractions would abound.  He 

went so far as to characterize the phrase “independent study in class” as an oxymoron.  

He would have preferred to give students open-ended, thought-intensive homework 

assignments.  Unfortunately, he encountered considerable resistance to this idea, both 

from unmotivated students and from his host teacher.

He had read in the research that giving students independence in their learning is a 

long building process that would likely not yield results early, but would pay off in the 
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long run with increased student motivation and achievement.  He expressed concern that 

such a process would become a protracted struggle to develop independence and maturity 

in students.  He experimented a small amount with giving students independence, 

typically in the form of extra credit projects, but saw no results in an admittedly short

time period.

While he did not feel that every second of class time should be rigidly controlled, 

Derek did want to make sure that time in his class was focused and active.  This would 

leave little time for independent study in class.  He believed that a teacher could actually 

be an obstacle to learning if he or she does not keep class discussion from wandering too 

far afield.  He is also dubious about overuse of open-ended discussion, because such 

sessions can quickly become unfocused.  He is even cautious about discovery learning, 

since the senses can be deceptive, and students can go down erroneous paths if the 

instructor is not vigilant.  According to Derek, a good teacher is challenged to always pay 

attention to and adjust the pace of a class, and to frequently summarizing with students 

the main ideas of the course to keep things on track.

Derek has found that some students, if given the chance, will take a line of 

questioning very far from the original topic, either out of genuine curiosity, or a desire to 

slow the class down.  In such cases, he tried to gently guide the class discussion back to 

the topic at hand.  One student in particular would constantly ask him questions, often 

questions that would take the class far from the subject at hand.  This student seemed 

happy to get any kind of answer at all to his questions, however, even if the answer was a 

challenge to figure it out on his own, or a statement that that topic was for later 

discussion.  Other students were less patient when told that their questions would be 

answered as part of the natural evolution of the subject matter:

And that frustrated one or two students; they wanted everything right 

away.  Um, [another instructor] calls it the “TV twitch.”  They want 

everything right now.  If you’re not talking about what they want you to 
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talk about right now, then they change the channel – they want you to 

change the channel.  They want to sort of ask you a question and have you 

switch to that information right then.

As an instructor and physics content “expert,” Derek could see how all the ideas 

fit together and why some subjects need to be discussed before others.  He found that 

many students did not want to accept that they would have to work through lower-level 

concepts to get to more complex ideas.  They wanted to just be given facts, without the 

background to truly achieve understanding.  He wound up trying to placate these students 

with brief digressions, intending to give more details at the appropriate time, but would 

have appreciated more guidance from his preservice classes and host teacher in how to 

deal with such situations.

Two Major Problems: Curriculum and Content Knowledge

Derek proposed that the two biggest problems facing secondary science 

instruction, that could be directly addressed by teachers and teacher educators, were a 

flawed high school science curriculum, and the poor content knowledge of most high 

school teachers.  The curriculum problems left him very displeased with the public school 

system:

And one of the things I’m frustrated about right now is, I don’t think – in 

my lofty wisdom after two months’ of experience in the school system –

um, after, given my limited experience, I still don’t think that what’s being 

taught is appropriate for the goals and the needs of most students.  And of 

course the way it’s being taught is an utter farce in many cases, just totally 

ineffective.

Defining these “goals and needs” was very difficult for Derek to manage.  He 

finally concluded that each student’s goals would be determined by a combination of the 
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student, the parents, and the school itself.  These goals would determine what the student 

“needs” to learn in a science class.  Derek felt, however, that the current secondary school 

curriculum tries too hard to be “one size fits all,” focusing too much on preparing 

students for college science studies.  He feared that this focus on college preparation was 

a drain on student motivation:

…teaching them that academic, or pre-academic, uh, course material that 

isn’t especially integrated with the… with the other course, or isn’t, 

uh…isn’t sort of real-world, isn’t sort of aimed at giving the students 

knowledge that will be useful in their daily lives.  I think that’s a big 

mistake; I think it’s a waste of their time.  I think it’s why most students 

are so bored with science.  Uh, I think the unspoken goal of most science 

classes is to preview what, uh, what is taught in college.

Derek saw very little actual commitment in the high school science curriculum to 

developing working knowledge and integrated knowledge over mere academic 

knowledge.  He elaborated with a statement that some might find surprising coming from 

a science instructor: “… as a physics teacher I don’t think that physics is that darned 

important for kiddos to study.”

He felt that biology instruction came the closest of all the sciences to giving 

students information that they could use, and material that they could be interested in.  

While he nominally agreed with the statement “chemistry is everywhere,” he believed 

that knowledge of principles of chemistry had very few applications in everyday life.  

Regarding his own discipline, he felt that the “real world” was too complex for the 

simplistic version of physics taught at the high school level to be very useful to most 

students:

The big deals that you can teach really well in the first six months or a 

year of physics are things like the Newtonian rather than Aristotelian 
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concept of force and motion.  But, the funny thing is, it’s counter-intuitive, 

the Newtonian, because in our experience things do fall down, or things do 

stop.  So, I might suggest that you study much simpler physics, such as 

conservation of energy and force laws and work and whatnot, and do it in 

a hands-on manner.

Derek proposed that a better strategy for teaching high school science and 

preparing students for college would involve working on thinking skills and covering a 

smaller number of topics in greater depth.  Also, he felt that a class involving applications 

of physical principles to technology could be more useful to students.  If taught properly, 

there would be more potential for genuine learning in such classes, as opposed to rote 

learning.  As things stood, he did not feel that he could in good conscience teach science 

in the public schools in a manner consistent with the current curriculum, which he saw as 

valueless.  Rather, he looked forward to teaching at a private school, where he might have 

more latitude in creating a more useful curriculum.

Compounding the problem of an inappropriate curriculum in Derek’s mind was a 

lack of instructors with knowledge of that curriculum.  Derek felt that a teacher’s content 

knowledge should exceed the content of the text; he even went so far as to propose that 

an instructor who could not add to the material in the text should not be teaching.  Yet in 

his view, many teachers that he had encountered as a student and a student teacher fell 

short of that ideal.  According to Derek, poor content knowledge can have a variety of 

detrimental effects in the classroom:

Now, I still think that one of the biggest problems you have in the sciences 

is that you’ve got a lot of people teaching science who don’t know very 

much about the particular subject they’re teaching.  Uh, and that affects 

their confidence.  That affects their freedom to use different styles.
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Derek was skeptical of general or composite teacher certification.   He felt it was 

simply too difficult to be adequately proficient in such a large number of topics.  While 

he had no problem with a wide breadth of knowledge, he believed that depth was 

essential to effective teaching.  He was also very dubious about the possibility that 

teaching skill is independent of content knowledge.

I think it’s… certainly not true that somebody who doesn’t know physics 

can teach physics.  I mean, there may be cases that I have not yet 

considered, where just the teaching skill plus, you know, some material 

slapped on at the last minute; that might be effective in some 

circumstances.  I’m skeptical, uh, but willing to be contradicted.

Derek acknowledged that there is an innate conundrum for science teaching, in 

that most people with great science content knowledge are not necessarily going to be 

inclined to pursue a career in teaching.  Many find the financial and professional rewards 

of research too appealing.  Others may simply have a personality that is incompatible 

with being an effective teacher.  Nevertheless, Derek proposed that it is essential to get 

people who know science well involved in teaching science:

 So, you know, I do think there’s – for the most part people who get into 

science and engineering are not the same kind of people that get into 

teaching.  Now, I think, y’know that you need to have people who are 

science people and engineering people teaching science and engineering, 

because of this, this…this idea that, to teach a subject, all you need to 

know is how to be a really good teacher and then somebody hands you a 

book, and you look at it an hour or two before each class, and you can 

teach anything.  Total nonsense.
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A Poor Match for a Host Teacher

Derek’s student teaching experience was hopelessly marred by a horrible 

mismatch between himself and his host teacher.  Derek’s initial assessment of this host 

teacher was swift and decisive:  “I think it took me about a half an hour to realize that he 

was a total idiot.”

That initial impression held firm for the whole period of student teaching.  Derek 

believed that his host teacher was extraordinarily poor, both as teacher in general and as a 

host teacher.  First, Derek saw his host teacher’s content knowledge as completely 

inadequate.  The host teacher had a 20-year old degree in agricultural science, and Derek 

often heard him relay incorrect information to students.  In some cases, the host teacher 

could not do physics problems that he had assigned to students.  In what Derek saw as an 

attempt to cover his poor content knowledge, the host teacher used lecture and 

worksheets almost exclusively.  As a result, students paid little attention.

Derek was also unhappy with what he saw as extreme cynicism from his host 

teacher.  He saw his host teacher as more concerned with looking good politically than 

with being an effective teacher.  The host teacher claimed to care about students, but 

Derek doubted that claim, since the host teacher continuously took steps to make his own 

life easier rather than to help students.  He did not see the host teacher trying very hard to 

teach students, or to make them work for grades.  Derek felt that many of the students in 

the physics honors classes lacked the necessary skills and attitude to succeed in that class, 

but the host teacher let them in, so as not to “make waves.”  Derek saw the host teacher’s 

attitude fully displayed in a discussion about special needs students:

He told me to my face that all the special ed students pretty much get B’s 

just because no one will squawk.  He does have one who’s earning and 

will get an A, but he has a lot who are earning C’s and F’s who are getting 

B’s.  He showed me the IEP’s once, and he said, “If I fail the kid, then I 
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have to explain and demonstrate and prove that I did these every day in 

class.  And I don’t do it 100% of the time, and I don’t want to get in 

trouble.  So nobody’s unhappy if I give the kid a B.”  So that’s why I say 

he’s extremely cynical.

Whenever someone from outside the school would come to talk to the host 

teacher, it seemed to Derek that the host teacher would tailor his answers to what he 

expected the person wanted to hear, not necessarily to the truth.  This pandering attitude 

combined with the host teacher’s professional incompetence, invoked a strong reaction in 

Derek:

That just… it just… made me sick after awhile:  the constant wrong 

information, the low levels of thought that he expected of them – it was 

all, you know, knowledge and regurgitation – and the slow pace just killed 

me.  And then his little cynical compromises to keep his life easy, such as 

giving B’s to all the, uh, all the special ed students, just made me sick.       

Derek noted that the host teacher seemed to get along with the students, but for 

what Derek saw as all the wrong reasons.  He saw almost no discipline being enforced by 

the host teacher, which caused Derek problems when it was his turn to take over the class.  

Derek felt it is naturally difficult to go from a state of lax discipline to one of stronger 

discipline, even in the best of circumstances.  With his host teacher setting a bad 

precedent, conditioning students to lack of effort and poor discipline, Derek found 

himself in an untenable situation:

And so I’ve gotten a lot of hostility from them, picking up in the student 

teaching.  Also, their past teacher was a doormat who enforced no 

discipline and didn’t ever make them do any work, both the honors and the 

non-honors sections.  So they’ve been resistant for that as well. So it’s 

been a real struggle the last few weeks student teaching.
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As a result of this struggle, Derek’s host teacher expressed the opinion that Derek 

was not learning fast enough, and declared that he was “taking back” his class.  The 

announcement came without warning, and Derek found it very jarring and insulting:

And even if I do end up teaching a few days here and there, we’ll do it his 

way, because in the week and a half he saw me teach, some things went 

wrong, and he didn’t think that I was learning fast enough.  In the week 

and a half, in the 6-7 days of instruction, I wasn’t figuring out how to 

teach the kids, so he jerked the rug out from under me.

This move on the part of the host teacher naturally halted Derek’s efforts to try 

out some of his ideas for teaching, such as the “leading questions” technique described 

above.  Derek went to his supervising professor at the University and requested to be 

transferred to another host teacher.  The request was denied, which greatly angered and 

confused Derek:

Interviewer: What questions come to your mind almost every day you are 

teaching?

Derek: Of the student teaching I’m doing right now?

Interviewer: Sure.

Derek: Why can’t they get me out of here?  This guy is so demonstrably 

horrible that if anybody saw him, they’d be hard put not to kill 

him, never mind leave me here.

The situation was an extreme drain on Derek’s energy and desire to teach.  He 

often wondered how he could make it through a day of dealing with this host teacher, 

much less come back for more.  He was amazed that such a bad teacher would be allowed 

to continue teaching, and desperately tried to communicate the dire nature of his situation 

to others:
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I’ve begged people to come and watch my guy teach:  professors, grad 

students, other student teachers.  One other student teacher did come in 

and watch him teach for an hour and she walked out saying, “I pity the 

kids and I pity you.”

With the mediation of the supervising university professor, Derek was able to 

reach an accommodation with his host teacher, wherein he agreed to use conservative and 

traditional teaching methods, and the host teacher would observe and occasionally leave 

the class entirely to him.  Derek felt that he was reduced to simply “going through the 

motions” to please the host teacher.  Although he was not sincere in his behavior towards 

his host teacher, he felt that either he was able to deceive and appease his host teacher, or 

the host teacher was at least willing to go along.  Derek later regretted this appeasement 

and expressed strong negative feelings about the whole affair: 

I feel like it’s been a big waste of my time.  It’s been frustrating.  Um, I’m 

angry that I wasn’t replaced, and I’m amused that [host teacher] bought it 

completely.  Um, he repeatedly described this to several other people as 

having started in with different mindsets, but now being of the same 

opinion, and working together in all ways and seeing things that same 

way.  And that’s a laugh, because I still disagreed with him; I just wasn’t 

bothering to say anything about it.

After beginning his policy of appeasement, Derek stopped trying to improve his 

teaching.  He had managed to connect with some of the students, but after he started 

accommodating his host teacher, it was no longer important to him to try and work out 

problems:
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Um, some of them I’m getting to know a little better, but after I started 
turning myself into a robot, I stopped trying so hard. 

 

All in all, Derek felt that his host teacher provided him with no useful feedback.  

Few as they were, all of the host teacher’s comments seemed to focus on getting Derek to 

do things the host teacher’s way, rather than critiquing what Derek himself was doing.  

The host teacher’s lecture-driven style seemed to be the only acceptable style, and 

deviation from that was unacceptable.   Derek found the advice to be utterly useless and 

decried what he saw as negligence not only on the part of the host teacher, but on his 

university supervisors as well:

And in my personal opinion the only way you can teach somebody to 

teach is to watch them try it again and again and try to give them feedback.  

And they don’t do that.  Now, there’s a money problem, there’s a 

manpower problem, sure, but nobody is actually watching student teachers 

teach and giving them feedback, until they hit their host teacher for the 

student teaching placement.  And all the feedback I’ve gotten from this 

guy for the first two weeks was “Find some place to put your coffee mug.”

From his conversation with other student teachers, Derek had found this limited 

feedback from host teachers to be endemic.  Some host teachers seemed to be unwilling 

or unable to provide feedback, as was the case with Derek’s host teacher.  Others seemed 

to Derek and his fellow student teachers to be reluctant to give constructive criticism, so 

as not to leave a black mark on a student teacher’s record.  But since such feedback 

would only be seen by the student teacher and not by the university professor, Derek 

claimed such fears were groundless.  Derek felt that a lack of early feedback could be 

detrimental to student teachers, because they may form bad habits that would be difficult 

to correct later on.
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At the end of the semester, Derek’s host teacher actually did receive some poor 

evaluations from the school administration.  Derek expressed hope that the school was 

finally going to take action against what he saw as a horrible teacher.  In a strange twist, 

the host actually went to Derek for reassurance:

As a matter of fact, this guy who I fooled into thinking I was his best 

friend started telling me all these explicit details.  When the principal 

finally did come and observe him, he got, uh, “Poor” and “Needs 

Improvement” across the board, and they had a long fight about it.  And he 

kept coming to me sort of for reassurance, um, and to sort of, you know, 

have a buddy to complain to.  And I was like, “Yeah, but I agree with him.  

You suck.” (laughs) So it was…it was… you know, just a sad, bitter, 

amusing, petty, just awful.

Others noticed the extreme mismatch between Derek and his host teacher.  Derek 

reported that one of his fellow student teachers observed his host teacher, and saw them 

as different as “night and day.”  The whole experience with his host teacher left Derek 

very bitter and disillusioned.  He summarized the effects of his host teacher on his 

professional development with graphic language.  

Interviewer:  In what ways has he impacted your student teaching experience?

Derek: Like a f---ing meteor.

Unfair Evaluation 

On a few occasions during Derek’s student teaching, a graduate student working 

under the supervising professor would come in and observe part of a class that he was 

teaching. Afterward, the graduate student would give his evaluation of Derek’s 

performance, along with suggestions for improvement.  Although he found a few of the 
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suggestions helpful, Derek did not feel that the evaluations were very useful to him, 

because the graduate student was either unaware of or unwilling to make allowances for 

the highly restricted situation that the host teacher placed Derek in.  Derek saw this as 

very unfair: 

What’s doubly frustrating is, I was evaluated on the same basis as 

everyone else, which is primarily on inclusion of sort of more modern 

styles and techniques, even after I explicitly told the professor and my 

evaluator, a graduate student, that I was requested and required not to use 

sort of newer or more interactive methods with the students.  Um, he 

smiled and nodded and agreed that would probably be important and then 

went ahead and wrote me up as though I should have been doing it 

anyway.

Derek wondered if the evaluator really understood the difficult situation Derek 

was in.  The possibility also crossed Derek’s mind that the evaluator was not engaged 

enough in his task to even remember from visit to visit what Derek’s circumstances were.  

As a result, Derek felt as if he were being evaluated in a vacuum.  There was very little 

connection between Derek and the evaluator:

He never seemed to remember from session to session what we had 

discussed or described in the previous ones, and was… I got a very strong 

sensation that he never listens to, uh, my explanations of what the situation 

was, or how I was reacting to it.  And, uh, he… with a few exceptions, his 

criticism made very little sense to me, and when I asked him to elaborate, 

when I tried to explain what was happening, we… we just sort of talked 

past one another and he… I don’t know if he appeared in a hurry to sort of 

get it over with and move on, but it was not… there wasn’t a lot of good 

communication.
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Eventually, Derek stopped asking the evaluator for elaborations, and took the 

feedback at face value.  To Derek, the graduate student evaluator always seemed rushed, 

and did not spend what Derek felt to be an adequate amount of time observing:

And they get up and teach for two weeks, and get, you know, a little bit of 
feedback here and there from, you know, sort of a graduate student who 
would, you know, charge in for thirty minutes, and then charge on out 
again – which, by the way, I have an argument with:  if you’re going to 
observe, observe for the whole period, from 10 minutes before until 10 
minutes after, a certain period has gone by.  Because otherwise, you know, 
you’re going to see chunks, and, you know, you could imagine the right 
thing or the wrong thing going into the other half… or going into the 
chunks that you missed.  And… it’s uh, silly to, y’know, extrapolate from 
a limited sample what the rest of the day is going to be like, especially 
when you have something to observe like teaching, where so many 
different things have happened in the same time period. 

 

In the end, Derek received high marks from the evaluator in terms of professional 

conduct and subject knowledge, but low marks for teaching ability.  This greatly 

surprised Derek, since he had been a successful teacher in the past, and had received 

positive, constructive feedback from others.   He conceded that he was not very effective 

in his student teaching, but felt that the situation could be easily attributed to the shackles 

placed on him by his host teacher.   He became very skeptical of the validity of the 

evaluation process.  Derek was especially upset that his evaluation depended so much on 

his ability to use techniques of discovery learning, since he did not receive what he saw 

as adequate preparation to use those techniques in his classes, and certainly was not going 

to receive any “on-the-job” training from his old-fashioned host teacher:

And another thing that I’m sort of bitter about is that I was expected to 
do… sort of teach in a “discovery learning” way by this, uh, graduate 
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student evaluator, without ever having seen it modeled, without ever 
having studied it in any class… it’s ridiculous to assume – to think – to 
expect a student teacher, who is hitting this environment for the first time 
to be mastering a pretty advanced and difficult style of teaching within… 
two weeks of hitting the ground in some school.  In my particular case 
against the active prohibition of the host teacher, so I just thought that 
there was an insanity in the, uh… in the expectations there. 

 

Derek realized early on that there was no way that he could please or even satisfy 

all the people that would be evaluating him as a student teacher.  He found himself 

having to choose between too many “masters.”  Instead of trying to pull him in the same 

direction – toward being a better teacher – these various influences wound up pulling him 

in conflicting directions.  The effect on Derek was dramatic, as were the words he used to 

describe his feelings:

Derek:  I felt like during the student teaching, I was serving four or five different 

masters, that were just incompatible: the graduate student who was 

evaluating me; the professor who was placing us had a very strong agenda 

of things she wanted done, things that we should experience, and ways we 

should do things;  then there was sort of the agenda of the bookwork from 

previous semesters; also the agenda of the administration of the school; 

and the agenda of the students’ needs and how I can meet them as I 

perceive that; and then lastly the agenda of  my host teacher, which sort of 

undermined a good three-quarters of everything else.  So I felt like I was 

serving way too many different masters.

I: It was kind of a balancing act for you?

D: More like a drawing and quartering.  (laughs)
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Reflections on Preservice Education

In general, Derek did not feel well prepared by his preservice classes.  There were 

a handful of assignments that stimulated some thought, typically revolving around class 

layout, lesson planning, discipline policies, and other organizational matters.  

Overall, however, he found most of the assignments to be “silly.”  He cited one example 

where he was asked to create a “developmental portfolio describing personal growth.”  

The professor stressed that the portfolio was not intended for use in job interviews, and 

Derek could not determine exactly what it was for.  Derek felt this way about most of the

assignments in his education classes:

And that’s the overwhelming reaction that I’ve had to my coursework, is 

I’ve forgotten all of it as soon as it… as soon as it went by.  Nothing’s… 

nothing’s stuck.  None of it seemed worth learning, uh, and very little of it 

seemed worth doing.

Derek found fault with many aspects of his preservice education.  He noted that 

most of his classes did not deal with issues specific to teaching science, and only one of 

them – the class that accompanied his student teaching – had a professor with actual 

experience at teaching science.  He found that the classes were scheduled poorly, with 

long gaps between classes that were very inconvenient for student teachers with day jobs 

and long commutes.  He also wished that more classes had been offered in the summer.

Derek was very clear in his mind about what preservice classes were able to do, 

and what they were unfortunately unable to do.  While he believed strongly that “nobody 

teaches you how to teach,” Derek felt that preservice classes could serve prospective 

teachers by making them aware of the issues surrounding teaching, and some of the 

specialized language of education.  Specifically, he found his course on working with 

special needs students to be very useful.  The course forced him to think about the issues 

involving special-needs students, and has made him more comfortable about having such 
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students in his classes.  He was very interested to see that teaching strategies for helping 

special needs students were often simply good teaching strategies for any student.  He 

credits much of the usefulness of the class to the extraordinary competency and hard 

work of the class professor.

Derek had much less complimentary words for his other preservice classes and 

their professors.  Although he confessed to learning “a very few things” from his 

coursework, overall he felt that his preservice education classes were very easy.  To 

Derek, the classes seemed to have very low academic standards that did not challenge 

him – or motivate him to learn – in the slightest.  The education classes particularly paled 

in Derek’s mind compared to his science content courses:

I think it was the easiest thing I’ve done in 10 years, based on the amount 

of time I’ve put into it, and the amount of attention I paid in class.  I paid 

little or no attention in class, and did very little work outside of class, and 

came out with a high A.

The science content courses, some of them were ball-busters, some of 

them you had to work real hard.  And in none of them could you do 

nothin’ and get even a B let alone an A.  So, far, far, far below the 

difficulty level of science classes.

Derek felt strongly that his preservice coursework could have covered more 

material in more depth and been a great deal more challenging.  Instead, many of the 

classes frustrated him with a great deal of repetition:

Yeah, heavy redundancy.  Uh, we got the same basic message in a lot of 

different places.  And lack of depth.  Uh, we had a 30-minute “diversity 

sensitivity” session about 4 different times, and it was more or less the 
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same 30-minute session each time.  Um, and we never, you know, really 

got into any beyond the most surface and bland stuff.

Derek had very little respect for most of his education professors.  He got the 

impression that many of the professors had not been in an actual pre-college classroom in 

a long time, if ever at all, and were therefore very detached from the reality that the 

student teachers would be facing.  He felt that many of the professors did not fully 

understand many of the issues and techniques that they were trying to explain to their 

students:

Uh, a number of in-class sessions were farcically bad, uh, in that a 

professor would go into describing some technique that he or she either 

knew very little about, or did a very, very poor job of presenting, to the 

point where students were openly laughing at the professors, or at their 

technique, or sometimes it’s not entirely clear which.

Derek also held disdain for the authors of the textbooks that accompanied his 

education classes.  He felt they were written at a very low level, with language and 

examples that were more simplistic than simple.  He saw in most of his textbooks the 

same detachment from the classroom that he sensed in his professors:

But I think that… I get a strong sensation – and this is shared by others –

that the textbook writers and the professors are in “La-La-Land” and they 

haven’t done it in awhile.  They all of course say that, “Oh yes, I used to 

be a teacher and I was a teacher for X number of years.”  But they don’t 

feel like teachers; they don’t smell or taste like teachers by the time they 

become education professors.  Um, they don’t have that same… they don’t 

impress me as being cognizant of the realities of the classroom, or having 

reconciled what they’re saying to what they did or what they saw.



177

By contrast, Derek developed a great deal of respect for his fellow student 

teachers.  At first, he felt that since he had so much more teaching experience than most 

of the members, he would be able to get very little out of interacting with them.  He soon 

found that this impression was mistaken.  Although he felt he got little out of interactions 

with his professors, he was able to work out many of his classroom problems by 

discussing the problem with his fellow student teachers.  The respect and camaraderie he 

felt in the presence of his classmates shored up his sagging morale, and make his 

preservice training more bearable.

Although Derek was of the very strong opinion that preservice classes can 

“never, never, never teach you how to be a good teacher,” he did feel that professors 

could provide valuable feedback to prospective teachers in a variety of ways.  In fact, 

some of the most useful communication that he had with his professors was through 

written feedback on assignments.  But when he was actually in the classroom, he felt he 

received little to no helpful feedback, from his host teacher, his graduate student 

evaluator, or his supervising professor.  Opportunities for growth and improvement were 

lost, because he could not get a reliable assessment of what he was doing, and how he 

could do it better.

In a handful of “microteaching” exercises, student teachers did have the 

opportunity to give and receive constructive criticism by acting out hypothetical 

situations with their fellow students.  However, Derek felt that the microteaching session 

were too few in number to expose him and his classmates to a broad spectrum of 

situations.  He expressed concern that may of the student teachers themselves undermined 

the microteaching by not taking their role-playing seriously.  Additionally, the situations 

were too idealized and hypothetical, and vastly different from the actual situations he 

encountered as a student teacher.  For example, students misbehaving in class frequently 

denied that they were doing anything wrong, a situation that never arose in the role-

playing sessions.  Derek suggested that the microteaching exercises could benefit from 

viewing videotapes of actual teacher-student interactions, to allow the prospective 
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teachers to get familiar with the atmosphere of the high school classroom.  Derek found 

that atmosphere very “oppressive and unhappy,” and the attitudes of the students 

“defiant,” and felt that the role-playing exercises in a college classroom did nothing to 

warn him.

The feeling of disconnection from actual classroom experience that Derek felt 

was not limited to the microteaching exercises.  It seemed to Derek (and, by his 

reckoning, to most of his classmates) that the classroom management methods suggested 

by his preservice classes were not grounded in classroom reality.  He did not find a strong 

connection between the discipline methods he was studying and what he needed to 

succeed as a teacher.  For example, it seemed to him that many of the discipline methods 

he was told about assumed that a teacher could easily arrange for a one-on-one meeting 

with a student to discuss a problem outside of class.  His experiences as a student teacher 

led him to call such an assumption “nonsense.”  In general, he felt that the classroom 

management methods presented in his classes were far too simplified to be applied to the 

complex world of classroom teaching.   He wondered if such techniques were geared to 

more “functional” schools than the one he was assigned to, or if they were simply not 

based in reality at all.

Poor classroom instruction coupled with a lack of input from his host teacher 

(who appeared to Derek to exercise no discipline at all) left Derek somewhat adrift 

regarding classroom management:

I mean I could see how, you know, a couple times they tried real hard to 

get as close as possible to the real thing, sort of get us to where we would 

not have to stop and think and experiment, or screw up repeatedly before 

we found effective ways to handle common situations.   But, boy, I didn’t 

feel prepared at all.
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In many cases, Derek found that he had to resort to trial and error in matters of 

classroom management.  This frequently turned out badly, in both the short and long 

term:

But, uh… but, uh, the ideal being that we read and talked about some 

theoretical, you know, models, and general approaches to classroom 

management, but it was very vague and sort of unreal, and more or less 

theoretical.  Or at least that’s how it came across.  And I found that when I 

was in a situation, I did not have ammunition or training in how to 

effectively, you know, work my will.  How to have the outcome be 

positive.

And I wasted a lot of capital, angered individu –a few individuals students 

a lot, and sort of lost some of the respect of the class by being ineffective, 

and, you know, took a long time to sort of recover from that just because 

of a few stupid little incidents. 

Derek also felt that his own low level of experience in a high school classroom 

detrimentally affected what he got out of his preservice coursework.  Although he found a 

little more integration between his student teaching and his coursework than he initially 

expected, he felt it was not nearly enough.  More experience in the field would have 

allowed Derek to bring more to the table in class discussions:

So that could have – my preservice experience is very important to my 

preservice coursework.  I would be more able to confront, discuss and ask 

the professors – among other things, in classroom management.  I would 

be able to more intelligently discuss with them the material they were 

trying to present, and maybe get some value of it if I’d had more real 

experience earlier on in the process.
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Derek proposed that prospective teachers should get actual classroom experience, 

even just as a substitute teacher, as early as possible.  As with many of his fellows, Derek 

felt that his preservice classes could never compare to classroom experience:

Um, you know, what I have learned from this… from this process is that, 

uh, at least so far there’s no substitute for experience.  None of the 

coursework was as good as the field experience.

Moving On

All in all, Derek was glad to see his preservice education come to an end.  

Coursework that was of little use to him combined with a hostile and unhelpful host 

teacher left a very bad taste in his mouth.  Being under the thumb of his host teacher left 

him with a disturbing tendency to lecture, having had no opportunity to practice any other 

techniques.  The unfair evaluations he was subjected to left him more defensive and less 

receptive to suggestions and feedback.  His experience with his education classes, which 

he classified as “stupid and wasteful,” left him with little respect for the education 

research community.  He left his host school feeling disillusioned with the public school 

system as a whole.  His feelings of relief at the end of his preservice education were very 

strong, and strongly expressed:

I would say it [preservice education and student teaching] has make me a 

worse teacher, a worse human being, and I hope to grow out of it, and to 

shed it like a skin, like a snake.

Derek cited his previous teaching experience and the moral support of his wife as 

to the two most important sources of help that got him through student teaching.  His past 

successes in teaching provided him with confidence and pleasant memories.  He had that 

confidence shaken by his student teaching experience, but believed that his student

teaching experience was very close to a “worst-case scenario” that he can rise above.
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Derek left his student teaching knowing that he had secured a placement teaching 

physics at a private school.  He was very happy to have this opportunity, as his student 

teaching had soured him on teaching in the public schools.  He hoped that with time, the 

joy and energy he used to experience from teaching would return.
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Student Teacher #6 – “Becky”

Background

Becky is another student teacher with an atypical background.  At the time of her 

student teaching experience, she had already earned a Bachelor’s Degree in molecular 

biology, with a minor in chemistry, and was finishing a Master’s Degree in that 

discipline.  She had also done scientific research, as an undergraduate as well as a 

graduate student, in the field of virology.  Therefore, she had extensive knowledge of 

biology, the field in which she was seeking teacher certification, but primarily at the 

cellular level or below. 

School Environment

Another unusual aspect of Becky’s situation was the fact that she was actually 

hired by her host school the semester before her student teaching.  She had been 

provisionally hired to teach in a special science program within her host school.  She 

therefore started teaching her own classes the day after school started in the fall semester.  

When the time came for her student teaching, she took on additional classes in her host 

school outside of the special program.  She had great respect for the special science 

program and the other teachers in it, and was treated like a colleague from the start.

While she acknowledged that her host school was very different from the high 

school that she attended, Becky nonetheless thought it was generally a good place to 

teach.   She noted that the school had a very diverse student population, which she saw as 

a definite positive.  She knew of no real problems or hostility at the school, aside from a 

few problems involving individual teachers.

While Becky was generally impressed with her students and colleagues at her 

host school, there were two aspects of the school she did not like.  First, she thought that 
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the laboratory facilities at her host school were inadequate for teaching biology.  Many 

rooms lacked laboratory benches, forcing students to perform experiments at their desks.  

She felt that because of the inferior equipment, the general biology laboratory activities 

fell short of the state-mandated 40% of class time.  Even the laboratory equipment for the 

special science program, while better than the general biology equipment – and even in 

some cases better than the equipment at the University – was not up to her standards.  

Although students in her host school received basic training in using computers, there 

were no computer facilities in the biology laboratories.  Becky was hopeful that the 

school would deliver on their promise to give the biology program computers, so that she 

and her students could take advantage of biology resources on the Internet.

Becky was also dissatisfied with the administration at her host school.  She 

estimated the recent teacher turnover rate at her host school at 40%, and laid 

responsibility solely at the feet of administration.  In one incident during Becky’s time 

there, administrators told the teachers to erase the tardy notices from their attendance 

records, in an attempt to make the school look better to the district authorities.  She 

accused the principal of the school of “talking out of both sides of her mouth” and not 

listening to the concerns of faculty.  The host school was also embroiled in controversy 

over the special science program, with some members of the community accusing the 

program of elitism.  In Becky’s view, the administration had done a poor job of defusing 

the situation.

Working with Students that Are Motivated…

Becky found most of her students, especially the ones in her Advanced 

Placement (AP) courses, to be highly intelligent and motivated to succeed.  Having such 

a motivated group of students made it much easier for Becky to “ease in” to her teaching, 

and she found it very rewarding when she could get the students excited about learning.  

Getting students interested in the material in the AP classes was easy, due to the elective 
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nature of the class.  Becky was very gratified that her students were getting so much out 

of the classes:

I think… you know, having them come up and tell you that you’re doing a 

good job is the best… best reward, I think.  You know at the end of the 

year, having them all hug you or tell you how much fun they had or 

whatever:  that’s… that’s the kind of stuff that’s really neat.  And 

having…like a lot of kids told me that they’re… you know, they’re gonna 

take Biology II AP because they had me this year or whatever, so I think 

that by far is the best positive.

Becky was particularly impressed by the energy that her students put into 

preparing for the Advanced Placement tests.  She devoted six weeks of class time to the 

review, and decided to make the review student-driven.  She was pleasantly surprised that 

students stayed on-task most of the time, and were so energetic about pursuing topics that 

were not part of the school’s curriculum, but would be on the test.  The students were 

even more industrious than Becky thought she would have been:

So, um, just the fact that they were able to kind of take responsibility for 

their own learning and… Even the kids who weren’t taking the AP were 

responsible enough to go ahead and take the physiology tests and work 

through ‘em and e-mail me the quizzes and stuff like that, y’know?  And 

to me that’s… that’s pretty impressive… I don’t know if I would have 

done that in high school.

Becky felt that student motivation is so important because students need to be 

active participants in the learning process.  She believed that the rapport between students 

and teachers should go beyond students merely listening and behaving well.  Becky 

strove to stimulate that active participation every day in the classroom.  As often as 

possible, she would try to solicit information from students, and she found that students 
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often knew more than they thought at first about many topics in biology, either from 

previous classes or popular culture.  By uncovering the students’ prior knowledge, Becky 

was able to help students see the connections between the elementary information they 

already had and the advanced material of the class. She reported that students were 

frequently “genuinely surprised at how things really work” in biology.  She received 

praise from her colleagues at her ability to get students participating in class.

Despite the generally high level of motivation for her students, Becky has 

encountered a few challenges, particularly with students turning in work late, or not at all.  

She was concerned that due to her inexperience, she did not set up a good system for 

student accountability early on in the semester.  As a result, she had to struggle constantly 

to get some students to turn in work on time.  She was even willing to give full credit if 

some assignments were turned in late, but such clemency rarely worked.  A number of 

these students were failing because they did not turn in work at all, a situation that greatly 

frustrated Becky:

It’s really kind of depressing.  I mean, I had a kid that left me a note on 

Wednesday… saying that, um, he was worried he was going to fail and 

was there any project or anything that he could do to make it so he 

wouldn’t fail.  And I (laughs) I was just like, “You could have turned in all 

that work that we had all semester long.”  I mean, there was just nothing.  

So, it’s kind of disappointing.

Becky found a definite connection between student procrastination and a 

negative attitude towards biology.  She discovered that there were some students who 

were “flat-out not interested in” biology, and would not do what was required to succeed, 

no matter how hard she tried to pique their interest.  Even changing instructors did not 

improve the attitudes of these students.
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She felt that the best piece of advice that she had gotten on keeping students 

engaged was to solicit the topics that students wanted to hear about, and try to include 

those topics as much as possible.  Two-way communication was essential, with students 

providing topics and the instructor being open to suggestions.  She found it difficult to 

enact this strategy in her AP Biology classes, however, because of the rigid and densely-

packed curriculum of the AP program:

Yeah, the AP… I just don’t know if there’s anything we can do about that.  

(laughs)  They have to know this, this, and this, and if they don’t, then 

they’re not gonna do well on the AP, so…

Becky was of two minds on the issue of standard curricula.  On the one hand, she 

thought that they provided a good framework to allow teachers to set goals.  However, 

they can also be too restrictive, and prevent instructors from going beyond the “basics” 

and taking the class where the students want it to go.  She has tried to structure her 

curriculum as much as possible to accommodate both the students’ needs and desires, and 

noted that she and her colleagues would be working on this as a department in the future.

Because her students were so highly motivated, Becky reported very few 

problems with classroom management and discipline.  She was concerned that since she 

started teaching the day after the semester started, she was not able to lay the foundations 

for classroom management on day one.  She felt a great need to establish strict rules for 

behavior from the start, with the idea that those rules could be relaxed later if the 

emergent classroom culture allowed.  She was glad to not have been placed in the 

position of the typical student teacher, having to adapt to someone else’s discipline 

standards, and dealing with students that know the student teacher is only temporary.  She 

was the first and final authority, at least with her classes in the special science program, 

and she felt that this fact, combined with the high levels of student motivation, made her 

first teaching experience go much more smoothly.  She had nonetheless heard stories 
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about other instructors’ problems, and was concerned about what she might encounter 

when she got students that were not so eager to learn:

I haven’t had anyone be… like, antagonistic towards me or anything like 

that, so I don’t know necessarily how I’d handle that if I had a student like 

that.

Becky was very rewarded when she saw students do well, or at least improve, on 

tests and other evaluations.  She would occasionally give oral make-up exams for some of 

her students, and found them to be especially helpful to students that had problems with 

English or written communication in general.  In fact, she expressed a preference for 

talking with students about what they know as a method of assessment over multiple-

choice and written tests.  Ideally she would like to do away with tests and grades 

altogether, and judge for herself how well students know what they are supposed to 

know.  However, she realized that this is not an easy alternative, and would likely not 

satisfy parents and administrators.

… and Host Teachers that Aren’t 

Because of her unorthodox situation, Becky did not have the usual arrangement 

for a host teacher.  Instead, during her official time of student teaching, she took the place 

of two of her colleagues, in addition to her regular teaching duties.  Thus she had known 

and worked with her “host teachers” the whole school year.  As a result, Becky got the 

impression that her host teachers did not feel as if they needed to give her as much help 

and guidance as they would a “typical” student teacher.

Becky characterized one of her host teachers (“Anne”) as “a good teacher who is 

burnt out.”  Anne had made the decision that she was going to quit at the end of the 

semester, and seemed to Becky to be “mentally checked out” and “coasted” to the end.  

For example, Anne decided to not do any laboratory activities in her biology classes, to 
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decrease her workload.  She would frequently leave school early during the three weeks 

that Becky was student teacher for her class, without giving Becky very much guidance 

or even notice.   In one incident, Anne expected Becky to use a computer simulation in 

class, without showing Becky how to use it.  Becky had to learn about the program “on 

the fly,” which left her feeling adrift:

And when I was student teaching her class, I kind of just felt like I didn’t 

know what I was doing, which is a really – I don’t like that… that feeling 

at all.  I mean… um… I never would have done the computer labs on my 

own, if it had been up to me, you know what I mean?

In another incident, Becky had compiled all of the student grades that she had 

assigned during her time as student teacher, and wanted to incorporate them into Anne’s 

overall grade book for the six weeks period.  Anne procrastinated on her end, and left 

Becky in a situation where she had to fill out grade sheets with incomplete information.  

Students were panicking, trying to turn in copies of their previous work at the last minute, 

which Becky obviously could not grade in time.  Becky wound up turning in the 

incomplete grade sheets and leaving it to Anne to sort out later.  The students wound up 

very upset, and Becky was distressed as well:

I felt like it made life way more stressful than it should have been.  And 

the kids were mad at me because she wasn’t there and I was having to turn 

all these grades in.

The students were possibly able to sense Anne’s apathy, because they responded 

to Becky much more positively than they did to Anne.  The students frequently told 

Becky that they preferred her, and that they would be “super-depressed” when she had to 

return the class to Anne.  The normal confusion and stress of switching between host 

teacher and student teacher was exacerbated by Anne’s apathy and the students’ 

preference for Becky.  At one point during her student teaching, Becky actually turned 
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the class back over to Anne for a week, so that she could work on finishing her Master’s 

report.  In an odd reversal of roles, the students seemed to “tune out” their regular teacher 

during this time:

…they would come up to me and they were feeling like I had just left 

them floundering, basically.  Um, they didn’t like their host – they didn’t 

like my cooperating teacher.  They bombed her tests, partly because I 

think they weren’t… they weren’t taking her seriously, you know?

Becky did gain some benefit from her time working with Anne.  Becky 

discovered that her technique of giving oral re-tests did not work as well for Anne’s 

General Biology class as it did for Becky’s AP Biology class, and so Becky eventually 

adopted Anne’s method of having students submit test corrections.  Becky felt that Anne 

was a very good lecturer, and had a great rapport with students, at least at the start.  

Becky tried to incorporate some of the more fun elements from Anne’s lectures into her 

own.

She’s helped me, I think, loosen up more, although I was never really 

uptight.  I‘m always up to have fun with my kids, but she’s make that even 

more so.

Becky’s other host teacher, Beth, was of even less help than Anne.  She was not 

even supposed to be Becky’s host teacher.  Beth was absent for most of the semester 

because of health problems, and Becky essentially took complete charge of her class.  

The head of the Biology Department at Becky’s host school also had concerns about the 

quality of Beth’s teaching, and Becky suspected that those concerns also drove the 

decision to give Becky complete control of the class.  In fact, the Honors Biology class 

that Beth was supposed to teach had been suffering from severely declining enrollment, 

and students had to be actively recruited into the class.  Becky got the impression that 

Beth was acquiring a very bad reputation among students:
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From what I’ve heard… she doesn’t have the content knowledge and… for 

some reason the kids just don’t… Again, they tell me that she’s a nice 

person; they just don’t like her as a teacher.  They aren’t shy about telling 

their friends whether or not the class is worth taking.

Once Beth returned from her medical leave, Becky turned the class back over to 

her, without having ever seen Beth teach.  It was, in Becky’s words, a “real weird 

situation.”  Once she returned to being teacher of record, Beth seemed to be content to 

just ride the semester out.  Her lackadaisical attitude – for example, she would allow 

students to do whatever they wished during laboratory periods and even have a pizza 

party – made things very difficult for Becky and the other teachers that wanted to get 

serious work done.

After talking with her fellow student teachers Becky concluded that many if not 

most of them had had experiences with their host teachers that were useless at best, 

detrimental at worst.  She questioned the apparent strategy employed by her University 

supervising professor of making the placement of student teachers in diverse, challenging 

school environments a top priority.  Becky believed that the emphasis should have been 

on placing student teachers with talented host teachers that wanted to be good mentors:

I think a lot of people missed out because they were placed in a school that 

was diverse, but they had a crappy student teacher – er, cooperating 

teacher.

All in all, despite the problems with her host teachers, Becky had what she 

characterized as a “good experience” as a student teacher.  In many ways she felt as if she 

had a distinctly better experience than many members of her cohort:
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I mean, the cooperating teachers could have been better, but it wasn’t a big 

disaster by any means.  I mean, I didn’t leave saying, “God, I never want 

to teach again.”  Which was, I think, the response of some of my other 

fellow student teachers; so it certainly could have been worse.

Getting Useful Input and Feedback

Although she felt that her host teachers could have been much better mentors to 

her, she was grateful to have gotten useful feedback from two sources: the University 

teaching assistant who evaluated her, and the head of the biology department at her host 

school.  The graduate student teaching assistant, himself a teacher of some years, was 

able to offer Becky helpful tips on making her class run more smoothly.  For example, he 

suggested that she create a rotating student helper position, to assist her in organizing 

daily activities.  He also suggested that she keep a file of written class materials, so that 

students who missed a day of class could quickly retrieve the assignments they missed.  

The file system worked so well that other instructors would send their students into 

Becky’s class to get materials.

The graduate student also observed Becky’s class and provided Becky with 

feedback on her performance.  Becky was leery of this evaluation process at first; she 

professed concern that an evaluator might not be able to make a fair assessment of a 

teacher based on a handful of observations, and that the sheer presence of an evaluator 

would create a skewed situation in the classroom.  However, in the end she felt that her 

evaluator was fair, and gave nothing but constructive criticism.  He gave Becky solid 

advice about areas of potential improvement, such as a self-professed problem that Becky 

had with bringing closure to topics.  He also provided a great deal of positive feedback, 

which boosted Becky’s morale:

And it was also mostly positive, which really helped.  I mean, this 

semester was really, really hard, and for him to have… for him to come in 
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and give me, you know, positive comments and feedback about what I was 

doing helped tremendously.

The greatest source of advice and feedback to Becky during her student teaching 

was a man she dubbed her “mentor teacher.”  He was not Becky’s host teacher in the 

usual sense, as she never took over his class, but he did observe her classes and provide 

critique.  He was a former District Teacher of the year, and the head of the Biology 

Department at Becky’s host school, so Becky greatly valued his input.  He provided her 

with many of the materials for her Honors Biology class, and they had many collegial 

conversations about teaching.  She wished that she could have observed him more often 

in the classroom, but the crushing time constraints she found herself under prevented this.  

She greatly looked forward to working with her mentor over the summer on curriculum 

development, and as a full colleague the following fall.

Developing Essential Skills

Becky felt strongly that her unusual situation of teaching a single class of her own 

from the beginning of the semester helped her to develop as a teacher more than a 

traditional teaching assignment would have.  She felt that she was able to “ease into” 

teaching and establish a solid foundation for her future teaching assignments.  She 

confessed that she would have felt much more nervous about the prospect of preparing 

for a full-time teaching career if the limited exposure of a student teacher was all that she 

had under her belt.

Becky admitted that the semester had been a very difficult one because of all the 

things she had to do.  In addition to teaching one class as instructor of record on top of 

student teaching, she was also working to complete her Master’s thesis.  She considered it 

the most stressful semester of her entire academic career.  Even working long hours as a 

graduate student laboratory assistant could not compare, because she was being pulled in 

so many different directions:
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I worked in the lab usually 60 to 70 hours a week, and it still was not as 

stressful as dealing with this semester… I think it was just the combination 

of things I had to do.  In the lab I just had to be in the lab, and… here I 

have to do like umpteen bazillion different things and keep them all

straight and… you know.  And being responsible for a class of kids is a 

stressful thing in itself.

Despite the extreme difficulty, Becky was glad of the opportunity to have a class 

all to herself.  She felt that she was able to develop her skills as a teacher in an authentic 

situation.  At the end of the school year, she was very confident in her decision to become 

a teacher because of her full year of experience teaching one class.

The most persistent piece of advice that Becky received about teaching was to 

“get organized.”  However, she had little in the way of advisors or role models in this 

regard, since by their own admission, her host teachers and mentor were not very well 

organized people.  Over the summer, they were planning to meet to find ways to 

“organize each other.”  In the meantime, Becky engaged in a constant, ongoing struggle 

to develop her organizational skills, a process fraught with trial and error.  To her chagrin, 

she was unable to get her lesson plans done as far in advance as she would have liked, 

and many times she did not know exactly what she was going to do on a given day.  She 

also had difficulty developing a system for recording grades and keeping track of 

attendance.

The organizational experience that Becky was able to get teaching just one class 

was invaluable to her.  This was one of many instances where Becky was grateful for her 

unusual situation.  She was already working many hours to develop lesson plans for one 

class; she could not imagine the stress of creating lesson plans for a full load of classes.  

She did not feel that she could have gotten the same chance to develop her lesson plans 

and organizational skills from a traditional student teaching experience:
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I think having a full year’s worth of, you know, lesson plans and grading 

and all that kind of stuff to take care of, all the administrative crap to do is 

really important.  Um, because that’s a big part of teaching, that you don’t 

really get the full experience of in student teaching I don’t think.  Um, 

some probably do, but most don’t, because they don’t have to.

Becky also felt that she needed to develop the ability to establish a rapport with 

her students.  To Becky, the ability to communicate on the students’ level is one of the 

most important skills a teacher can have.  A teacher must strive to get across what she is 

trying to teach by encouraging students to be receptive.  To accomplish this, Becky 

believed that a teacher must have empathy for her students, and must always demonstrate 

that empathy.  In Becky’s opinion, caring for students included the willingness to find out 

students’ needs and desires, and take those needs and desires into account when preparing 

class material.  She proposed that if students can tell that a teacher cares about them and 

takes the time to relate to them, they may be more open to learning.  She admitted, 

however, that caring might not be enough, conceding that it is “necessary, but not 

sufficient.”

Once again, Becky felt that she benefited from being in charge of a small class 

from the beginning of the school year.  She was able to get to know her students much 

more thoroughly than she would have during a brief traditional student teaching 

assignment.  She discovered that a great many of her students were experiencing stress 

from matters unrelated to their school work, and she was able to take these stresses into 

account and be flexible with the students.  Having the time and opportunity to build a 

relationship with her students was very important to Becky’s success.

Becky felt that a good knowledge base is another important segment of a teacher’s 

repertoire.  She felt very comfortable talking with her students about cellular and 

molecular biology, since she was immersed in that subject matter during her 
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undergraduate and graduate studies.  Becky believed that teachers should not even 

attempt to hide their lack of knowledge when a student asks them a question they cannot 

answer, but rather confess their ignorance and promise to help the student find the 

answer.  She recognized that even a newly minted teacher such as herself with an 

advanced degree could still be unaware of some aspects of the current state of scientific 

knowledge:

Or say, “I don’t know if we know the answer to that question.  You know, 

I know there’s research being done on it, and there’s a lot of stuff that we 

just don’t know.”  And you know, I think that’s an acceptable answer, um, 

if you then go find out, and see if you really do know the answer, because, 

I mean, it’s been two years since I’ve been in graduate school, and I’m 

sure a lot has changed since then.

In Becky’s opinion, an effective teacher must have a thorough knowledge base, or 

at least be able to access information when needed.  She commented that a great many of 

the teachers at her host school, including teachers in the biology program, still seemed to 

not know very much about what they were teaching.  She believed that this lack of 

knowledge was evident to many of the students, who would stay away from a class “in 

droves” if a teacher developed a reputation for poor command of the subject matter.  

Becky saw no excuse for a teacher to be unable to answer a student’s question, because 

information is so readily accessible.

Reflections on Preservice Education

Generally speaking, Becky did not find her preservice education classes useful, 

for a number of reasons.  For example, Becky did not find the work in her preservice 

classes to be particularly challenging.  Like many of her fellows, she dismissed the 

classwork as mere “busywork,” and the subject matter as trivial and mostly “common 

sense.”  She did not consider her education courses as even “on the same plane” as her 
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science courses.  While she prepared diligently for her science content courses, she never 

felt the need to prepare for her education classes:

Um, in education it just seemed so… (sighs) like you could read the book 

and know everything you learned in your education classes within an hour.  

Whereas in science classes, I would actually get something out of going to 

class or if I skipped a class of whatever, reading the book.  But you had to 

read the book – you couldn’t walk into a test in science and take it… take 

it completely blind, without having some kind of preparation for it.  Um, 

in education there weren’t even any real tests or anything, (laughs) I mean, 

your test was how well you did in the classroom, obviously, but I don’t 

think that that was one of the things that was even really stressed in the 

classes, so I dunno…

Becky never experienced the same levels of cognitive dissonance or intellectual 

challenge that she experienced in her science content courses.  She never felt that he had 

to employ higher order thinking processes, such as analysis and synthesis, with the 

material in her education classes, characterizing it as “take it in and spit it back out kind 

of stuff.”   Becky found herself motivated by challenge, and so was very unenthusiastic 

about her education classes:

Um, and I think it’s that feeling that, for most of the people in our science 

class, we were extremely frustrated, because we had been through… You 

know, most of the people in there have been through… the past two years 

were generally pretty tough, I think, and, for me, I don’t do well in classes 

that aren’t challenging.  I tend to blow them off, and that happened in my 

education classes.  I had no interest in doing any of that kind of stuff 

(laughs) because it was just so boring and easy, and it just seemed silly, 

y’know?
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Although she did not find her education courses intellectually challenging, she did 

find many of them work-intensive, adding to an already busy schedule.  She felt that she 

was putting far more time into her education classes than into her science content courses, 

yet getting far less that she could use out of them.  Becky could not understand why she 

had to invest so much time and energy in something that gave her so little in return:

I mean, if I had spent as much time studying for my science classes as I 

had doing busywork for my education classes, I would have had a 4.0, 

but… I dunno what… their preoccupation is with all that… stuff you have 

to do, but… oh well… I guess it’s because they feel the need to give you a 

grade, which I don’t like either, so… (laughs)

When she began her teaching assignments, the time crunch Becky’s education 

classes become even more acute.  She felt that having to devote so much time to the 

“busywork” of her education classes took away from her opportunities to learn from her 

student teaching.  Finally, she made the decision to put her students first, and let her own 

classwork go by the wayside if need be:

I mean I had to blow off some of my education classes, some of the 

assignments and things like that, because, you know, when I’m given a 

choice between preparing for class or turning in a two page report on some 

BS, I’ve gotta prepare for class.  I mean, to me that’s not an option.

Another complaint that Becky leveled about her education courses was what she 

saw as an excessive degree of repetition in subject matter.  She felt that she and her 

fellow students were never able to get into a topic in depth, because they kept returning to 

the same shallow topics over and over.  In many instances, the coverage was so 

superficial, Becky made the analogy to “stuff that comes like out of Dateline NBC.”   

Some topics would be covered in multiple courses, but never in any depth:
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…a lot of ‘em covered the exact same issues that we had covered, you 

know, in at least one other class, if not two classes.  Like all this gender 

bias and – gender bias was a big thing.

Becky felt that her education classes were much too concerned with theory, and 

not concerned enough with practical applications for the science classroom.  As a result, 

much of what was said in class was, in Becky’s works, “in one ear and out the other.”  

Becky was bewildered by the paucity of practical applications:

And it seems to me like it would be very easy for them to come up with 

ideas to just take the theory and apply it and give us practical stuff using 

this theory, you know?

It seemed to Becky that the education courses she took were too “generic,” and 

largely unconcerned with the specific challenges and issues of science teaching.  She 

guessed that the strategy was for the education classes to give students information 

applicable to teaching any subject, and that the students were supposed to pick up ideas 

for teaching their specific subject from their host teachers.  Becky noted, however, that 

many host teachers did not hold up their end of this bargain.  She often felt that she had to 

pull “stuff out of thin air” for her teaching, with very little guidance or preparation from 

her preservice classes.  She did pick up a few ideas she could use, from her fellow student 

teachers and from the graduate student teaching assistant, but most of what she saw in her 

education courses was too general to be useful.

Becky had as low an opinion of the teachers of her preservice classes as she did of 

the classes themselves.  She was amazed that professors who were supposed to be helping 

her learn to be organized modeled such poor organizational skills themselves.  At least 

one of her professors seemed to have a poor grasp of the subject matter for the class.  She 

felt that the poor quality of her education professors was “inexcusable,” and professed 

great confusion at the paradox of education professors that were such poor educators:
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I would not hold up any of… any of my education teachers as being an 

example of a good teacher.  And I’ve been through a lot of teachers.  

[T]hey fell far short of being really good, memorable professors, which 

is… which I don’t understand at all.  I mean, these people are education 

majors, and must have their doctorate in some sort of education field, I 

would imagine.

Becky did not have a high opinion of her preservice education classes in general, 

but she did find some aspects useful.  Both the textbook and the professor for her 

classroom management course provided her with helpful advice.  She felt that the 

professor was one of the few high quality and authentic education professors she had, and 

displayed her years of actual classroom experience in the sound advice she gave.  

Although the general good nature and high level of motivation in her students precluded 

her actually having to apply most of what she learned about classroom management, she 

was glad to have the information for her future career.  She did complain, however, that 

most of the hypothetical situations presented in her classroom management class were too 

extreme to be very useful for overcoming the daily obstacles many teachers face:

We mainly talked more about really severe cases, though, like a kid’s 

threatening me with a knife, or something like that, you know?  Um, 

which is obviously kind of unlikely.  Um, I mean, yeah, it’s good to be 

prepared, but still… Like, for instance, if someone were to tell me to shut 

up, or to call me a name or something, I wouldn’t really know how to deal 

with that.  That’s the kind of stuff that I could see happening, ‘cause I 

would just be like, “Oh, God, what am I supposed to do now?”

In Becky’s view, the biggest saving grace of her preservice classes was the 

opportunity for extensive interactions with her fellow student teachers.  She could share 

demonstrations and lesson plans with members of her cohort, and although some students 
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had a tendency to monopolize classroom discussion, she found the discussions very 

valuable.  She wished that her instructors had made more effort to facilitate and control 

extensive sharing and discussion sessions.  Many times she would be frustrated when this 

fruitful “sharing mode” would be cut short by the need to deal with the repetitive 

busywork (colorfully described by Becky as “some crap we already knew”) that cluttered 

her education courses.  Becky felt that these discussions were the biggest – and almost the 

only – reason to feel positive about her education classes:

On a scale of 1 to 10, I’d say like a 2.  Well, the only reason it gets a 2 is 

because I think that I got… I did get some valuable information from the 

fellow student teachers.  But in general I feel like I got… pretty much 

nothing from my education classes that’s going to help me in teaching.

Instead of being merely critical, Becky offered suggestions for improving the 

certification process.  She advocated eliminating or combining a majority of the 

education curriculum, or at least spreading the classes out more over a prospective 

teacher’s academic career.  Having education classes earlier would have two benefits 

according to Becky: not only would the crucial climactic student teaching semester be 

free of distracting classes, but prospective teachers could get an idea about whether or not 

they wanted to pursue a teaching career earlier in their schooling.  Becky believed that 

student teachers would benefit greatly from doing their student teaching for fewer classes, 

but over the whole school year, to give them the same opportunities for learning and 

reflection that she had in her “unusual” situation.  She also proposed that prospective 

teachers should observe and work in a wider variety of schools and grade levels, since 

that would increase the possibility of observing many instances of quality teaching:

…because I know a lot of people had just too… you know, they just 

observed the fall semester, and so they’re student teaching this semester, 

so they were basically just seeing two teachers.  And I don’t really think 

that’s enough, because, you know a quarter of those people had horrible 
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teachers in one or the other, and some of them probably had horrible 

teachers in both.

Becky felt that she gained far more benefit from her year of actual classroom 

teaching than she did from any and all of her education courses.  She stated that if she had 

to do her certification over again, she would have gotten into an alternate certification 

program.  Her summative opinion of her education classes was telling in its terseness: 

I’m trying to think of an example of where it was helpful, and I’m having 

a hard time, if that gives you any idea.
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Common Threads 

Small Group Study

An idea was judged to be a common thread if three or more of the six student 

teachers in the small group discussed the idea at length in their interviews.  Although the 

student teachers naturally had extensive contact with each other, both at their host schools 

and in their university classes, it is doubtful that they discussed the interviews with each 

other.  The recurrence of a line of thought in such a diverse group as this speaks to the 

importance of the concept to the student teaching experience.  The common threads fell 

into three categories: the host school environment, the skills of a teacher, and opinions 

about preservice education.

The Host School Environment

In some cases, student teachers were assigned to the same host school, so it is 

perhaps not surprising that so many recurring themes involved elements of the host 

school itself.  Still, the University used more than one host school, and the recurrence of 

some of these themes is notable.

Unmotivated students – The student teachers were all disappointed and 

somewhat surprised by the low level of motivation in so many of their students.  The 

student teachers clearly saw the connection between low motivation and such academic 

ills as poor performance and disruptive behavior.  Worse yet, they often say that many 

parents were as unmotivated as their children!  Many left their student teaching 

experience still wondering how they would be able to motivate students as a full time 

teacher.  Some seemed to relish the challenge, but others were so discouraged that they 

considered abandoning teaching careers.

James: It’s like I said, it’s a problem getting those kids motivated.  I could see how it 

would wear a teacher down, in that situation, just because there are so many kids 
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that don’t want to be there, that are there.  And it’s just – Y’know, when you 

spend most of your time dealing with classroom management issues, the kids that 

want to be there suffer.

Lisa: I just… I’m not able to understand why they just feel like there’s no future.  I 

don’t know if it’s the future, or they think they just will carry on regardless of 

what they do.  That’s… I’m finding it really hard to relate to them right now. 

Really hard.

Unhelpful host teacher – Only one of the student teachers had what could be 

described as a positive experience with their host teacher.  This mystified the student 

teachers (as well as the researcher), since the host teachers were all volunteers who were 

allegedly interested in training the next generation of teachers.  With disturbing frequency 

the student teachers felt neglected and even abandoned by their host teachers.  While 

none of the other student teachers had as horrible an experience as Derek had with his 

host teacher, many of the members of the small group had to stretch to find something 

positive to say about their host teachers.

Amy: I called my Dad and I said, “I can’t take it anymore.  It’s just… It’s just… She’s 

just… I feel I’m being… I feel like I’m a slave.”  I really did.

Becky: I think a lot of people missed out because they were placed in a school that was 

diverse, but they had a crappy student teacher – er, cooperating teacher.

Derek: I’ve begged people to come and watch my guy teach:  professors, grad students, 

other student teachers.  One other student teacher did come in and watch him 

teach for an hour and she walked out saying, “I pity the kids and I pity you.”

Joy: Uhh, he’s given me a lot of anxiety over, like, leaving me alone a lot.  Even after I 

was supposed to be done, like with my teaching, and my total teach, and things,
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he still, like, wouldn’t come to class, or say, “Oh, I have to go do this.”  Run 

errands, and not come back…Kind of deserting me a lot.

Lisa: She’s a great woman, but I don’t think she’s very supportive.  I don’t feel like 

she’s even listening to me half the time when I say things.  I feel like she’s kind of 

reading something, and she’ll look up and go, “Oh, what did you say?”  Or 

something like that, and it’s kind of like, okay… These teachers need to know that 

having a student teacher does not give them permission to take a two-month 

vacation.

Poor facilities – Most of the student teachers were dismayed by the poor facilities 

that they had to contend with at their host schools.  This was especially true for the 

laboratory facilities: some student teachers did not even have laboratory tables, and none 

of them had the quality and quantity of laboratory equipment they had imagined during 

their preservice classes.  Many expressed dismay at the fact that their preservice 

education emphasized discovery learning to such a high degree, but the poor facilities of 

a real classroom seemed to make application of discovery learning an almost 

insurmountable challenge.

A feeling of being welcomed – About half of the members of the small group felt 

welcomed by the faculty at their host schools.  Even though their host teachers might not 

have been very helpful, these students reported forming collegial and even personal 

relationships with other faculty members.  However, the other half of the group never felt 

like a part of the faculty, and reported that the teacher’s lounges at their host schools were 

riven by office politics, gossip, and animosity.

Unhelpful administration – Most of the student teachers reported that 

administration was not providing adequate support to teachers at their host school.  In 

general, the student teachers found the members of administration to be distant and 

largely uninvolved.  Often, they got a taste of the large load of administrative paperwork 



205

that is part and parcel of being a teacher.  The student teachers expected that 

administration would assist them in maintaining discipline and creating a safe, productive 

classroom.  However, in many cases administrators undermined both the student teachers 

and their host teachers in matters of discipline.  While the members of the group found 

the occasional bright light among the administrative and support staffs at their host 

school, by and large they felt very much on their own.

Joy: And, um, basically, um, I’ve had some… discipline problems, and administration 

really doesn’t back me up on anything.  And I kind of get the feeling I’m 

discouraged from writing referrals or detention, so basically I think that, um, the 

discipline is just… there’s not a lot of discipline in our school right now.  (laughs)

Students better than expected – While all of the student teachers were dismayed 

to various degrees by the low levels of student motivation and student academic ability 

that they encountered, about half of them reported that their students were “good kids,” 

and did not exhibit as many discipline problems as rumors and stereotypes had led them 

to dread.  These student teachers claimed that as some of their students had gotten to 

know them, the students had become more receptive to learning.  None of the student 

teachers reported directly observing instances of violence, drugs, or other illegal activity, 

and there were few incidents of group members feeling seriously threatened by students.

The Skills of a Teacher

Caring – All of the student teachers agreed that it was important that a teacher 

exhibit a caring attitude toward students.  However, there was some variety in the 

definition of what it means to be “caring.”  Some members of the small group believed 

that it was important to get to know the students as much as possible and show concern 

for their individual needs and situations.  Others believed that caring was manifest in a 

teacher that was always well-prepared and ready to work hard to help students learn.  

Many expressed an opinion that students can tell when a teacher does not care about 
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teaching or about students, and that students might be more motivated to perform if they 

can tell that a teacher cares.  Most agreed that teachers always have to walk a fine line 

between being too distant from students to maintain a connection, and getting too close to 

maintain discipline and respect.  They felt that for the most part their preservice classes 

had warned them effectively about the need to walk the line, even if they had not received 

much guidance on exactly how to do so.

Amy: A lot kids out there have low, low, low self-esteem, and by you caring, and you 

telling them “You can do this.  Hang in there.”  If you show them that you care, 

then they’re going to care about themselves.

Derek: Because if you don’t go in with that attitude, then you’ll cut corners and you’ll 

take the easy way out and you won’t prepare a variety of activities and you won’t 

think about all the things you need to think about before and during teaching.  

And you won’t put your head down at the students’ level and think about the 

material as though you were seeing it for the first time.  You won’t make as much 

of an effort.  And if you don’t make an effort, you results won’t be as good.

James: I think you have to convince the kids that, uh, you’re there to help them, you’re 

not just there to get a paycheck.   You’re there to help them succeed in school.

Joy: I mean from a teacher’s standpoint, I think caring for someone, you still have to 

have that boundary, where like you care for them, but, y’know, you still have to 

let them… Y’know, kind of separate yourself in a certain way from your students.  

And that’s doing them a favor… I mean, you wanna, you know, have… you 

know, your students obviously think that you care about them, and have, like, 

expectations for them, I think. You know, it definitely helps out their motivations, 

but at the same time, you know, you’re their teacher, so you can’t get real 

involved in their personal lives or anything 
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Lisa: That’s pretty much near the top, because I think that you know when you care, 

and they know when you don’t care, and if you do care, I think that changes the 

feeling in the class 100%.  Because they know when a teacher doesn’t want to be 

there.  Y’know, you’ll hear them talking about this teacher and that teacher.  They 

know when you don’t care, it’s just a job to you, so I think that’s important.  So, if 

they know that you really do care, somewhat, then I think they might try.  But I 

don’t know if that’s true anymore, because I do care and they’re not trying.  So… 

I don’t know.

Classroom management – This was an important issue to most of the student 

teachers.  Many were concerned about potential problems with defiant students, and 

many were disheartened by the lack of administrative support in disciplinary matters that 

they had seen as student teachers.  Some of them surprisingly received no assistance from 

their host teachers in classroom management matters, and some were even undermined 

by their host teachers!  All acknowledged that some attempt was made in their preservice 

classes to simulate classroom management situations, primarily by means of 

“microteaching” role-playing sessions.  However, some of them got little useful 

information from these sessions: in many cases it seemed too contrived to have fellow 

student teachers playing the roles, or the situations themselves seemed too extreme or 

unrealistic.

Becky: We mainly talked more about really severe cases, though, like a kid’s threatening 

me with a knife, or something like that, you know?  Um, which is obviously kind 

of unlikely.  Um, I mean, yeah, it’s good to be prepared, but still… Like, for 

instance, if someone were to tell me to shut up, or to call me a name or something, 

I wouldn’t really know how to deal with that.  That’s the kind of stuff that I could 

see happening, ‘cause I would just be like, “Oh, God, what am I supposed to do 

now?”
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Derek: But, uh… but, uh, the ideal being that we read and talked about some theoretical, 

you know, models, and general approaches to classroom management, but it was 

very vague and sort of unreal, and more or less theoretical.  Or at least that’s how 

it came across.  And I found that when I was in a situation, I did not have 

ammunition or training in how to effectively, you know, work my will.  How to 

have the outcome be positive.

Lisa: But I don’t think they prepared you for children that just… are outright defiant.  I 

don’t think you’re ready for that.  Or to have maybe a class of 35, that 20 are 

being defiant that day.  It’s like, what do you do?

Organization – Most of the student teachers felt that it was important for a 

teacher to possess advanced organizational skills.  They noted that not only do teachers 

have to organize the day-to-day aspects of the learning process, but they must also look at 

the “big picture” of each semester.  In some instances, the student teachers were assigned 

record-keeping duties by their host teachers, which provided first-hand experience in 

organizational matters.  However, some were placed in a “sink-or-swim” situation with 

little advice or help from the host teacher.  Some of the student teachers believed that 

their preservice classes helped them develop their organizational skills, either directly by 

providing guidance in creating lesson plans, or indirectly by placing so many demands on 

the student teachers’ time that they had to become more organized just to survive.

Content Knowledge – A majority of the student teachers agreed that it is 

important that a science teacher possess extensive knowledge of science content.  Some 

expressed concerns that they might not be able to keep current on scientific discoveries 

once they entered into full-time teaching, and that they might not be able to answer some 

student questions.   A few decried the poor content knowledge of some of the teachers at 

their host schools.



209

Becky: From what I’ve heard… she doesn’t have the content knowledge and… for some 

reason the kids just don’t… Again, they tell me that she’s a nice person; they just 

don’t like her as a teacher.  They aren’t shy about telling their friends whether or 

not the class is worth taking.

Derek: Now, I still think that one of the biggest problems you have in the sciences is that 

you’ve got a lot of people teaching science who don’t know very much about the 

particular subject they’re teaching.  Uh, and that affects their confidence.  That 

affects their freedom to use different styles.

James: I think you also have to have a good grasp of your subject that you’ll be teaching.  

Because if you don’t have that, then basically you’re acting.  (laughs)

Opinions on preservice education

Good interactions with peers – The student teachers were nearly unanimous in 

their praise of their cohort members.  This cadre of student teachers represented a pool of 

experience that members of the small group found invaluable.  They frequently looked to 

their peers for ideas, affirmation, and occasionally a shoulder to cry on.  They found the 

in-class discussions about student teaching experiences to be especially useful, and most 

wished that their preservice professors had facilitated even more discussions.  Even 

occasional digressions by student teachers who wanted to complain about personal 

situations did not significantly diminish the usefulness of the peer discussions.  Most of 

the student teachers listed interaction with their fellow student teachers among the most 

helpful aspects of their preservice education, far above the actual classes.

James: Actually, I learned more from my other… the other future teachers than I did from 

any of the classes, so that was kind of valuable.  But other sources… the classes 

themselves weren’t that real helpful, but the interaction with other students 

were… was helpful.
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Joy: I think that [Professor’s] class would have been just as useful if we would have 

just gotten together for about an hour, and talked about our experiences, and what 

was going on.  You know, just as much as… you know, doing like all these 

assignments and things that, like, you just don’t really care about, and want to put 

much effort. You just want to get them done, because what you’re really focusing 

on is your teaching.

Not relevant to science teaching – Most of the members of the small group felt 

that their preservice classes provided very little insight on how to deal with the unique 

challenges of teaching science.  Many got the impression that professors of education 

held the philosophy that education classes should be “generic” in terms of academic 

discipline, attempting to convey universal principles of teaching.  However, this approach 

left many of the student teachers feeling adrift, especially since few received significant 

discipline-specific attention from their host teachers.  The student teachers were very 

focused on the specific demands they would be facing as science teachers, and less 

concerned with larger issues of teaching in general.

James: I really wish we could have had more with the teaching… how to actually teach 

science.  You know, what different things… That was, um, some of the best ideas 

that we had was the actual…the methods class.  I think if we had more classwork 

like that, you know, actually… “You should try this experiment for this,” you 

know.  I… That really would have been helpful.

Joy: I mean, I’m sure the course helped me prepare in some ways, but… you know, not 

that much, because it wasn’t, like, that experience-oriented.  It was more like a lot 

of talking and just… you know, doing these little assignments here and there that, 

you know, you really have no connection with, in your mind, to any, like, 

experiences that you’re having, you know?  So since you’re not making any of 

those connections – it’s just in one ear and out the other – you have nothing to, 
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like, you know, apply it to.  So it’s just… that’s why, like, people think it’s a 

waste of time.

More teaching experience needed – Most of the student teachers were of the 

opinion that they could have benefited greatly by more experience working in a wider 

variety of classrooms.  Some pointed out that they might have been able to get more out 

of their preservice classes with the experience of actual classroom work to inform their 

inquiry and provide them with context.  The consensus was that no amount of coursework 

could be as useful as teaching experience, so the more teaching experience, the better.  

Some even proposed that prospective secondary school teachers should even teach 

outside their grade level, to see how earlier grades lay the foundation for students.  

Amy: I personally think that they should have had us to teach more than one lesson 

during the observation semester.  Um, I think that was great experience, and 

would have made us a lot less nervous for the first week or two during student 

teaching.  So I think that we need to do it more than one time.  I probably 

wouldn’t have said that last semester, but I’m saying it this semester. (laughs)

Derek: So that could have – my preservice experience is very important to my preservice 

coursework.  I would be more able to confront, discuss and ask the professors --

among other things, in classroom management.  I would be able to more 

intelligently discuss with them the material they were trying to present, and 

maybe get some value of it if I’d had more real experience earlier on in the 

process.

Education courses compare poorly to science content courses – It was perhaps 

inevitable that the student teachers would compare their preservice courses to their 

undergraduate science content courses.  For most of the members of the small group, the 

preservice classes suffered in the comparison.  While most of the student teachers noted 

that the preservice classes were often work-intensive, none of them thought that their 
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education classes were nearly as intellectually challenging as their science classes.  

Science students (and science teachers) frequently thrive on challenge, and many require 

a challenge to remain engaged.  The student teachers judged their preservice classes to be 

very easy; a frequent complaint was that much of the content of the classes was “common 

sense.”  The members of the group also complained of massive redundancy in the content 

of their preservice classes, leading to very shallow treatments of topics that the student 

teachers would have liked to explore in more depth.  The student teachers did not feel that 

they got very much useful information or good skills out of the time they invested in their 

preservice classes.  They felt much more rewarded by their science content courses.

Becky: Um, and I think it’s that feeling that, for most of the people in our science class, 

we were extremely frustrated, because we had been through… You know, most of 

the people in there have been through… the past two years were generally pretty 

tough, I think, and, for me, I don’t do well in classes that aren’t challenging.  I 

tend to blow them off, and that happened in my education classes.  I had no 

interest in doing any of that kind of stuff (laughs) because it was just so boring 

and easy, and it just seemed silly, y’know?  I’m trying to think of an example of 

where it was helpful, and I’m having a hard time, if that gives you any idea.
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Focused Study with “Derek” 
 

Derek began his secondary school teaching career as the only physics teacher at a 
private school.  The school had only begun offering secondary level courses in the two 
years before Derek joined, although it had very long-standing elementary and middle 
school arms, so he was not alone in being a new teacher at the school.  Although a few of 
the teachers in the secondary program had “moved up” from the primary and middle 
school, most of Derek’s colleagues had been with the school for two years or less.  Many 
of Derek’s students were also graduates of the elementary and middle school programs, 
although a few were starting with the high school.  Derek felt that the school had relaxed 
its high standards for admission to get the high school program going, but also felt that 
the school would become more selective as the years went on. 

 
Derek felt that he had a very light workload in his first year, especially compared 

to what he had seen in public schools.  Derek taught four 45-minute periods a day, on a 
trimester system.  One of the periods involved supervising a study hall, so Derek found 
himself with a certain amount of what he termed “downtime.”  This extra time allowed 
him to plan ahead, reflect on his teaching, and keep caught up on his work.  He also 
performed a few extra duties, especially helping his fellow faculty with their computers.  
Derek did not chafe at these extra duties, and in fact welcomed the variety.  He noted that 
the tedium of working on a single project for hours is part of what drove him away from 
research.  The diversity of tasks demanded of a teacher, along with the feeling of doing 
worthy work, is what drew Derek to teaching. 
 
Preparing for the School Year 
 

Derek knew where he would be teaching before the summer began, so he was able 
to spend part of the summer productively planning for his first year.  He sketched out a 
rough plan for the semester, and talked with other teachers about the curriculum for his 
physics class.  Since he was essentially starting the physics program from scratch, he 
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spent a great deal of time ordering equipment and designing his laboratory.  The school 
distributed laptop computers to all faculty, and Derek spent some time familiarizing 
himself with the computer, and helping colleagues become acquainted with theirs.  He 
also took time to review the textbook that the administration recommended for the 
course.  He was generally pleased with the content and presentation of the textbook. 
Although he felt that the problems were not challenging enough, he knew that he could 
locate or create appropriate practice problems easily. 
 

Derek characterized his actual level of preparation as “minimal,” and felt 
comfortable with this situation.  He continued his habit from student teaching of planning 
lessons one day ahead.  At the end of each day, he would reflect on the day’s events, and 
plan the next day accordingly, within the framework of the global plan he sketched out 
over the summer.  Since he knew that he would have to be constantly revising his plans to 
adapt to student needs, he did not feel that long-term planning was an efficient use of his 
time and energy.  In his opinion, this strategy worked well for him throughout the 
semester. 
 

Derek felt very confident in his physics content knowledge, so he had few 
concerns about curriculum and classroom instruction.  He consulted with fellow teachers 
and the administration about his curriculum, and chose topics that he felt comfortable 
teaching, and could get personally excited about teaching.  He also wanted to choose 
topics that would help students prepare for future science classes such as chemistry, along 
with topics that would be useful and interesting to students who did not plan to study 
science further.  He did not hesitate to change the traditional order of topics for his class, 
and he had the freedom to do so.  He began the semester with a basic unit on electricity 
and circuits.  He avoided the abstraction of electric fields, and focused on things that 
students would have experience with coming into the class.  Derek felt that it was 
important to begin with a simple unit so that he and his students could get to know each 
other.  He felt that the strategy was successful; students were interested in the subject 
matter, and developed some mathematical sophistication.  Once students had become 
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more familiar with his teaching and assessment style, and had gotten more comfortable 
with concepts of significant figures and scientific notation, he felt that he could get into 
the “meat” of his physics course: the study of mechanics. 
 
Developing Collegial Bonds 
 

The summer before Derek started his new teaching job, the school organized a 
faculty retreat.  Derek was just one of a number of new teachers coming on board that 
semester with the new 10th grade class, and the administration thought it appropriate to 
afford the teachers an opportunity to get acquainted beforehand.  Although he felt that he 
would not have gone to such an expense if he were an administrator, as a new teacher 
Derek found the retreat pleasant.  At the retreat, faculty and administrators discussed 
policies, rules and schedules, the mission of the school, and goals for the students.  For 
example, a large amount of time was spent debating the merits of various dress codes.  In 
addition, Derek talked specifically with the other science and mathematics teachers about 
facilities, teaching strategies, and equipment purchases.  In all, the retreat was deemed to 
be a success, but Derek predicted that future retreats would be held closer to home, to 
reduce the expense. 
 

Derek felt that the retreat was a very important factor in establishing the strong 
spirit of faculty cooperation at his school.  In contrast to the school where he did his 
student teaching, where contentious factions and “cliques” were the norm, Derek’s full-
time assignment placed him among colleagues that were united in their desire to support 
students and each other.  Early on, he sought to help out other faculty members, and felt 
that he was able to "bond" with many of them.  While occasionally faculty members 
could display selfish and territorial behaviors, they were always willing to compromise 
and focus on the interests of students.  He felt that his new colleagues were smarter and 
more willing to work together than the teachers he met during his student teaching.  This 
spirit of mutual respect and cooperation has made Derek more willing to do extra things 
to help than he was in his previous situation. 
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Derek felt that the unity and cooperation of the teaching staff was a great help in 
working with students.  Frequently, he would discover that although he was very different 
in personality and approach than some of his colleagues, their experiences with the 
students (positive and negative) were very similar.  Because of the high degree of 
cooperation between faculty, the students at the school got virtually identical messages 
from all of their teachers, in terms of rules and expectations.  Derek felt that this “united 
front” helped students to perceive the faculty as a group enforcing established rules, 
rather than individual teachers capriciously “picking on” individual students.  Because of 
this support structure, Derek felt under much less pressure and anxiety than in his student 
teaching assignment. 
 

The cooperative spirit of the faculty also showed at faculty meetings.  Most of the 
routine interactions between faculty and administration took place via electronic mail, but 
the faculty at Derek’s school still had faculty meetings every two weeks for a little over 
two hours.  Although some of the faculty found this excessive, Derek felt that this was a 
“bare minimum” for a new school.  Faculty typically saw the meetings as a necessary evil, 
worth doing to make the school the best it could be.  Derek thought that it spoke well of 
his colleagues that they wished to hold meetings on their own time, after school hours, so 
as not to “rob” students of class time.  At the meetings, teachers engaged in a mixture of 
social conversation and issues pertaining to school policies and individual students.  
Derek saw the social conversation as inevitable, since most teachers are by nature 
outgoing, and have few opportunities to interact with adults during the school day.  The 
minor tensions and disagreements between faculty at meetings tended to revolve around 
issues of allocation of students' extracurricular time between sports and academic 
tutoring.  The discussions occasionally became heated, but mutual respect and a spirit of 
compromise usually won out.  
 

Derek saw the positive attitude toward meetings was rooted not only in the respect 
between teachers, but also in the good relationship between teachers and administration.  
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There were occasional disagreements between faculty and administration, but Derek 
observed that they were generally over minor issues such as class schedules and 
classroom furnishings.  Occasionally there would be an impasse where the teachers would 
become stubborn and the headmistress would try to impose her desires on the faculty, but 
in general Derek felt that there was as much of an atmosphere of compromise between 
faculty and administration as there was between faculty.  The administration frequently 
allowed teachers to do things their own way, and this made teachers feel empowered to 
make a difference at the school.  Teachers were generally allowed to try new things, even 
in situations where the administration might want to do things differently. 
 

In general, Derek felt that the small size of the school, and the fact that it was a 
brand new school, promoted the spirit of respect and camaraderie between teachers, and 
between teachers and administration.  He felt very comfortable talking to his fellow 
teachers about topics ranging from individual students’ needs to the schedule for the next 
semester.  He was happy to help many of the other instructors with their computers, and 
trade “war stories” and useful pedagogical advice with them.  Derek hoped that in the 
future he would be able to observe some of his colleagues’ classes, to see what works best 
for them, and learn from their experiences: 

 
One of the things I love to where I'm at right now, because I have so much 

respect for my colleagues in the new school, is hang around and talk about 

individual little situations:  "What would you do if?  What did you do 

when?  Well, I had this happen to me...” You know, that sort of thing.

Working with Administration 
 

The sense of collegiality that Derek felt when working with his fellow faculty 
extended into his dealings with the school administration.  The head of the school showed 
a great deal of respect for Derek and his colleagues, and was always there to support 
them.  Administration was very demanding of teachers, but was ready to provide 
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resources and suggestions for action.  The close, tight knit nature of the school has helped 
to foster communication and a spirit of cooperation.  To Derek, faculty meetings were 
streamlined and efficient affairs, where teachers felt that their ideas were honored, and 
that they were not simply being dictated to.  Derek found this a refreshing change from 
his experiences during student teaching. 
 

Derek found that the administration was always willing to back teachers up in 
dealing with parents and students, also in contrast to his student teaching experience.  In 
fact, Derek was surprised on a few occasions at the stern tone that the head of the school 
has taken with students, individually and as a group.  It seemed to Derek that in the wake 
of some unpleasant incidents, the head of the school was trying to nip disruptive 
behaviors in the bud, by coming down hard on students early on.  Overall, Derek felt that 
the administration projected an effective aura of strength and authority to parents, 
students, and trustees alike. 
 

Personally, Derek had mostly pleasant dealings with the head of the school.  He 
felt a great deal of support, in terms of resources and discipline.  While the administration 
could seem “penny pinching” at times, Derek felt he could generally get materials that he 
needed when he needed them.  He would have occasional disagreements with the way 
things were run at the school, but he felt that the decision-making process was usually fair 
and efficient.  He truly enjoyed being in a climate where he could make suggestions for 
improvement without the feeling of being critical or the fear of angering those in power.  
He has received positive feedback and fair, helpful criticism on his classroom technique 
from the head of the school, and has found her advice useful.  In general, Derek liked and 
respected the administrations methods and results. 
 

Although Derek felt that the discipline policies at his school were “extraordinarily 
sensible,” he was occasionally less than pleased with the administration’s enforcement of 
those policies.  He worried that administrators were "a bit on the lax side" in some cases.  
In one instance, he found a student wandering around campus without permission, and 
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took her to the Head of the school.  To his surprise, the student simply received a short 
lecture and was sent back to class.  Derek believed that it was important to make an 
example to the rest of the school of students who exhibit unacceptable behavior.  Still, he 
found more participation by administration in matters of student discipline at his current 
school than he had seen in the public schools.  
 

One area where Derek and the administration had significant disagreements was 
in the relative importance of moral instruction of students, and the role he would play in 
that instruction.  Coming from a secular background, Derek was understandably out of his 
element in matters of moral instruction.  In previous situations, he found that schools 
usually gave only lip service to developing students’ morals and character.  He also felt 
that teachers are better equipped to oversee a student’s intellectual development than to 
assist his or her moral development.  He also confessed to being at a loss when it came to 
assessing moral development:  “Well, it's hard to test for morals, isn't it?  It's easy to test 
algebra.” 

 
He acknowledged that his status as a non-Christian at a Christian school is mostly 

to blame for his disequilibrium.  He quickly realized that while schools without religious 
affiliations can try to reinforce moral ideas, at a Christian school, moral instruction is 
integral and emphasized.  This would no doubt be one of his greatest challenges at his 
new institution.  
 
Refining a Teaching Style 
 

Throughout the school year, Derek’s teaching was driven by the idea that arousing 
students’ curiosity and helping them try to understand concepts is what teaching is “all 
about.”  He drew upon a number of past experiences when establishing his teaching style 
at his new school.  When he was a teaching assistant in graduate school, he focused on 
giving students the information and help they needed to discover things on their own.  As 
a teacher of preparation course for standardized tests, he used a fast-paced style focused 



220

on developing his students’ reasoning abilities.  He wanted to continue to do both in his 
career as a high school teacher.  He felt very little stress as the semester began, and did 
not anticipate difficulty: 

 
I mean, c'mon.  (laughs)  You put... you put 12 upper-middle class 15-

year-olds in a room, and you teach them something that you have a 

Master's degree in, that's not too hard to do.  (laughs)

Derek rebelled against a philosophy of physics teaching centered on memorizing a 
large number of specific situations with the attendant equations.  He wished instead to 
teach students a small number of important ideas, concepts, and equations, and then show 
students how they can be applied in a large number of situations.  He sought to reinforce 
the basic concepts while enhancing student interest with more advanced topics.  Derek 
also resolved to focus on topics that he found personally interesting, especially in the 
second semester. 

 
In one of his preservice classes, Derek was introduced to the theory that many 

different outcomes are possible from a given lesson: emotional, intellectual, aesthetic, and 
so on.  Derek was intrigued by this idea, and believed that all teachers should try to 
realize all of these outcomes to some degree.  However, he also felt that science classes 
are often set apart from courses in other disciplines, in that science places the greatest 
focus on intellectual outcomes.  That said, he did want to have some emotional impact on 
students, in the sense that physics can be interesting and fun, and some aesthetic impact, 
in that ideas in physics all branch elegantly from a single line of thought. 
 

Derek believed that good laboratory activities are essential to promoting student 
learning in science classes.  He felt that laboratory exercises were opportunities for 
students to be active and “do stuff” as they explore and discuss things together, using and 
becoming more comfortable with the language of science.  His efforts to present good 
laboratory experiments were somewhat hampered at the start of the semester by the fact 
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that his laboratory facilities were still being built, so he had to make do with inferior 
facilities.  He made the best of the situation, however, and did simple laboratory activities 
with common materials at the start of the semester; for example, he had students work 
with common electrical devices, such as Christmas lights and car batteries.  Even when 
he got access to his full laboratory facilities, he resolved to keep the laboratory activities 
simple and accessible to students.  While he did occasionally use motion sensors and 
other complex equipment, he encouraged students to focus on the concepts instead of the 
equipment.  He realized that just because students can make graphs and manipulate 
complicated equipment, they do not necessarily understand the concepts.  It was more 
important to Derek for students to relate physics to their everyday lives that to impress 
them with high technology.  
 

Once he got access to his permanent laboratory facilities, Derek increased the role 
of laboratory work in his teaching.  However, he still fell short of mandated levels of time 
spent in laboratory work, viewing those high levels as “unrealistic” given that time 
needed to be allocated for assessment and introducing students to the concepts to be 
studied.  Derek felt that he initially had to give students detailed instructions about what 
to do and what to expect in a given laboratory activity.  He felt that such proscription was 
necessary at the start so that students would not waste time on unproductive activities.  
Derek also found that students liked structure, both in lecture and in laboratory, and 
would become resentful if not given explicit instructions in laboratory.  Once students 
had mastered the simple “cookie cutter” laboratory activities, Derek felt that he could be 
more of a facilitator and give more open-ended activities. 

 
Just as his initial laboratory activities were very structured and proscriptive, Derek 

initially employed a very lecture-oriented teaching style in the classroom.  As the 
semester progressed and he and the students became more comfortable with each other, 
he began to broaden the methods he used.  Derek’s goal over the course of the semester 
was for him to talk less, and for students to talk and explore more.  While he had some 
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success with this, he never completely eliminated lecture, because he believed that he and 
his students were more comfortable with lecture, in moderation: 
 

Um, and in many cases what works is what the students are most familiar 

with and in many cases what the students are most familiar with is just, 

you know, teacher talks, student listens, which a lot of people say isn't the 

best, uh, the best way, and certainly to do it every day is exhausting to the 

teacher and boring to the students.  But they're most comfortable with it.  

So, on any given day they'd rather be lectured to than anything else, even 

though on the whole they hate being lectured to every day, if that's not a 

contradiction.

Derek strongly believed that content controls pedagogy: what one wants to 
communicate will invariably control the methods one uses to communicate.  In lecture, 
for example, he felt that he could explore more abstract and “what if” aspects of physics, 
while laboratory activities were naturally limited to the world of everyday experience.  
But Derek acknowledged that physics combines the difficulties of learning language with 
the challenges of learning mathematics, and students could often benefit from the 
reinforcement and repetition provided by multiple methods of instruction.  Derek found 
that even something so simple as writing material on the board in addition to saying it 
aloud could be a great help to students.  Derek was also open-minded about allowing 
students to pursue personal alternatives to traditional learning.  For example, one student 
asked to work extra problems instead of taking notes, and his performance improved 
when Derek agreed. 
 

Derek wanted students to see the ideas of physics as a connected whole instead of 
just another bunch of facts to be memorized.  To get students thinking beyond the subject 
matter, Derek occasionally engaged in what he called “metateaching,” a process of talking 
to students about learning styles, study habits, and the “Big Picture” of the class.  He 
would share stories of the difficulties he had as a student, and how he overcame those 
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difficulties.  Students would occasionally share their strategies as well.  Derek thought 
that the metateaching sessions did indeed help some students become better learners and 
be more curious about physics. 
 

Derek had classes of different ability levels; he theorized that the need to schedule 
students in special mathematics and reading classes led to him having one class of mostly 
high-achieving students, and another with a preponderance of students who needed more 
repetition.  Derek thus found himself with a problem of pacing: how could he keep all of 
his classes parallel without boring the class of advanced students, or leaving the lower-
achieving class in the dust?  Derek typically planned to present the material at a gradual 
pace, allowing for repetition when it was needed.  In cases where a class would get ahead, 
Derek would steer the class into what he termed a "spontaneous digression,” a discussion 
of a special topic in the area of physics being studied.  By employing these digressions 
every few weeks, Derek was able to keep all of his classes on the same schedule. 
 

Problem solving is an integral part of physics, and Derek developed a plan to help 
students become active and accomplished problem solvers.  At first, Derek thought that 
students would want to know how to solve a problem before attempting it, but he found 
this often was not the case.  Therefore, Derek got into the habit of giving students 
problems to do at home before discussing in detail how to do them, with the idea that if a 
student tried a problem on his or her own and failed, the student would realize how 
difficult the problem really was to solve.  Then the student would come to class with 
specific questions about how to solve the problem.  He found that students generally put 
in a good-faith effort to do problems, and then came in the next day “demanding” to 
know how to solve them.  While Derek would never allow students to do future 
assignments in class, he would allow students to work past problems in class, often in 
groups.  He reasoned that students who had successfully worked the problems could help 
their fellows, and those who failed to solve the problems could ask their classmates 
productive questions.  In addition to the educational benefits, Derek found that these 
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group problem-solving sessions provided much needed breaks in his day.  He used them 
sparingly, however, to preserve their impact. 
 

As the son of an English teacher, Derek was interested in introducing writing 
assignments into his class.  He felt that developing writing skills was more important in 
some ways than developing science knowledge, and that a small amount of content could 
be sacrificed to make room for writing exercises.  He asked his students to write brief 
essays on a handful of physics concepts, first as in-class quizzes, then as take-home 
assignments.  He was generally not pleased with the results of these essays.  Surveying 
the student answers, Derek did not blame the students’ poor performance on the essay 
format:  some students showed poor comprehension, and others poor effort.  Derek felt 
that those students would have done just as poorly if the questions had been asked in a 
different format.  Even some of the students that had been doing well in other aspects of 
the class did poorly on the essays, a situation that puzzled Derek.  The essays alerted 
Derek to topics that he would have to spend more time on, and he planned to organize 
some laboratory activities to better illustrate the concepts in the essays, to give students 
another perspective.  To give students more practice writing, he asked students to read 
and report on science-related articles in the media, when he could find such articles.  He 
attempted to consult with humanities faculty about the possibility of cross-disciplinary 
efforts, but did not find resistance so much as “shock” at a novel idea.  He hoped to 
pursue this more vigorously in the future. 
 

Derek had a bit more success with long-term student projects than he did with the 
essays.  Students were allowed to choose their own projects, and Derek felt that as a 
result some students had a sense of ownership about their topics that enhanced their 
enthusiasm.  He was very explicit about standards for the projects at the start, so that 
performance would be based primarily on student effort and not comprehension.  He also 
offered to look at first drafts of the students’ and make suggestions for improvement.  
Unfortunately, only one student accepted, but Derek felt that that student at least got some 
benefit from his comments.  The students' performance on the individual projects ran the 
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gamut from college level work (“fantastic”) to sub-high school level work (“very weak”).  
Most of the students who performed poorly were already doing poorly in the other aspects 
of the class, and Derek chalked up the poor performance to poor effort.  He wrote 
extensive comments for each student’s project, and in many cases was able to take an 
opportunity to teach the student more about the scientific process.  In all, Derek thought 
that the individual projects were a successful pedagogical experiment, and he was glad 
that his school gave him the freedom to try new things, without pressuring him to cover a 
“laundry list” of material to the exclusion of all else. 
 

Derek faced the familiar challenge of having students of widely variable ability 
levels.  He found this wide range of abilities frustrating at times, but always reminded 
himself that a great deal of responsibility rested on his students’ shoulders.  Although he 
found himself catering most to the mid-level students, he always tried to find time to 
challenge the most talented students with supplementary material while including enough 
repetition and reinforcement to avoid leaving the less talented (or motivated) students 
behind.  He generally felt that he was successful: the high-achieving students still had to 
work hard to make good grades, while the lower-achieving students found that they could 
understand many of the concepts, and were motivated to increase their effort levels. 
 

Derek was concerned about preventing his students from falling behind because of 
procrastination.  He felt that in general his students were talented, and that most of them 
could do B or C level work without too much effort, so he would not go so far as to say 
that procrastination always leads to poor performance.  However, he felt that in general, 
lack of student effort eventually leads to lack of student comprehension, and that a 
responsible teacher should work to interdict student tendencies to procrastination.  Derek 
tried to attack procrastination on two fronts: frequent homework assignments to keep 
students active and long-term assignments that cannot be completed at the last minute.  
Derek proposed that if students are given small amounts of work to do, they will put it 
off, and so the teacher must keep them busy.  He found that small, frequent quizzes also 
encouraged students to keep up with the class.  Derek was unsure of exactly how much 
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his methods prevented student procrastination, but he did feel that some students were 
able to make reasonable assessments of the effort levels they would need to succeed. 
 

Derek often had to wrestle with issues of what grades to assign to students in 
different situations, realizing that he was in a new and unfamiliar situation, and may set 
his standards too high.  He quickly found that there were very few students of “average” 
ability in his classes; his grade distributions were often bimodal.  He faced the dilemma 
of how to make the better students’ grades meaningful while encouraging the lower-
achieving students to increase their effort levels.  Derek believed that when grading, 
teachers should err on the side of being too lenient.  Consequently, occasionally gave 
students grades of D when failing grades were warranted.  In many cases, he knew that 
students were having personal problems, and did not wish to add to the students’ troubles 
with F grades.  He noted that for many students and parents at the school, D and F are 
both failing grades.  On the advice of the head of the science department at his school, 
Derek curved scores generously at the start of the semester.  He decreased these curves as 
the school year went on and he became more familiar with the students’ capabilities, and 
predicted that in future semesters he would be more strict in grading.  He refused to curve 
one test to send a message about performance to the students, a message that he feels was 
received by some.  The bimodality of the grade distributions has diminished somewhat, 
with lower-performing students improving their performance. 
 

Derek was adamant about maintaining high expectations and standards for his 
students.  While he realized that some students might not have the ability to learn certain 
things within the time frame of a semester, Derek was appalled at the low expectations he 
encountered in his public school experiences.  Even worse, it seemed to him that 
expectations were getting lower and lower every year, and that lower standards were 
being applied to certain groups of students at some schools.  Derek felt that low 
expectations naturally yield poor results, so he was determined keep standards high in his 
classes.  In fact, he was pondering raising expectations for the next school year, so that a 
work level that would earn a C his first year would only be worth a D next year.  He felt 
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that his high expectations were rewarded with high student performance: he expected his 
students to behave better and work harder, and by and large they met those expectations. 
 

Looking back at his first year, Derek felt that his expectations about the students’ 
mathematical ability and listening skills were very unrealistic at the start, and he had to 
seriously modify those expectations.  He felt that his pace at the start of the year was 
much too fast, largely due to his inexperience and poor communication with the students.  
He learned that that students were reluctant to speak out when they did not understand 
something, and often simply nodded "rhetorically" when asked if they understood.  Derek 
found it very frustrating that he had to curve tests so generously, when it seemed that 
students understood the concepts: 

 
They were fakin' me out.  They were pretending that they understood 
more.  So, because of what they seemed like they were understanding in 
class, and what I assumed that they would be able to follow, I was going... 
I was putting a lot of really tough stuff onto them at the beginning of the 
year, and I was very frustrated at their level of performance 
 
Derek found himself slowing down the pace of the class, and working hard to 

break the conditioning that students had to say they understood something when they 
really did not.  Eventually his rapport with his students improved, and once they became 
more willing to express confusion and lack of understanding, he was able to pick up the 
pace.  This experience reinforced the idea that a teacher should always try to assess 
student understanding, keep an open mind about the results, and adjust the pace of the 
class according to the results.  Students frequently required large amounts of repetition, 
more than Derek would have predicted at the start, to finally understand certain concepts.  
By the end of the year, Derek believed that the pacing of his classes was more realistic, 
and that the students were working harder and getting more out of the classes. 
 



228

Derek enjoyed seeing his students “grow” as learners over the school year, and 
was pleased to see growth in himself as well.  He felt that his students were able to adjust 
to him, and that he was able to adjust to them as well.  As a result, some of the students 
were able to become comfortable with the basic elements of physics, and some of the 
finer points as well.  Some students were able to appreciate the importance of achieving 
understanding as opposed to just memorizing, and to realize how the various elements of 
the class – the text, the lectures, the homework assignments, and the laboratory 
experiments – work together toward the goal of understanding.  In all, Derek felt that 
many of the students improved their performance as learners, because the students were 
trying harder, and so was he. 
 

Before this teaching assignment, Derek had never taught a group of students for 
an entire school year.  He wondered at first how he would get through the year.  By the 
end of the year, he was wondering how he could “let the students go.” 
 
Enthusiastic Students and Disruptive Students 

 
His first year, Derek found himself teaching all but one of the tenth grade students 

at his school, a total of 47 students in four classes.  Derek felt that most of his students 
had made a choice to come to the school and sincerely wanted to be at the school.  Instead 
of viewing their education as a “sentence,” most viewed it as an opportunity that they had 
to work to get access to, and had to work to maintain.  Therefore, it seemed to Derek that 
most of his students valued their education and put effort into it, even though they might 
phrase things more viscerally: 
 

They don't sort of say, "Oh, I'm getting a great education here," except, 

you know, when they are in their most cerebral modes.  They say, "I like it 

here.  I want to be a part of this.  I like the way it is here."
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Derek felt that in general his students have been cooperative and responsive to his 
authority.  After a brief period of establishing his expectations and policies, Derek was 
able to put to rest most of his concerns about classroom management issues.  His students 
were very good about following instructions and completing assignments.  Most of the 
students were courteous during class and allowed other students to answer questions 
without outbursts.  Students usually needed only gentle reminders not to interrupt.  He 
found that many problems with disruptive behavior began to ease when he moved into his 
official classroom, which had more room for students to spread out.  Over the semester, 
Derek experimented with different room configurations, trying to get students close 
enough to maximize productive communication, but so close as to promote non-
productive socializing.   
 

Derek sensed that there was always an “edge” to the class, a readiness to waste 
time.  His biggest problems were usually in getting class started at the beginning of each 
period, or after an interruption such as a fire alarm.  At the start of each class, he tried to 
have a task for students to perform, and he would always give students an assignment if 
he had to leave the room, to keep them focused on learning.  As the school year went on, 
Derek found he was actually able to leave the room during some student activities 
without most of the students noticing.  He believed that the students displayed such focus 
and persistence because it was expected of them, because the behavior was modeled all 
around them, and because most of them had developed a good ability to avoid distraction. 
 

Derek felt that most of the problems that students had at his school were not 
discipline problems, but academic ones.  Further, he found that most of those problems 
stemmed from a lack of effort, not a lack of ability.  Derek characterized a few of his 
students as just “marking time,” putting little to no effort into their studies, and falling 
behind as a result.  He suspected that the school would not invite many of these students 
back after the school year was over.  He noted happily that such unmotivated students 
seemed to be the exception, and not the rule, at the school, in sharp contrast to his 
experiences in the public schools. 
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Derek placed his students into three general categories.  He placed students that 
were the sources of most classroom discipline problems in the category of “jerks.”  For 
some reason – perhaps because they had to take the same remedial mathematics and 
English classes – Derek found that one class in particular had an overabundance of these 
poorly performing and disruptive students.  He found that perhaps his greatest challenge 
was in managing these “classic goof-offs” and their antics: 

 
Then there's another gang who are always just giggling and slapping on 

each other before class and they take a really long time to get settled 

down…  They're disruptive and they, you know, turn around or they don't 

have their books open.  They make no pretense of trying to work on the 

problem that's on the overhead… They're just always grabbing each other, 

and horseplay, and constantly needing to be told to stop talking.

These students were a concern to Derek for a number of reasons.  He soon fell 
behind his schedule in teaching this class, because he had to frequently take time out for 
discipline.  Because of the presence of so many disruptive students, he found that class 
particularly difficult to calm down, both at the start of each day, and on occasions when 
he had to leave the room.  They were a distraction to other students, which annoyed 
Derek because this meant that the students were not just harming themselves with their 
bad behavior.  However, Derek noted happily that other students would try to distance 
themselves from the disruptive students.  He also tried moving the students to different 
places in the classroom, which had some success in eliminating disruptions.  Most of all, 
Derek was concerned because of the strong correlation between behavior and academic 
performance.  He found it very disappointing that many of these students chose to waste 
their potential. 

 
At first, when Derek took some of these disruptive students to task for their 

behavior, they acted offended, as if Derek were singling them out for unfair persecution.  
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As the semester went on, however, other teachers and administrators at the school began 
disciplining these students also.  It seemed to Derek that a few of these students 
eventually saw the error of their ways and began to correct their behavior as a result of 
this consistent message. 

 
At the other end of the student spectrum were a group of talented and energetic 

students who Derek found to be well behaved and academically capable.  He truly 
enjoyed teaching these students, and characterized many of them as "thoughtful, probing, 
attentive, eager."  He was very pleased to see their ability to follow along in class and 
occasionally go beyond the material in the text.  Some students were even willing to stay 
after class to discuss class material in more depth.  In Derek’s view this was in sharp 
contrast to students in the public schools, who were “virtually unstoppable” when class 
was over. 
 

The majority of Derek’s excellent students were in the same class, probably due to 
the same scheduling coincidences that led to him getting a class with a large number of 
disruptive students.  Unlike many students, who devote a large portion of their energy to 
divining what will be covered on the tests, these students were very curious and 
proactive, which presented Derek with a new set of challenges.  Occasionally, he would 
find himself falling behind with this class, because these students’ probing questions and 
tendency to digression would use up large amounts of class time.  Although he did not 
like falling behind, he enjoyed seeing the students so involved in their education.  He 
often wondered why all students were not that curious. 
 

Most of the time the excellent class would get ahead of other classes, because 
Derek had less need for repetition and rephrasing.  However, Derek was not necessarily 
happy with this situation, because he liked to keep all of his classes on the same schedule, 
for his own sanity and so that students could help each other across classes.  In cases 
where the exceptional class would run the risk of getting too far ahead, Derek would 
exploit the tendency of the students toward digression: 
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There's one particular class that's made up largely of very quick students, 

that I more often have to stretch.  However, they are... that class is more 

prone to digressions, so I can... I don't have to make a very obvious "hand 

on the throttle" type maneuver with them.  I can just push when I need to, 

and let them digress and chatter and sort of, you know, have a little fun 

without, uh, without working too hard.

Both he and the students found the digressions fun, and he felt that many 
students got better acquainted with the nature of science as a result.  Sometimes the 
digressions served to preview concepts for later in the semester.  Often, one or two 
students would be intensely interested in a digression discussion, and that enthusiasm 
would transmit to the other students.  Derek enjoyed the intellectual challenge of teaching 
these students. 
 

In the middle ground between the exceptional students and the disruptive students 
were students that Derek described as "un-academic."  Although these students can be 
occasionally motivated to be on task, for the most part they are uninterested in learning.  
One such student seemed content to get a barely-passing grade on a quiz, and when Derek 
expressed his disappointment at her attitude, she replied that she was planning to be “just 
a housewife,” and saw college as an opportunity to meet a husband.  The student was 
prone to outbursts and vocal self-denigration, but Derek saw each of these incidents as 
more of a play for attention than an attempt to disrupt the class.  Derek could not relate to 
this student’s attitude, and was saddened by it.  He reported that the student’s behavior 
improved, but her attitude never did. 
 

The “un-academic” students presented a special challenge to Derek, because they 
were so often inattentive in class.  He found himself having to repeat questions and 
instructions frequently with these students.  Derek tried very hard to engage these 
students in learning and keep them on task: 
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Then you have just extremely inattentive kids, and I'm still working on 

how to deal with them.  I call on them fairly often and I, you know say, 

"[Name]," and his head jerks up, and he didn't hear the question, so I'll 

repeat the question… So I wouldn't call people like [Name] a jerk, but I do 

have a lot of inattentive kids.  Um, I have a little bit of success just by 

directing questions at them.  It helps a little to engage their curiosity…

The inattentive students were not really disruptive to any of his classes, but Derek 
was concerned, because these students were sabotaging their education.  One pair of girls 
gave Derek the impression that they “couldn’t be bothered to try and pay attention.”  
Nothing he did was able to motivate these students to pay attention.  The inattentive 
student that most concerned Derek, however, was a student who was the victim of family 
tragedy and an attention deficit.  The student had poor impulse control and had a few 
minor violent incidents, but he never seriously disrupted Derek’s class.  Rather, Derek 
was concerned because the student was getting so little out of the class, because he had 
such trouble staying on-task.  As the school year went on, the student was able to have 
some success in Derek’s class, as well as some athletic success, so Derek had hopes that 
his situation would improve. 
 

Over the course of his first year, Derek felt that the majority of his students were 
"growing nicely" as learners.  Many of them were able to figure out how to succeed in a 
physics class, and increased their confidence and satisfaction.  Even students that Derek 
had written off as hopeless had "turned themselves around" and improved their 
performance by the end of the year.  While many of these students were only capable of 
average work, Derek was glad to see them working to realize their potential.  In general, 
he was very pleased with the growth he was seeing: 

 
They're starting to be able to see past the difficulty and perceive some 
meaning in what they're doing.  And they're starting to take some curiosity 
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in it, they're starting to work harder at it, and therefore they're getting more 
out of it.  We're starting to talk about advanced concepts that build on the 
simpler ones; we're starting to talk about things that are more neat, more 
fun, more cool. 

 
Some of the students who were presenting problems were able to improve their 

behavior, and Derek found himself having to spend less and less time correcting them.  
Some students had to be moved around in the classroom, and even moved between 
classes, to put them in an environment where they could behave properly.  Many of these 
students were under pressure from parents and administration to improve their behavior, 
but Derek also cited the influence of peer pressure in motivating problem students to 
change their ways:  
 

…sometimes they're just sort of looking around and beginning to realize 

that the role models and behavior models they were following are bad 

models that aren't going to do them good to continue following, and 

they're sort of thinking, "Hmmm, if I want to get the outcome that Person 

A gets, I should start behaving like Person A."  Sort of watching who's 

doing well and sort of just imitating who's doing well.

Although in general Derek found that his students were working harder as the 
school year went on, he noted with disappointment that some students declined in 
behavior and performance.  A few students had simply given up, disenchanted with the 
idea of continuing at a demanding high school, and with no desire to return.  Some of the 
students appeared fatigued by a year of intense study.  He even noted that one student 
might have been distracted by her first romantic involvement.  He was encouraged, 
however, that some of these “backsliding” students acknowledged their poor 
performance, and worked hard to halt their decline. 
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A School Culture of High Standards 
 

The private school where Derek taught already had a tradition of high 
expectations when he came in.  Hard work was expected of students, parents, and faculty.  
Students were being frequently reminded of these expectations, both overtly through 
statements from adults, and covertly through the role models presented by other students.  
Derek noted that a few students tried to occasionally avoid working as hard as they 
needed to, but Derek felt that those students soon saw themselves as a minority, and 
realized that the level of work they have been doing is not sufficient or appropriate.  
Derek believed that this form of peer pressure was a powerful force in motivating 
students to do what is necessary to get the most out of their education: 
 

I think the reason is, yes, it's the culture of the school.  That overall 

expectation of all the teachers and all the students and the parents would 

just be that, of course you do the reading tonight if it's, you know, if the 

teacher assigns it for tomorrow.  You know, it would almost be 

unthinkable not to.

An expectation of self-discipline is an important facet of the high standards of the 
school.  As a result, Derek found that the students at his school were “pretty darn well-
behaved,” much more so than the students he encountered in the public schools.  While 
he would not characterize them as “docile,” he did find them amiable and cooperative.  
He had only one serious challenge to his authority the entire first year, and he was able to 
defuse that situation by taking the student out of the classroom and negotiating.  The 
amiability of the students was a great relief to Derek, not only because it removed one 
more worry from his teaching practice, but also because he believed that well-behaved 
students learn more and perform at a higher level academically.  He also felt that the 
situation would only improve, partially because the school would become more selective 
in future semesters, but mostly because his students would mature and become good role 
models for future cohorts. 
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Although Derek’s school did not perform class rankings, name a valedictorian or 
salutatorian, or even calculate an official grade point average.  Nonetheless, he noted that 
students were very grade conscious.  As with other aspects of the school’s culture, Derek 
felt that this was a combination of institutional, parental, and peer expectations.  Instead 
of being viewed as mere statistics, bad grades were a signal to some students that they 
needed to change their behaviors.  At Derek’s school, bad grades were largely seen as a 
problem for the student, not a failing of the teacher. 
 

Generally speaking, Derek felt that most of the students wanted to be at his 
school, considering it a “big deal” to be students there.  Many of them expressed distress 
when they fell short of what was required of them, in contrast to the apathy displayed by 
public school students.  A few students did not want to remain at the school, and were 
actively sabotaging their status at the school, but Derek felt these students were 
anomalies.  He cautioned, however, that students were not necessarily consciously aware 
of their educational opportunities, but simply appreciated the school as a place where they 
enjoyed spending time, and where they should strive to remain: 
 

But also an imp... an important reason behind improved performance in 
the kids is they all sort of look around every few weeks and say, "Gosh, 
this is a really great place, you know?  I could get thrown out of here.  This 
isn't automatic."  You know, this isn't a sentence:  "You have to go to 
school here."  This is an opportunity:  "You can go to school here."  And, 
you know, if I screw up, then I might not get it. 
 
Most of all, of course -- for kids here too -- they're paying attention to their 

social life and more or less nothing else.  But, um, the source of the 

difference is, their teachers and their parents and their friends all their life 

have shown, by example and by expectation, by accepting certain things, 

what's going to happen with them.
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Students at Derek’s school knew that if they did not meet the school’s standards 
for behavior and academic performance, they would not be allowed to remain.  Tenth 
grade was the critical time when underachieving students would be asked to leave the 
school; ninth grade was thought to be too soon to judge, and expelling students from later 
grades would give them little chance to re-acclimate themselves to a new school.  Derek 
generally approved of this policy, although he wanted to place students with problems on 
probation in ninth grade, to give them more time to work things out.  A few students at 
Derek’s school were on probation for disciplinary problems, but a slightly greater number 
were on probation for grades.  He acknowledged that even the threat of expulsion would 
not be enough to move some apathetic students to action, but he noted that such apathy 
attracts very negative attention: 
 

And it's... that attitude is not going to be allowed to survive, that "I didn't 

do it, and I don't care."  That's... we're... we're landing on that kind of kid 

like a ton of bricks.

The school has made some efforts to give students more ownership and 
responsibility through limited self-governance.  This was actually a departure from the 
culture of the school, but since the school had only just begun offering secondary 
instruction, it was deemed a worthy experiment.  Derek was skeptical, seeing some 
potential for abuse, and noting that the effort would be hampered by a lack of 
upperclassmen at the school to act as role models.  The results of the student governance 
initiative were mixed the first year.  Derek felt that the Student Senate had done very little 
in the way of governing, and that while the Honor Council had been somewhat active in 
its charge to enforce the school’s honor code, they had not taken that charge seriously 
enough.  Derek mentioned the case of one student, characterized by Derek as 
“spectacularly arrogant,” who attempted to manipulate the student government to his 
advantage.  The student’s efforts had to be interdicted by the administration, and Derek 
felt that student would likely not be invited back for another year. 
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Interactions with Parents 
 

As might be expected at a private school where a student’s education is a 
significant investment on the part of his or her parents, Derek saw a great deal of parental 
interaction with the school.  He noted that parents did not enter lightly into sending their 
children to the school, and expected much of their children, and the school.  Parents 
played a major role in establishing the culture of the school, and the school always made 
a great effort to keep parents involved.  There was a tacit understanding that students who 
were not pushed by their parents to work hard would not succeed, and would not be asked 
to come back.  Derek knew of at least one incident where a student was admonished to 
work harder by his mother, in a manner that Derek felt was “appropriate but strict.”   

 
Parents were also aggressive advocates for their children, and Derek could hardly 

blame them for it.  He recalled one instance where a father called to complain that his 
daughter received a grade of A- instead of an A for the grading period.  Derek explained 
that the student had not submitted some assignments, and that he had to be fair and 
consistent in his grading.  While the parent was not entirely happy with the answer, he 
accepted Derek’s explanation.  Ultimately, Derek gave the student an A anyway, to 
reward the work the young lady had done tutoring other students. 
 

Derek was impressed by the amount of respect and trust from parents that he 
received as a teacher at his school.  He was well aware that high expectations came with 
that respect.  He recounted a discussion with another instructor that demonstrated he was 
not the only teacher to notice the sharp contrast with all too common attitudes of the 
parents of public school students: 
 

Derek: He said that he had a whole song and dance rehearsed after many 
years that he had to go through with almost every single parent he 
dealt with at his old school, his former school, such that he would 
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have to kind of talk for awhile to let them realize that he was 
coherent and intelligent, and then go a little bit further to let them 
know that he was competent and caring.  Because the assumption, 
explicit or implicit, he found in almost every parent, was that he 
would be incompetent or uncaring, or both.  He says that since he 
has come to our school, he never has to do that. 
 

Interviewer: Okay.  Why do you think this expectation exists? 
 

Derek: I don't know... there's certainly some truth to it, isn't it?  That 
teachers in many cases are, or certainly seem incompetent or 
uncaring, and, um, the expectation and the history, uh, at a private 
institution is gonna be much different. 

 
Derek’s school has a policy of regular “conference periods,” where students and 

their parents meet with a faculty advisor.  Each teacher is an advisor to about a half-dozen 
students, and the advisor is expected to gather information from every one of the 
student’s teachers and relay that information to parents.  Derek felt that because input was 
gathered from all of the teachers and presented all at once, the conferences were a real 
experience that could not be shrugged off by a student as the prejudices of just one 
teacher.  He also felt it was more authentic for parents because they were getting 
information directly from a teacher: 
 

The important thing, often, is that the parents hear from all the teachers 

directly what's going on, rather than sort of second-hand through the 

principal or second-hand through the student, or just in brief snatches… 

You know, it makes a real process out of what can be just a show process, 

or just a lecture...
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An important component of each conference was the construction of a plan to 
help the student overcome difficulties, with the expectation that everyone will make sure 
that the plan is implemented.  In some cases, students were given assignment sheets for 
their teachers to check regularly, or comment sheets for teachers to make regular reports 
on their behavior.  The conferences were also a chance for the student to articulate his or 
her own feelings about what the problems are, and to have a part in constructing a plan of 
action.  Derek noted that these conferences were often slightly uncomfortable for the 
student, which he felt was occasionally necessary to motivate students to avoid 
counterproductive behaviors.  In a few cases, Derek did notice marked improvements in 
some students’ behavior, and he gave a lot of credit to the process of formal conferences. 
He was also glad of the opportunity to get to know families better, and looked forward to 
future conferences. 
 

Derek has also had opportunities for contact with parents outside of the formal 
conference system.  He did not feel that he was “drowning” in parental involvement, but 
he felt that he could contact most parents when disciplinary or academic problems arose.  
He found that generally parents were amenable to the school’s disciplinary actions, and 
he ascribed part of that to the school’s religious background.  Once a parent did complain 
to him about a disciplinary action, but Derek was able to explain to the parent that he was 
merely following the guidelines set down by the Head of the school.  This situation was 
very atypical, as parents were usually supportive of the teachers’ efforts: 

 
…usually they're... they... you know, they trust and respect the teachers, 

and if we say [Name] was out of line, they say, "Well, [Name] had better 

not do that again."

There were instances where parents were difficult to reach or reluctant to listen to 
a teacher’s advice, but Derek stressed that these parents were notable exceptions that 
were definitely attracting the attention of the school.  Derek wondered if family problems 
were distracting one particular family from being more involved.  In a few other 
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instances, he believed that parents were in denial about their child’s problems, or were 
taking too laissez-faire an attitude toward their child’s choices: 
 

Uh, I think I've definitely seen a few parents who are doing way too much 

of the "Let him make his own choices" because, you know, the choices 

he's making are just rock stupid.

Derek had very little contact with parents as a student teacher, largely because his 
cooperating teacher had little contact with parents as well, and the school administration 
did little to get parents involved.  What encounters he did have left a bad taste in his 
mouth; he characterized many parents as "simpering" or "on the stupid side," and 
sometimes wished he could put them on probation instead of their children.  His 
experiences with parents at his current school, however, were in his view numerous and 
productive in most cases.  He praised his school for always striving to keep parents 
involved and informed, and he praised the parents for treating the faculty like respected 
professionals. 
 
Comparisons to Student Teaching 
 

Derek imagined that an outside observer would immediately notice one big 
difference between the public school where Derek did his student teaching and the private 
school where he got a full-time position: the typical race and social class of the students.  
Most of the students he taught as a student teacher were minorities from low socio-
economic backgrounds.  In contrast, most of the students he taught his first full year were 
white and from affluent backgrounds.  The only exceptions to this trend were students on 
scholarship, who Derek estimated made up about one-fifth of the student body.  Derek 
often wondered if these students felt uncomfortable around their wealthier peers, although 
he never brought this up with the students. 
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Comparing the two student bodies and school environments, Derek strongly 
believed that the differences in social class were far more important than the differences 
in race in determining student behavior, performance, and goals.  All of the students at his 
current school wanted to go on to post-secondary education, and Derek felt that this was a 
realistic goal for all but about five or ten percent of them.  For most of his students, it 
would be “unacceptable and inconceivable” for them to not go on to college.  The 
students were surrounded by education-minded role models and constantly reminded of 
the high expectations that teachers and parents had for them. 
 

On the other hand, most of the students that Derek encountered during his student 
teaching had no plans for schooling after high school.  Even among the students that did 
profess a desire to go to college or vocational school, he discovered that very few actually 
knew what it would take to accomplish their goals:   
 

But these kids [at his current school] all say they want to go to college, 

they really believe it, as opposed to the [public school] kids, who mostly 

said they wanted to go to college, but absolutely had no clue whatsoever 

what it took to get into college.  And that was obvious in sooo many ways.

In one particularly discouraging incident during his student teaching, a student 
asked Derek to help her fill out a financial aid form.  Derek seemed surprised that she was 
turning to a student teacher for advice, but agreed to help. However, it was soon very 
clear to Derek that the student knew very little about the application process and the 
schools she wished to apply to.  Derek was disappointed at what he characterized as 
"naïveté" about higher education on the student’s part.  He hesitated to blame the student, 
however, noting that she and many of her peers simply had no role models to imitate, and 
few mentors (such as counselors, parents, or teachers) to provide them with information 
and good advice.   
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When conversing with public school teachers about his full-time position, Derek 
noted of all the things that they envied about his situation, they expressed the most envy 
about the small class sizes at his school.  Derek agreed that small class sizes definitely 
enhanced the learning experience by allowing for a sense of community.  The teacher can 
get to know the students and their parents, and the students can get to know each other 
and help each other learn more effectively.  The small class sizes, coupled with the small 
number of classes that he had to teach, afforded Derek precious time: time to reflect on 
and improve his teaching, and time to give personal attention to students in need.  Even 
so, Derek found himself barely able to keep up with his teaching responsibilities at times, 
and wondered often how teachers with more and larger classes could cope.  He did not 
greet the news that class sizes might be increasing at his school with great enthusiasm. 
 

Derek believed that one of the biggest differences between the two school 
environments was the level of respect afforded to teachers.  As noted earlier, Derek was 
very pleased at the respect and deference he felt from the students at his current school 
and their parents.  During his student teaching, he experienced neither respect nor 
deference: 
 

Also, student teaching, you know, I had almost nothing but jerks and they 

were all of a much, much more contrary character than these guys.  They 

would argue and debate and spit and yell and -- not literally spit in most 

cases, but -- you know, really, really overly defiant and awful kids, so 

certainly it was appropriate or helpful in that, you know, I learned to 

control my temper, and to have, you know, to have much lower 

expectations of what students are going to do.

Student defiance would often take the form of a refusal to do work, and a 
challenge to the teacher to do something about it.  Derek even saw many instances of 
student apathy as acts of defiance, almost an attitude of “I dare you to try and make me 
care.”  Students in the public school would seldom do assigned work, whether it 
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consisted of reading assignments or homework, and as a result got very little out of his 
teaching.  Derek’s anger may have faded, but his disappointment never did.  By contrast, 
students at his current school were usually willing to do reading or homework 
assignments; such compliance was expected of them by their parents and their peers.  
Derek felt much more effective in this atmosphere, and felt that his students were more 
curious, more enthusiastic, and more involved with their learning. 

 
Derek felt that most of the students he encountered while student teaching had 

little to no desire to please their teachers, and only obeyed their teachers if their own 
comfort and desires required it.  He cited this open defiance as the main reason he would 
not even consider taking a job at the typical public school.  He conjectured that in the 
unlikely event that he would have stayed at the school where he did student teaching, the 
best he could have hoped for would have been “a slight increase in civility.” 

 
Derek firmly believed that the public school itself created an atmosphere that 

promoted students’ defiant and apathetic attitudes with lax or nonexistent discipline 
policies.  He got the impression that many students had been permitted to defy their 
teachers for many years before disciplinary action was even considered.  By then, any 
discipline might be too little, too late.  He proposed that such a situation might only apply 
to large, monolithic public schools, and that a smaller public school might provide less 
fertile ground for defiant attitudes.  Although Derek’s current school did not need to take 
disciplinary action often, such action was always immediately and thoroughly followed 
up.  The contrast was powerful to Derek: 

 
And the least action of that nature would get a kid jerked out of class here.  

And if they did it twice, three times, they'd be removed from the school.  

But in a public school, in a bad public school such as the one I was at, 

they've been allowed to get away with that sort of thing for years, you 

know…Um, occasionally they get punishments, but it's... it's not certain 

enough and/or it's not dire enough, and/or it's not followed up at home…  
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Some way or another, it just isn't reinforced, it isn't demanded, it isn't 

insisted upon that a better standard be upheld.

Derek did not feel that the lack of respect for teachers was limited to students.  It 
seemed to Derek that during his student teaching, teachers received little respect from 
parents, administrators, or even other teachers.  Derek cited this general lack of respect as 
a main source of teacher discontent, and noted that many of his friends and colleagues 
were shocked by his decision to go into such a low-status profession: 

 

You know, I believe very strongly that lack of parental respect, and the 

lack of societal respect, is a big, big, big problem for recruiting and 

retaining teachers.  But, you know, virtually everyone I spoke to in the 

engineering world, thought I was crazy to go into teaching; they thought I 

was nuts, to lose the money, to take on all the extra stress, to, um, you 

know, lose the respect of the job.  Very, very few people could believe it.

When discussing the administration at his host school, Derek was quick to give 
the caveat that he had very little contact with administration during his time as a student 
teacher.  This was in sharp contrast to the large amount of collegial and respectful contact 
he had working with the administration at his current school.  He got a very bad general 
impression from that limited contact, only developing mutual respect with one of the 
administrators.  The feeling of condescension he got from the others was more a matter of 
body language, actions, and tone than actual words used.  The administrators rarely made 
eye contact with instructors, and never apologized when they interrupted class, showing a 
lack of respect in Derek’s view.  He described one vice-principal as a pompous “strutter,” 
and characterized the tone of most of the administrators as reminiscent of bad 
disciplinarians: “peevish” and “slightly angry, slightly hurt.”  The administrators seemed 
to take pains to separate themselves from the teachers: 
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They struck me as distant and uninvolved with the teachers; it seemed like 

they were just there to discipline the students, and they didn't do a damn 

good job of that.  So I can't say much good about them.

The tension and lack of respect between teachers and administration at Derek’s 
host school was never more evident than at faculty meetings.  Again in contrast to his 
current school, where the emphasis was on working together for students, most teachers 
at the host school considered faculty meetings a waste of time.  Administration did little 
to try and improve this attitude, dealing with teachers in a dictatorial manner and treating 
them, as Derek phrased it, “like a bunch of idiots.” 
 

This air of disrespect even found its way into faculty interactions at Derek’s host 
school.  He often heard teachers criticizing other teachers harshly, and Derek himself saw 
many members of the faculty as “a bunch of whiners, selfish and narrow.”  At his current 
school, a collegial feeling of working together to support students ran through the 
faculty’s actions.  There was no such collegiality among the faculty at Derek’s host 
school: 
 

And certain of the facul-- administration seemed to have no more respect 

for the faculty than, by and large, they had for each other.  There were 

"cliques" and small friendships, but no one seemed to take each other 

seriously, by and large.

In his student teaching experience, Derek’s teaching style was largely governed by 
the style of his host teacher, whom he regarded as “an inveterate, hopeless moron.”  The 
host teacher forced an exclusively lecture-oriented style on him.  By the time the host 
teacher was willing to relax these demands, Derek was too exhausted and cynical to 
consider significant change.  In the environment of his current school, Derek felt more 
freedom to explore different ways of presenting ideas.  Although he felt that in the main 
his teaching style changed little in the transition, a combination of more receptive 



247

students and freedom to adapt to those students yielded better results than he got in the 
public school.  Derek felt less stress, and felt better about what he was accomplishing. 
 

Derek’s student teaching experience helped him to cultivate patience, and 
remember that science can often be hard for students, and they may have to learn it at a 
very slow pace.  It also compelled him to lower his expectations for students, which he 
did not necessarily see as a good thing.  It did not seem to Derek that his host school 
insisted on high standards of behavior and academic performance for students.  As a 
result, students could “get by” by doing very little.  Derek, not an optimist by nature, was 
saddened by this attitude, as he saw in it the seeds of a downward spiral: 
 

You know, it's just sad to realize that the performance levels are going to 

be so much lower in most public schools than they were in the suburban 

schools that a lot of us came from -- that I certainly came from -- uh, or the 

private school that I'm in now.  What I mean is, sad for them to lower 

them year after year after year, and sad for them to lower them for a 

certain group of students. Little is demanded and less is delivered. 

One aspect of these lowering standards were the trends toward grade inflation that 
Derek both heard about and witnessed during his time at his host school.  He got the 
impression that a lone teacher could not fail a large group of students who were not doing 
assigned work.  The teacher would be under tremendous pressure from students, parents, 
and administration to change the grades, and most if not all would give in to that pressure.  
Although he felt that many of these accounts could be exaggerated, he also believed that 
there were too many to totally discount.  Never in his first year at his current school did 
Derek feel any serious pressure of this type.  Rather, he always knew that the 
administration would back him up in his evaluations of student performance.  That 
security helped him to concentrate on doing his job to the best of his abilities rather than 
trying to “play politics” with student grades. 
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Applying Preservice Education 
 

Derek reported that he remembered and used "little things" from his preservice 
education, such as the suggestion that he always have an activity ready at the start of 
class.  Throughout the semester, he tried to have a problem displayed on the overhead 
projector for students to work on while he took attendance, checked homework, and took 
care of other affairs at the start of class.  Typically, he found that doing this helped the 
class to start out much more smoothly.   

 
Derek also put the next homework assignment on the board for students to copy 

down at the beginning of class.  He took care to always write in on the same section of the 
board every day, to give students a consistent place to focus their attention.  Slowly but 
surely, the students did get into the habit of copying down the assignments.  The need for 
such consistency was reinforced in his preservice classes, and Derek saw no harm in it, 
and much potential for good.   
 

Derek also found the suggestion that students make nametags at the start of the 
semester very helpful.  He found the nametags useful for more than just learning his 
students’ names; they were also useful for making seating assignments and controlling 
student interactions.  They also provided students with a creative outlet, although some 
abused that opportunity by writing inappropriate messages on their nametags.  Even these 
incidents were useful, as they provided Derek with advance warning of potential problem 
students.  He felt the nametags alleviated some of his nervousness in getting to know his 
students, and he considered it a useful “trick.” 
 

Derek’s attempts to utilize other suggestions from his preservice education met 
with mixed success.  For example, he was frequently advised to speak individually and 
privately to disruptive students.  While he considers this to be good advice in theory, he 
found it to be very difficult to implement at his host school: 
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Um, it was sooo incredibly rare to get a one-on-one with a kid during 

student teaching.  They were unstoppable on their way out of the door at 

the end of class and there were way too many of them going on during 

class to, uh, to take one outside and deal with them in that manner.

He even had difficulty dealing privately with students at his current school.  While 
the students were not quite as “unstoppable” as the public school students, they were 
typically very busy and on very tight schedules, so meeting with them before or after class 
was problematic.  And taking a student out of the classroom during class time was not 
appealing to Derek, because time was lost not only to the discussion, but also to bringing 
the entire class back on task afterward.  While he realized the value of talking with 
disruptive students individually, Derek saw it as an impractical measure in most 
situations. 
 

Derek’ preservice classes also informed him about “I messages,” a technique of 
phrasing instructor requests in terms of what the teacher needs to happen, rather than 
what the student needs to do.  Derek felt that the technique would be useful for him, since 
he realized that his teaching style might be perceived as intimidating and domineering, or 
as he phrased it, "demanding and bossy and mean."  He could rarely use these messages at 
his host school, because he could rarely get a student into a one-on-one conversation.  He 
was able to use them more at his current school, but was still unable to gauge their 
success. 
 

Overall, Derek did not feel that his preservice classes presented very much to him 
that he considered novel or original.  Rather, he claimed that on “good days” his 
preservice courses provided a "common sense check" for classroom strategies.  He cited 
as one example the strategy of presenting class material in as many different ways as 
possible to account for differences between student learning styles.  But Derek felt that 
many of these strategies were so obvious and common, that one could glean them from a 
television program or one’s own experience as from a formal education classroom.  He 
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was perhaps most grateful to have been presented with a formal language to express many 
things he already knew from his experience.  Still, he cautioned against misinterpreting 
his qualified and guarded praise of his preservice education: 
 

So the courses said try to make it interesting, try to vary things, use 

directed questions, use overhead questions, yadda, yadda, yadda.  Stuff 

that I kind of already knew, but it's good to have a reminder of it, good to 

have a formal language of it…Um, so to some extent, you may get an 

exaggerated idea of how much benefit the classes were just from the fact 

that I use the language of those classes a lot.  Uh, to some extent, um, 

there were a few messages that were pounded home again and again and 

again that I needed to know more deeply than if I already knew them, and 

that's fine.  Um, and that is the genuine benefit, such as it was, of the 

whole process.

Overall Reflections on Preservice Education 
 

Derek came to his preservice education from industrial physics research, but his 
background was steeped in education.  His mother is a university Professor of English, 
and Derek greatly respects her and the difficult job she does.  She and Derek have had 
many discussions about her experiences teaching freshman-level composition courses.  In 
addition to his work as a teaching assistant in graduate school, Derek also had extensive 
experience as a trainer of instructors for standardized test preparation courses.  This 
background has given him many insights as he reflected on his preservice education 
during his first year as an instructor.  His observations were numerous, and his opinions 
were direct and to the point. 

 
Derek got into the university’s certification program because he had become 

bored with what saw as the predictable tedium of industrial research.  He had also 
developed a desire to pursue a worthwhile vocation; he wished to contribute in some 
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small way to the betterment of society, and saw little potential for that in the business 
world.  He did not wish to pursue alternate certification, because he was concerned with 
the transferability of such certification, and he saw potential to make more contacts for 
the future in a university program. 

 
Derek was also interested in becoming a teacher because of his positive 

experiences working for a company that prepared students – mostly prospective medical 
and law school students – to take standardized tests.  Derek began as an instructor, but 
eventually moved up to become a trainer of such instructors.  He enjoyed the company’s 
emphasis on the trainer as more of a “coach” to the future instructors.  The company’s 
curriculum was very uniform and proscribed, and the focus was on what the instructors 
would be doing in the classroom: how to convey information, what questions students 
were likely to ask, and so on.  The future instructors would practice frequently under 
Derek’s supervision, and he would provide detailed critique and feedback.  Derek termed 
this process a “guided introduction” to the basic skills of instruction, and hoped to get 
something similar out of his preservice education. 
 

His preservice classes were the first formal education classes, but Derek admitted 
that he entered into his preservice education with some preconceived notions about 
education as an academic disciplines.  These notions came about as a result of his 
undergraduate experiences, discussions with his mother, and conversations with other 
teachers and prospective teachers.  Almost all of these preconceived notions were 
unfavorable, and Derek reported that unfortunately his preservice experience did little to 
disabuse him of those notions. 
 

For example, Derek had long been of the impression that students taking 
education classes and pursuing teacher certification were far from the “best and brightest” 
students at the university.  Conversations with professors and students in other disciplines 
reinforced this idea: 
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I might also add... 75-80% of the teachers I've talked to agree that 

education majors, uh, were the biggest... were definitely, you know, thick 

in the head, to put it mildly. But also, in the college education is not 
respected as an academic discipline; everybody knows that their education 
courses are their easiest courses, and that education majors are, on 
average, the least intelligent students in the school, on any measurement 
you'd care to make.  So, you know, it's just... it's just the bastard stepchild 
career and the bastard stepchild major and, you know nobody wants it. 

Despite this preconception, Derek hoped that by pursuing certification at a 
university, he could have an opportunity to interact with professors and students with a 
high degree of science knowledge and experience.  Regrettably, he felt that did not 
happen.  While Derek did meet a few of his fellow student teachers that he considered 
“bright and interesting,” he saw such as the “vast minority” of preservice teachers.  Most 
of the education students he encountered were, in his words, “big old bozos.”  He 
believed that most of these students had poor knowledge of science, and even of the 
academic disciplines they were planning to teach.  Moreover, he thought they were well 
aware of their deficiency: 

 
I mean, these kids knew -- a lot of them knew that they were terrible in 

their own subjects.  Likewise in science, there was this tremendous 

anxiety:  "Well, I can't get a job unless I... take the Composite 

Certification Exam, but if I take the composite exam, they could ask me to 

teach Chemistry, Physics, Aquatic Science.  You know, I'm a biology 

major!  All I know is biology!"

It seemed to Derek that many of his fellow preservice teachers were in the 
program because they could not succeed in another discipline.  Derek saw teaching 
(especially science teaching) as a career that was simultaneously low-status and high-
demand.  Teaching was thus not likely to receive the best possible candidates, but was 
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compelled to take whoever wanted to enter into the profession, for whatever reason.  
Derek did not feel that most people entered into teaching as a way to serve society, and 
even suggested that some talented people may wish to enter the profession for altruistic 
reason, but are discouraged by teaching’s reputation for low pay, high stress, and low 
status.  Teaching seemed to be a “fallback” career for most of Derek’s classmates, a 
profession of last resort: 

 
People don't wanna be teachers.  It's an afterthought.  It's a default career.  
It's a "If I can't think of anything else, I'll always teach, rather than... you 
know, the Peace Corps, or business, you know, or art…” 
 
Some of them -- a few -- would say, "Yeah, I just thought about doing this 

a few months ago, and I went ahead and, you know, signed up, you know, 

because I couldn't think of what else I was gonna do, so now I'm getting 

certified."

Derek also had heard very unfavorable things about the performance and 
intellectual capacities of the professors in the education department.  This colored some 
of his perceptions as he began his education classes: 
 

There's the general characterization that I... that I had heard about 

education, education professors, the certification process, that was not at 

all dispelled by my experience in it…education has a horrible reputation, 

uh, among undergraduates in my experience.  Everybody... everybody 

realizes it's boring, insipid, um, populated with stupid professors and 

stupid students.

Once again, his experiences as an education student did little to improve this 
preconception.  Most of his professors had little experience teaching science to pre-
college students, and he felt that this was greatly detrimental to the value of his preservice 
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education.  Among those that did have experience, most had taught many years – even 
decades – before, and did so in schools far away from the schools where their students 
would be teaching.  This inexperience showed frequently.  For example, Derek was 
appalled in one of his classes when an education professor “badly mangled” a basic 
physics problem.   
 

Derek could only give praise to a few of his education professors.  These were the 
professors who presented “well-defined” material and assessed student knowledge 
consistently and in a “straightforward” manner.  He felt that he had to put forth a 
significant effort to learn and succeed in those professors’ classes, as opposed to the 
“petty projects” of his other professor.  Derek also pointed out that such professors shared 
the low opinion many outsiders held of their colleagues: 
 

Also, from talking to education professors, the ones that I liked and 

respected during my brief contact with education professors, were quite 

willing – if you twisted their arms a tiny bit – to admit they felt most of 

their colleagues were kinda really the dumbest professors in the school, 

and that there's -- a lot of the scholarship wasn't very strong

This low opinion was also shared by many of Derek’s fellow students.  He 
claimed that most of his fellows shared his view that the certification process was by and 
large not worthwhile.  Even in cases where his fellow student teachers expressed a high 
opinion of their professors, that opinion usually focused on personality: 
 

Sometimes they would defend an individual professor, saying, "So-and-

so's a nice guy.  So-and-so's really nice."  Um, never, however, did I hear 

them defending the intellect and teaching prowess of most of their 

professors.
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Coming as he did from a career in the physical sciences, Derek was largely 
unaware of the scholarly aspects of education research, and what he was aware of did not 
impress him.  He attempted to rectify this deficit upon entering his preservice program, by 
talking with fellow students with more experience, and by getting suggestions for reading.  
After some exposure to education research, he felt that it compared very poorly to the 
more empirical forms of research that he was accustomed to.  As noted above, he also 
found some students and professors of education that shared his view.   
 

Derek viewed research as “the actual running of tests and gathering of data,” and 
by this test, Derek thought that few “education researchers” actually did research.  In his 
view, they just “pondered and philosophized,” based on their own experiences.  He 
characterized most scholarship in education as “well-meaning 50's style buffoonery under 
the guise of research.”  He explained in detail what he meant by this odd turn of phrase: 
 

By "50's style" I mean naive and bold…  The Progressive Era where we 

were willing to set out and conquer new territory, intellectually and 

physically, that we were going to unlock… the secrets of the mind like we 

had unlocked the secrets of the atom, and it was sort of … very portentous 

and very serious.  Um, by buffoonery, of course I mean the exact same 

things, and my point is that there are attempts to make conclusions about 

tremendously complicated things, based on altogether insufficient 

evidence and studies that are not rigorously constructed, and in many cases 

that are based on foundations that are not well constructed, or based on no 

foundations at all, based on assumptions.

Derek admitted that he was of the opinion that all the social sciences suffered 
from the impossibility of control and random selection and assignment.  He also noted 
that the limited abilities of social science researchers to construct falsifiable tests and 
quantify the things they claim to measure conspire to limit what can be accomplished 
with social science research.  Because of these flaws, Derek believed that education 
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research could only rarely be proscriptive, in the sense of being able to make concrete 
predictions and recommendations for action with a high degree of certainty.  He felt that 
most education research was forced to be descriptive, and based largely on opinion and 
personal experience, which made work in the field seem less valuable to Derek.  He 
viewed attempts to call education research scientific were “far overreaching.”  He would 
prefer that researchers should admit when they are presenting their opinions, and strive to 
present dissenting views as well. 
 

Derek leveled some serious accusations against education research, based upon 
his limited exposure to it.  He felt that much of it was interpreted in such a way as to 
merely affirm the current “fads” of educational theory.  He characterized it as “more 
rationalized than rational,” and suspected that researchers were being more selective 
about their data that they cared to admit: 
 

A lot of it is very politically motivated.  Uh, people know what answers 

they want before they do the research.  A few of them are honest enough 

to find... to report the opposite answer, but most of them will just keep, 

you know, cutting this particular case, or moot-slanting the data in this 

way, or just reading it a certain way, and then excerpting their results, you 

know, their data to sort of talk about it.

Derek did not necessarily assign sinister motives to these suspected tendencies.  
Rather, he believed that education researchers were typically very passionate about their 
work, and as a result might experience less detachment than researchers in other fields.  
That diminished detachment would inevitably lead to increased bias, in Derek’s view: 
 

And, uh, also, it's a field that inspires much deeper passion than most other 

fields.  People who are in teaching feel very, very deeply about the 

importance of it, and get much more wrought up in their individual styles 

and methods and their individual discoveries and wisdom that they want to 
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share, so they do in-depth interviews that bring out their own perspectives, 

rather than more neutral interviews that wring out objective facts.

Derek also had no words of praise for the textbooks for his education classes.  
Despite the fact that these textbooks occasionally discussed issues important to Derek, he 
felt that the books themselves suffered from trying to cover too much material in too 
simplistic a manner.  As usual, his descriptions were evocative: 
 

I mean, just the common sense I get from talking to other people around 
here is worth more than the class notes and the tests and the reading 
assignments.  Certainly the textbook reading assignments were trash:  
oversimplified, um, drivel. 
 
A few of the interesting and thought-provoking things survived the 

simplification process, but by and large, yes, the materials were 

sufficiently... homogenized and reprocessed and digested and processed 

and boiled down to the point where... they read very poorly.  They were 

both far too simple and far too repetitive, and at the same time they were 

covering so much that it was very difficult for me as an active reader to 

not just vomit on the pages.

Derek also found that his instructors did not seem to trust students to do class 
readings.  Instead of using class time for discussion of the readings, most of Derek’s 
instructors seemed to just repeat the information in the readings.  Only rarely did he really 
feel the need to “digest” the readings.  Derek considered this situation to very self-
defeating: 
 

And so, you know, it's a self-fulfilling prophecy; we’re going to lecture 

you because we know you're not going to read; we’re not going to read 

because you're going to lecture to us.
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As for the education classes themselves, Derek typically found them to be too 
broad in scope and too lacking in detail to be useful to him.  It seemed to him that the 
intent of the curriculum was to be all things to all students.  The classes seemed to lack 
both an individual element and a practical element for Derek.  As a result, he got very 
little out of the classes that he felt he could use, given the subject he would be teaching, 
and his individual personality.  He reported that many of his fellow student teachers 
agreed with his assessment; a few with advanced science degrees seemed to Derek to be 
“embittered” by having to take “freshman-level certification-type classes.” 
 

To illustrate what caused much of his dissatisfaction with his preservice 
curriculum, Derek discussed his attempts to learn about the factors influencing student 
motivation.  He saw student motivation as a key concern in education, and hoped to find 
out more about it in his classes.  Although motivation was a topic mentioned throughout 
his preservice education, Derek saw the treatment of the topic as very superficial.  He got 
the impression that his professors had some ideas about student motivation, but did not – 
or were not able to – effectively communicate them.  This was very frustrating to Derek: 
 

Well... student motivation is a big mystery to me.  It's nothing that I know 

buckets about.  It was a topic... it was a topic that was discussed in almost 

all of the certification classes I had, and there was, you know, a tiny bit of 

general comment of what it is and what helps it, and once or twice there 

were attempts during preservice classes to really get into it.  But I really 

felt... thoroughly ignorant of the subject when I was... when all of these 

efforts were done… And even then you could go through a textbook 

definition and do all the things that it says would help intrinsic motivation, 

and not do a darned thing to actual real-world students.

Derek saw the practice technique of “microteaching” as an exercise with potential 
to help student teachers, but his experiences with it failed to realize that potential.  It did 
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not seem to him that there was any standard of quality for the microteaching sessions; a 
student teacher that did poorly in the microteaching was not required to try again after 
reflection and critique.  As a result, Derek did not feel that many of the student teachers 
took seriously the opportunity for critique and reflection afforded by the microteaching: 
 

You know, they were very, very eager to just get out and be done with it, 

you know, they just each wanted to take their turn and then just not pay 

any attention.  Um, the... there was no insistence of high quality.  If you 

did a crappy job microteaching, it just didn't matter any differently than if 

you did a fantastic job microteaching.

Derek felt that many aspects of the microteaching were unrealistic.  For example, 
student teachers could select their subject matter, and were not required to teach different 
things under different circumstances, as they would have to once they got into an actual 
classroom.  Still, Derek noticed that many of his fellows were nervous and unsure during 
their microteaching sessions.  Also, Derek felt that the room where the microteaching was 
performed was far too different from a typical classroom.  He thought it was too cluttered 
to move around well in, and was too small to practice good voice skills.  Finally, he felt 
that the “students” for the microteaching – that is, the other student teachers – were too 
few in number and too ill-prepared for the roles they had to play.  Derek’s experiences 
with role-play situations convinced him that requiring all parties to perform 
extemporaneously rarely produced useful results.  He proposed that many student 
teachers may have forgotten – or could be in denial about – how they had behaved as 
teenagers, and instead would act like “high school students” with an adult frame of mind.  
He felt that some rehearsal could have helped his cohorts play their “parts” more 
convincingly, getting past some of the "giggly silliness" and making the sessions more 
useful.  He suggested that before microteaching begins, participants should observe 
student behavior in actual classrooms, either live or via tape – to add more authenticity to 
the microteaching experience. 
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Derek felt that practice teaching is only useful under the supervision of an 
experienced teacher who can give constructive criticism and expert feedback.  The 
supervising professor provided little of this after the microteaching sessions; the professor 
was not even present in some sessions, and students had to submit tapes!  Although 
Derek did express understanding that his professor may have had too many students to 
spend much time on each critique, he still felt that the feedback he got from the professor 
was low in quality and late in coming.   
 

Most of the critique for each student teacher’s microteaching sessions came from 
his or her fellow student teachers.  Derek saw little useful about this feedback, for two 
reasons.  First, he wondered how much context the novices had to make their critiques, 
most of them being new to teaching.  Second, he believed that many of his fellow student 
teachers felt awkward giving completely honest feedback if that feedback was going to be 
negative.  As a result, although the forms for giving feedback requested a balance 
between the positive and the negative, Derek saw most of the comments as little more 
than “a pat on the back.”  Derek himself tried to ground his comments in his own 
background as a teacher and trainer.  He hoped that those experiences would enable him 
to give useful feedback.  He was worried that some of his classmates might think his 
comments too harsh, but many were grateful for his honesty: 
 

I did microteaching with a woman who thanked me and thanked me and 

thanked me for all my feedback, and I said, "You know, I really don't want 

to, you know, seem too harsh, and please forgive me if I, you know, say a 

lot of negative things, or if you feel like I'm attacking you, if you feel 

terrible after all this feedback.  But I'm gonna tell you all the things that I 

notice, because I've been doing this for a long time, and because I think 

it'll help you, and because I would, in your situation, want as much 

information as possible."  So I was able to give a ton of feedback to my 

microteach partners, and they would generally say to me, "That was 
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incredibly helpful.  I'm really glad.  You know, I've never really heard that 

from other people that I did microteaching."

Although Derek generally had a low opinion of most of the student teachers in his 
cohort, he did enjoy discussing teaching with some of his classmates.  This was especially 
true of those student teachers who, like Derek, were coming into teaching with advanced 
science degrees.  Indeed, he felt that many times these discussions were more useful than 
the formal work he was doing in class.  These were people that he had a lot in common 
with, and they often shared ideas and commiserated over problems and frustrations.  
Derek noted that many of his classmates were “eager” to share their experiences with 
each other, and this sharing served as opportunities for learning and catharsis. 

 
Derek has carried on this tradition of productive interaction at his host school.  He 

enjoyed discussing teaching with his colleagues his first year, and found himself getting a 

lot more out of those discussions than he did from the majority of interactions with his 

professors.  He argued that even though his current colleagues may have had fewer years 

of experience than his professors, his colleagues had more experience in the context of 

the school, and with teaching science:

So, uh, yes, I do think that the people I talk to are significantly more 

grounded in their experiences, significantly more relevant.  Is it more total 

experience?  Eh, maybe, maybe not…I think [student teachers] could work 

more with teachers who have recent and extensive education experience in 

the schools, rather than people who did it maybe for 10 or 15 years, but 

that was maybe 5 or 10 years ago.  They could do it more with more 

narrowly set aside groups, uh, you know, more precise age groups, more 

precise subject groups.  They could... more closely integrate the student 

teaching and the classroom experience.
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The worst aspect of Derek’s student teaching experience was by far the disastrous 
relationship he had with his host teacher.  He was in an almost constant state of conflict 
with the host teacher, and got no helpful advice during his “apprenticeship.”  The host 
teacher tried to force Derek into a certain teaching style, and would not allow Derek to 
experiment with other techniques, either from Derek’s own experiences or his preservice 
classes.  He felt that his time student teaching was actually a hindrance to his professional 
development.  He discovered that many of his fellow student teachers had bad 
experiences as well, although not as bad as his.  When Derek tried to persuade his 
professor to place him with another host teacher, the professor refused.  Derek wished 
that there had been an “escape hatch” in place, to help student teachers like him who need 
to get out of a "match made in hell." 

 
Overall, Derek saw many flaws with the system of selecting host teachers as he 

understood it.  Comparing his own experience with his host teacher to the stories of his 
fellow teachers, he got the impressions that many host teachers did not volunteer with the 
intent of assisting the next generation of teachers.  Rather, it seemed to him that many of 
his cohort’s host teachers were looking for someone to help them with their work, or 
because their school administrators were pressuring them to develop closer relations with 
the university.  He did not think either of these were good reasons to be a host teacher.  
Derek also did not feel that the supervising professor made an adequate effort to seek out 
a large number of high-quality host teachers: 
 

Um, the method was... partly based on coop gender; she tried to match 

student teachers to coops that had -- of the same sex.  Uh, the method was 

sharply, sharply based on availability, and it turns out that the professor 

did not make any extraordinary effort to ferret out or expand the available 

volunteers.  Um, there was some geographic consideration, although not a 

lot.  And of course there was a little bit of subject coordination as well.  

But for the most part was simple Hobson's choice.
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Derek also did not get the impression that the supervising professor had taken the 
time to get to know the host teachers very well.  He felt this was certainly true in the case 
of his host teacher.  Derek thought that, given the tremendous commitment that is asked 
of cooperating teachers, developing a close relationship with prospective host teachers 
should be a priority for a supervising professor.  He conceded that to do so may require 
more time and resources than are currently available: 
 

To do the job right would require much more time than the current 

resources would allow.  I mean, I'm... I'm not claiming that the job could 

be done fantastically better with the current resource level, although I 

think it could be done better.  It would require... you know, it would 

require... (laughs) the placing professor and the cooperating teacher to 

have met, which was not the case in dozens and dozens of times here at 

[University].

Derek believed that expert feedback from a number of experienced sources was 
essential to a student teacher’s development.  He conceded that receiving such feedback 
may be intimidating for some student teachers, but if it becomes a frequent, even routine, 
part of their training, the stress will ease.  However, he felt that he got very little of that 
from the experienced professionals in his preservice program.  Some of the small amount 
of feedback that he got from his professors seemed to him to be very superficial: 
 

Sometimes the response was effective, sometimes it was just some 

tangential thought, sometimes it was a "Hmmm, this seems interesting.  

You have obviously put thought into this."  One of those things that you 

cut, paste, paste, paste, when you can't think of a damn thing other to say 

about what somebody said to you.

The largest source of feedback for Derek during his preservice classes came from 
his fellow student teachers.  While he enjoyed some of these conversations, he did not 
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find much of the critique from his peers to be very useful.  Most of his peers were too 
inexperienced themselves in teaching to say much that was useful.  He also sensed that 
most of his peers had little faith in their critiques, and did not want to risk causing hurt 
feelings: 
 

Yeah, they said, "Well you know, I'm just a... I'm just a student here too, I 

mean, who am I to say you're bad?" or "You know, I don't wanna be... you 

know, I don't wanna say all these mean things and make you hate me.”  I 

mean what good is that?

During his student teaching, Derek was supposed to get feedback from two expert 
sources: his host teacher, and the graduate student assigned to observe his teaching.  As 
mentioned above, Derek felt he got nothing useful from his host teacher.  But he also felt 
that even if he had had a good, productive relationship with the host teacher, the system 
itself insured that the feedback he would get would be too little, and come much too late: 
 

The primary most important thing, regardless of subject and range is a lot 

of feedback from a pro.  Supposedly you're getting that from your co-op 

during your student teaching.  That comes at the very, very, very end.  I 

mean, towards the end of your student teaching there's just nothing else 

going on, and after the end of it, there isn't any other sort of guided 

feedback, more practice, more prep -- more sort of, you know, more 

training or anything like that

Derek had a very strange experience with the graduate student that was assigned 
to observe and critique him.  He firmly believed that the graduate student’s brief visits did 
not give him a good idea of what Derek was trying to accomplish in the classroom.  Also, 
Derek had a hard time communicating with his evaluator, and wondered if the graduate 
student was really paying attention to what Derek was doing in the classroom, and what 
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Derek wanted to discuss with him.  He seemed unconcerned with Derek’s individual 
needs and concerns: 
 

Uh, he came out, I think three times, for... I wanna say about 10 minutes 

each, but my memory is vague on this.  Um, and some of his feedback was 

good and helpful; most of it was just dead wrong… And the thing that 

really got me is, this guy was just on... just, just really had one particular 

thing he really wanted to beat on and beat on and beat on, and he had one 

position he kept taking and taking and taking.  And, you know, regardless 

of whatever I said, he kept saying, "Well, yes, but you need to keep doing 

such-and-such, and you need to keep doing such-and-such."  And the irony 

is, of course, is that's what I do more than anything else in my own 

teaching, but he didn't see me doing that in the 10 minutes he was there.

The graduate student evaluator seemed to get more and more detached with every 
visit.  He seemed to have an abrupt change of heart regarding how Derek should approach 
his evaluations, both as a student teacher and in his full-time career.  Although Derek was 
willing to admit that his bad experiences as a student teacher undoubtedly colored his 
perceptions of the graduate student’s advice, he was still shocked by the switch: 
 

[Y]ou know, he told me the first time before he came out, "Well, of 

course, you know, we expect you to just teach and be your self and don't, 

you know, kind of go out of your way or prepare some special thing just 

because I'm here.  You don't have to impress me."  By the end of the, uh, 

the student teaching experience, he was saying the exact opposite.  He 

said, "You really have to, you know, really show your best stuff during 

these times when I'm visiting.  I mean, some people call it a dog and pony 

show, but, you know, just whatever you have to do, because you know 

what we'll be looking for, so just show us that.  You know, do whatever 

you have to do to make sure that this and this and this happens while 
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you've got an evaluator in the room."  I found that pretty cynical and 

disgusting, and I was really sort of flummoxed at his reversal of what he 

had earlier said.

Derek felt that overall his preservice classes focused entirely too much on theory 
and not enough on suggestions for classroom practice.  He understood that some people 
who design the preservice curriculum wish to “plant a seed” of theory in prospective 
teachers’ minds that might “grow” in later years, or that such people might fear that 
teachers would not have the time or desire to educate themselves about education theory 
once they became teachers. Derek attacked both of these notions.  First, he proposed that, 
due to a lack of experience, preservice students might not be able to place education 
theory in context.  Therefore, the student may not remember the theory taught in 
preservice after many years as a teacher.  The student teacher’s mind might not be fertile 
enough “soil” for the seed to take root: 
 

I don't think the "seed" idea is realistic because you have so little 

experience teaching during and before your preservice that the theory is 

just going to be meaningless, just meaningless for the most part.  Being a 

student and being a teacher are totally different, just night and day, so you 

can't step up...  You know, you can't relate the theory enough to your own 

experience for it to be useful or meaningful or stick, in my opinion.

Derek also felt that any fears that experienced teachers will not be able to, or will 
not want to, learn about and think about educational theory are unfounded.  He believed 
that good teachers would always want to find the best way to teach, and keeping up with 
the latest research findings and philosophical trends is a part of that.  Teachers have 
access to a variety of media to help them upgrade their knowledge.  In contrast, bad 
teachers will never want to keep themselves updated, and planting the seed in preservice 
will do no good.  Derek wished that preservice educators would give teachers a little 
more credit for caring about their professional development: 
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…you'd have to be extremely incurious or uninformed about your own 
profession to not sort of see where to go if you were interested in learning 
more about sort of the roots, and what's behind teaching.   

 
Derek would have preferred more of a focus on practical applications in the 

classroom, and treat theory as something that supports practice, and something that 
teachers can get more deeply into once they are established.  He proposed that theory has 
very little meaning if it is not placed in a practical context.  He was also afraid that, since 
many “fashions” in teaching have a tendency to come and go, there was a risk in focusing 
on philosophical and theoretical notions that may be considered “hokey” years from now.  
He found little of the theory that he heard about in his education classes to be applicable 
to his practice, although he occasionally found useful ideas in other classes, such as 
theories of memory and cognition in a psychology class.  He found it "a damn shame" 
that he did not get similarly useful theories in his education classes. 
 
Possible improvements to the system

Rather than restrict himself to mere criticism of his preservice education, Derek 
made some suggestions for possible improvement.  These suggestions were based on his 
experiences as a teacher and trainer before his preservice classes, and his experiences 
during his first year.  For example, Derek would have liked to have seen a more uniform 
curriculum focused on training instructors in classroom techniques unique to their 
academic discipline.  He conceded that teachers frequently like to “do their own thing,” 
and was not proposing that teachers should be forced to teach a certain way.  He merely 
pointed out that while he worked as a trainer, he presented students with a certain set of 
classroom techniques tailored to what the prospective test preparation teachers would be 
doing in the classroom, and this uniformity provided a solid basis for productive, focused 
discussion.  He proposed forming the preservice curriculum around state and national 
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standards for each discipline, to prepare student teachers for what they will be expecting 
to teach. 
 

Derek also felt that the classes in preservice education needed to have fewer 
students, more focused on a particular academic discipline.  He saw many of the 
problems that he noted above – a paucity of useful feedback, low levels of professor 
contact, poor relationship between professor and host teachers – as being directly related 
to the large number of preservice students in each class.  Even as an “assertive and vocal 
student,” Derek still felt that he had a low level of useful contact with his professors.  He 
pointed out that small class sizes are considered a good idea in elementary and secondary 
schools, and wondered why that philosophy did not carry over to teacher training courses.  
Although his final “methods” course has about twenty student teachers, the theory classes 
that preceded the final semester had about twice as many students or more.  He advocated 
smaller cohort sizes and classes that were narrowly focused on specific academic 
disciplines, even if it required a greater commitment of resources: 
 

So if preservice education is going to accomplish anything, and it's not 

going to waste everybody's time, you gotta do it with small, specific -- if 

not homogeneous, at least, uh, at least limited groups.  You just can't do it 

in big... in big groups.  Now maybe that'll cost a lot of money, but let's put 

it this way:  the current system isn't cheap, and it is wasting everybody's 

time, in my ever so humble opinion.

Although he was able to observe actual classroom teachers for a few hours before 
beginning his student teaching, Derek felt that the time was not nearly enough.  Much of 
that time was spent doing class assignments that actually detracted from his ability to 
learn from the situation.  Derek firmly believed that more time in the classroom, either 
observing or assisting, is essential for preservice students to place the theory they learn in 
the classroom into a “real-world” context.  Derek proposed a system where student 
teachers would rotate in and out of a variety of classrooms, with close supervision by the 
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professor.  Derek thought this would especially help students to prepare for being 
“students” in the microteaching sessions: 
 

What might also help is if you do a little bit of this back and forth in and 

out of real classrooms, so that they can get a little, they can see a little bit 

more how the kids act.  'Cause most people remember how they act, and 

when people are remembering their past, uh, in education, they typically 

project their current mental state -- presumably mature adult -- back into 

the classroom, which is not an accurate memory.

When he was a trainer of instructors, Derek tried to create a cycle where first he 
and his students would talk about teaching, then they would practice teaching.  The 
practice teaching was then followed by a group session reflecting on the lessons learned 
from the practice, and more practice would follow.  Although Derek at first insisted on 
his students following his model, he gave them more latitude as they developed and 
reflected on their practice: 

 
... my attitude with the trainees was this:  "What I'm going to do is give 

you a few things the way I do them, have you give those back... those 

things back to me as much as possible the way I do them.  And then do a 

few more things in your own way, now that you've seen my way, and then 

I'll tell you what we need to do to make your way a little more effective.  It 

doesn't necessarily have to come out like my way by the time you're done, 

but we're gonna find some things to improve in your way to the point 

where it will work in a classroom.”

Derek’s description of his process mirrors the process of “praxis” as defined by 
Brookfield (1986, p. 10).  He saw it as an iterative process that became more complex 
over time, continuing even after the instructor had been placed in an actual classroom.  
Derek and other experienced instructors shared their wisdom and experience with the new 
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instructors.  Derek observed that most teachers like to share their stories and techniques, 
because they see the possibilities for their own learning and development. 

 
Derek did not feel that he went through such an iterative process during his final 

year of preservice training.  He characterized his preservice training as about 50 hours of 
observation, 45 minutes of practice, and then total immersion during 50 days of student 
teaching.  He and the other members of his cohort were afforded very few opportunities 
for group discussion and reflection on the things they saw and did.  He felt that most of 
his classmates gave only cursory attention to the process of personal reflection, only 
“jotting down” enough thoughts to fulfill class requirements.  Attempts at group 
discussion, usually held during evenings after a hard day student teaching, were 
diminished by the exhaustion Derek and his classmates felt.  Overall, Derek felt that this 
long period of concentrated theory, followed by a long period of concentrated teaching, 
with little opportunities for reflection, was highly ineffectual: 
 

So with student teachers, you teach them everything, then you give them 

three months, and then they’re ready?  What?  Or three months, ten -- fifty 

days, ten weeks, fifty days is the requirement.  And of course it works out 

to 12 or 13 weeks, with the realities of schedule and all.  But, you know, 

it's just... it was just pretty silly to have a semester of classroom 

management, and then that semester ends, and then you have a couple of 

weeks of "issues in schooling" -- whatever the hell that means -- then three 

months of student teaching, and then what?  You know, when did 

somebody come back and say, "So here's what we read in the book," and 

then, "Did you go out and try it?  What worked?  What didn't work?  

Okay, look at it this way, re-read this.  What does it mean to you, now that 

you've gone out and actually tried to control 30 12-year-olds in the room 

using this technique or that technique?  What worked, what didn't work?  

Okay look at it again, try this."
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Derek proposed a system where student teachers would alternate between days 
teaching in an actual classroom, then days in their college classroom reflecting on and 
discussing what had occurred during student teaching.  The professor would facilitate the 
discussions, always encouraging students to relate their teaching experiences to 
educational theory.  Expert critique from the professor, who would have to be much more 
involved in gathering information about the student teacher’s classroom performance, 
would be an essential source of information for this reflection.  He realized that such a 
system would require a great deal of time, energy, and coordination, but he firmly 
believed that trying to do practice and reflection simultaneously was not working. 
 

Derek strongly believed that the skills and knowledge that he needed to succeed 
his first year were seldom provided by the theory-driven instruction he received during 
his preservice education.  He felt that little effort was made to connect the theory in the 
preservice classroom to practice in the secondary school classroom: 
 

Well, I don't think that they attempt...  that the purpose of theory was to 

deal with those experiences.  I mean, none of my theory about multiple 

intelligences is helping me deal with [name's] Mom when she calls up and 

wants to know why I threw him out of class.

Derek proposed that the top priority of preservice training should be to give 
teachers the basic skills they will need to do well their first few years.  He pointed to high 
withdrawal rates for new teachers as evidence that such skills are needed, but not being 
provided: 
 

Uh, the, uh... And I also think that what people need to survive their first 

year, and be successful in their first two or three years is so different from 

what's delivered in the theory as to...  and so critically needed, so urgently 

needed, what with the very, very high dropout rate after the first year and 

the first few years teaching that they should really give people better 
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instructional skills and better survival skills as a matter of just critical 

priority and just say, you know, "The theory is out there, and it's kinda 

neat, and we like it, we think it's important.  Here's an article to put on 

your shelf and look at in five years.  Or you'll get people talking about this 

a lot during inservice, or your principals will know about this."  There's 

enough other places that people can learn the theory later if they're 

interested.

When asked about what skills were important to him to “survive” his first year of 
teaching, Derek focused on skills in communication, organization, and self-evaluation.  
He believed that prospective teachers should receive instruction on classroom 
communication, both verbally and on a blackboard, even if it is just from the professor’s 
example.  Derek found the basic public speaking aspects, making transitions between 
topics and effective summarizing, to be the easiest aspects of his teaching, but understood 
that some prospective teachers might not be so comfortable.  He also emphasized that the 
ability to hold the attention of a classroom “audience” does not necessarily translate to 
teaching effectiveness.  He also believed that skills at communication outside of 
classroom instruction were vital, the ability to deal diplomatically with inattentive and 
disruptive students, and with parents that are uninvolved – or too involved – with their 
child’s education.  Derek thought this proficiency could only come about as a result of 
practice, reflection, and expert critique. 
 

Derek saw organization as another vital set of skills for the beginning teacher.  
Beyond lesson planning and assessment creation, the teacher needs skills in time 
management and looking at the “big picture” of a semester.  Derek referred to this as a 
form of “multitasking,” since teachers have to relate what has been taught in the past and 
where the students are in their learning in the present with what will be done in the future.  
This multitasking would go hand-in-glove with skill at reflection and self-evaluation.  
The teacher must be able to assess his or her own performance continuously, and alter 
strategies to match goals and conditions.  Again, he felt that expert critique and a strong 
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example from host teachers and supervising professors is essential to developing these 
high-order skills. 
 
Epilogue: On Being a Research “Subject”

Given his low opinion of education research, it may be somewhat surprising that 
Derek consented to be such an enthusiastic participant in this research project.  Derek and 
I occasionally discussed his opinion of this research, his role in this research, and what 
effect, if any, being a participant was having on him.  He confessed some skepticism 
about how useful the results of this research would be to readers, and sympathized with 
those that might question its validity: 
 

If I were to sit down and read detailed transcripts of this interview or the 
previous interviews, I would say, "Yeah, but this is just one guy; look how 
incredibly unusual he is, and look at some of the very sensible, obvious 
things that the interviewer wrote about him, and look at some of these 
crazy bizarre notions that the interviewer got off of him." 

 
Being a student of physics, he naturally made a connection between this 

research and the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle: the act of observing inevitably 
changes what is being observed.  Although he confessed to having little interest in 
what the researcher did with his words, he was often glad of the opportunity to 
look deeper at his attitudes and beliefs when I would ask for clarification.  Most of 
the time he found the act of talking about his experiences and voicing his opinions 
beneficial to his own process of professional reflection:  
 

Uh... I am coming to find these sessions... somewhat useful for just 

making me articulate and contemplate things that I might not otherwise 

have paid as much attention to -- like therapy.  Partly because of the bond 

and the discussions "out of class," so to speak, that you and I have had, I 
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respect your, uh, philosophy and experience and personal beliefs, so I find 

it interesting… but, uh, you know, this has been partially useful to me, and 

thus, selfishly, I allow it to continue.  (laughs)

As a researcher, I am glad that Derek’s respect and comfort level in speaking with 
me led to such detailed, honest, and insightful discussions.  As a teacher advocate, I am 
glad that he found our interviews useful and broadening.  I hope that all of my 
collaborators were able to get similar benefits from working with me. 
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Chapter 5 – Conclusions and Discussion

The primary purpose of this section is to examine the two research questions:

RQ1 What needs are important to the first-year teacher?

RQ2 In what ways do teachers think their preservice program has prepared them

(or failed to prepare them) to meet these needs?

First, however, in this section I will address the issue of whether or not the novice 

teachers in the study experienced the “reality shock” noted in the literature.  Finally, I 

will make some suggestions for improving teacher education, based upon the ideas and 

experiences of my collaborators.

Was there a “reality shock” for the teachers in the study?

As noted in Chapter 2, the research literature indicates the occurrence of a 

phenomenon called “reality shock” found among beginning teachers.  The “shock” is 

generally thought of as the result of a new teacher’s unrealistic optimism clashing with 

the hard reality of the classroom.  The focus of the reality shock seems to be in matters of 

student discipline and behavior, as evinced by the following statement from one of the 

respondents to a study by Covert, Williams, and Kennedy (1991, p. 9):

… the first year teacher believes that this is going to be a truly enjoyable 

experience, only, in certain circumstances, to be faced with a pack of 

hungry animals.

Many of the authors cited in Chapter 2 blame the reality shock for a number of 

maladies that afflict education, from teachers leaving the profession early, to teachers 

falling back on older, more secure teaching methods as a “survival” measure.  Many also 
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blame preservice teacher education for contributing to the reality shock by failing to give 

new teachers the knowledge and skills to cope with what they will face in the classroom.  

It is reasonable to ask the question in this study:  Did the teachers in the study appear to 

suffer from the reality shock in their initial teaching experiences?

The answer appears to be no, at least not in the usual sense of the reality shock.  

Many of the student teachers in the study reported that they were concerned about student 

behavior headed into their student teaching experience.  They had heard many “horror 

stories” about poorly-behaved or even violent students in the public schools, not only 

from their preservice classes, but also from friends and the popular media.  “Naïve 

optimism” is certainly not a phrase that could describe the expectations of student 

behavior held by most of the student teachers going in to their student teaching 

experiences.  Some mentioned that they were nervous about going into some of the host 

schools because of frightening rumors.  Once they got into their host schools, however, 

many of the student teachers reported being pleasantly surprised by the behavior of most 

of their students.  The reports of drug use, gang activity, and threats of violence did not 

match with what the student teachers experienced in actual classrooms.  Some students 

were still not co-operative, but the incidents reported were mild and usually quickly 

resolved.  The student teachers were clearly relieved.  James happily concluded that the 

bad reputation of his host school was a “load of crap,” a sentiment expressed in kinder 

language by some of his fellows.

The student teachers were not immune to another kind of “reality shock,” 

however.  Many reported being very taken aback by the lack of academic ambition 

displayed by their students.  The only exception was Becky, who was fortunate to find 

herself in charge of honor classes, which attract a more motivated student clientele.  To 

the others, a large number of their students seemed uninterested in their education (and, in 

the eyes of the student teachers, their futures).  This situation baffled many of the student 

teachers, and they found it very discouraging:



277

Lisa:  I just can’t be in a school like that.  I hate to say it, but I can’t… I 

mean, I’ve experienced all sorts of school, but I’ve just never been 

in that environment, where kids just do not care like that.  I’ve just 

never been around it before, so… 

James: I dunno.  (laughs) I didn’t – I expected people to want to learn, I 

thought everybody wanted to learn, and it’s just not the case… It’s 

like I said, it’s a problem getting those kids motivated.  I could see 

how it would wear a teacher down, in that situation, just because 

there are so many kids that don’t want to be there, that are there.

The bewilderment of the student teachers at their pupils’ apathy is perhaps not 

very surprising.  They are, after all, teachers, and most professed a great love of 

knowledge and learning as a reason for entering the profession.  Additionally, they are 

students of science, a discipline notorious for being demanding and rigorous, and for 

requiring a great degree of motivation and interest of its students.  Thus, it is very 

understandable that the student teachers would have a hard time relating to the apathetic 

attitudes of some of their students.  

So it appears that the student teachers were well “inoculated” against traditional 

forms of reality shock by their preservice education.  Aided by word of mouth and the 

popular media, the preservice classes provided the student teachers with ample warning 

about the possibilities of improper or even violent behavior from students.  Most were 

relieved that the warnings were exaggerated.  They were generally not prepared, however, 

for the high levels of student apathy that they encountered.  To be fair, one can 

reasonably wonder exactly how their preservice education could have prepared them to 

confront such stubborn lack of motivation.  The nature of motivation was an important 

topic in their courses on pedagogy, but as Derek pointed out, the discussions were far too 

abstract and theoretical to be useful:
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... it was a topic that was discussed in almost all of the certification classes 

I had, and there was, you know, a tiny bit of general comment of what it is 

and what helps it, and once or twice there were attempts during preservice 

classes to really get into it.  But I really felt... thoroughly ignorant of the 

subject when I was... when all of these efforts were done… And even then 

you could go through a textbook definition and do all the things that it 

says would help intrinsic motivation, and not do a darned thing to actual 

real-world students.

Perhaps the only way to prepare the student teachers to confront ubiquitous 

student apathy is to offer them frequent brief exposures to a variety of actual classrooms, 

as observers and guest teachers.  The student teachers could see examples of student 

apathy in a “safe” – that is, non-evaluative – context, and have the ability to see how 

master teachers try to make science more appealing to students.  They would then have 

the ability to reflect on those experiences and discuss techniques with cohorts, professors, 

and master teachers.  It is clear from their reactions that the student teachers were not 

adequately warned about low student motivation by their few and fleeting classroom 

experiences prior to student teaching.  The first time most of the prospective teachers in 

the study were really in a position to grasp the breadth and depth of student apathy was 

during their student teaching experience, a high pressure situation where they were 

“under the microscope” of intense evaluation.

What are the needs of the student teachers in the study?

How well did their preservice education provide for those needs?

As stated in Chapter 1, this study initially adopted a definition of “need” in line 

with that of Monette (1977) as “a particular skill or body of knowledge relating to the 

task of teaching.”  Surveying the results from Chapter 4, it may seem that this definition 

is slightly restrictive.  The results suggest a broadening of the definition to include 
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attitudes as well as skills and knowledge.  With this expanded definition, we can get a list 

of four such “needs” mentioned by the student teachers:

• A sense of “caring” – Although the student teachers could not agree on exactly 

what “caring” entailed, they all agreed that it was vitally important for teachers to 

be concerned with students’ success.  Just as important was the ability to 

communicate this sense of caring to their students.  Most of the collaborators 

believed that not only does this attitude motivate the teacher to work harder, but if 

students are aware that the teacher cares about their learning, the students might 

be more motivated as well.

• Classroom management skills – The student teachers were also concerned with 

being able to create and maintain a safe and efficient learning environment for all 

students, with a minimum of disruptions.  The approaches varied, from Derek’s 

desire to “work his will” to James’s desire to create an atmosphere of friendly co-

operation, but all of the students were concerned with finding out how to manage 

their classrooms effectively.

• Organizational and time-management skills – All of the student teachers realized 

that teaching is an intense and demanding profession, and most were concerned 

with developing various techniques for preparing lessons and planning all aspects 

of their teaching.  Hand in glove with this concern was the desire to develop 

techniques for managing a resource in very short supply for them: time.

• Science content knowledge – Whether they were looking at the teachers they were 

working with or looking inward, the student teachers acknowledged the 

importance of solid science content knowledge.  They saw it as essential to their 

success in the classroom, a mark of a teacher’s legitimacy in the eyes of 

colleagues and students.
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It is interesting to ponder how well these felt needs synergize with the goals and 

objectives of the education courses that the student teachers took during their preservice 

experience.  Examining the syllabus for one of the courses in the preservice program, the 

“methods” class, we can see that some of the goals for that course match with the felt 

needs of the student teachers that took the course.  Quoting from that syllabus, three of 

these goals were:

• Plan, implement, and / or evaluate for meaningful learning a variety of techniques 

of classroom management and organization, planning instruction, and assessment 

in actual classrooms.

• Plan lessons for meaningful science learning in science skills and attitudes, 

concepts, and generalizations based on a constructivist approach.

• Develop a repertoire of methods and techniques which allow for efficient, flexible 

decision-making for meaningful science learning.

These goals match up well with the student teachers’ felt needs for organizational 

and classroom management skills.  Even the “skill” of a caring attitude could be 

considered an element of this formidable course objective:

• Develop a professional attitude toward teaching science which involves being 

receptive to feedback, reflective thinking, ability to construct meaningful 

questions, continuously formulating and testing hypotheses in science teaching 

situations, and by selecting additional, self-initiated activities leading to more 

effective science teaching.

Given that these course goals synergize so well with the felt needs of the student 

teachers, we can wonder how well their preservice education actually provided for those 

needs.  The first item on their list may be the most frustrating to address, since one can 
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reasonably ask how a preservice education program can be expected to instill a sense of 

caring in prospective teachers.  Indeed, such a sense may be a prerequisite for even 

considering the profession.  Perhaps the most that can be asked of a preservice program is 

to help prospective teachers cultivate that sense of caring, and giving them advice on how 

to properly channel it.  In this respect, the preservice program under study may have 

overstated the risks of teachers “caring too much” or demonstrating their concern in 

improper ways:

Lisa: And it almost made it discouraging, some of the things that he was 
telling us that you just can’t do with students, even though to you it 
may seem harmless….  I mean they give us all these hypothetical 
situations… Well, things actually happened:  situations where coaches 
and teachers caring too much I guess, and allowing students to know 
where they live and things like that, and just horrible things that ended 
up.  Teachers losing their jobs, lawyers and lawsuits, and all sorts of 
things.  So I mean basically they just scared everybody half to death, 
you know. 

 

While the student teachers acknowledged that their preservice instructors were 

trying to teach them classroom management skills, the student teachers made it clear that 

they found little useful in these attempts.  A few acknowledged that they picked up a 

“helpful hint” or two, but in many cases they claimed that even these were simple 

“common sense,” implying that they would have eventually thought of or been told about 

such techniques anyway.  They generally felt that the advice and instruction they were 

being given was not relevant to the situations that they would be facing (or had already 

faced) in the classroom.  Some were critical of the “microteaching” exercises, claiming 

that teaching a “class” comprised of their fellow student teachers to be too unrealistic to 

be useful.  Some had hoped that they could pick up some ideas from their host teachers, 

but they were for the most part disappointed.  This could be one aspect of the perceived 

negligence of many of the host teachers, but it could also be possible that good classroom 
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management is “invisible” to the observer, and hard to describe.  The student teachers 

were nearly unanimous in their opinion that field experience is the most effective venue 

for learning classroom management skills.

Lisa: So, I mean…this past two and a half weeks has been the best 
education about how to deal with students than any of this, like, 
year or so worth of classes I’ve been taking, I think. 

 

Amy: I personally think that they should have had us to teach more than 

one lesson during the observation semester.  Um, I think that was 

great experience, and would have made us a lot less nervous for the 

first week or two during student teaching… I mean I feel, like I 

said earlier, [education classes] helped me some, but I feel that 

actually being in the classroom and teaching is the most important 

thing… Yes, I think experience tops them all.

Joy: That’s the whole thing:  it’s hard to teach someone how to teach.  

It’s just an individualistic thing, and it’s just the kind of thing that 

you’ll learn once you start teaching, you know?

James: I think you just have to get out and experience, and then… just 

have the information… and then incorporate that into your actual 

hands-on experience, and build on certain things that work, discard 

things that don’t work.  Um, just having the resources available I 

think is important, but experience… that’s what you really need.  

And I just didn’t get that from my classes.  They can’t provide you 

with experience.
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Derek: Um, you know, what I have learned from this… from this process 

is that, uh, at least so far there’s no substitute for experience.  None 

of the coursework was as good as the field experience.

By creating a motivation for doing such things as lesson plans, and by providing a 

situation where these organizational tools could be critiqued, the preservice classes 

received qualified praise from the student teachers.  Some credited the intense time 

demands of juggling science content courses, education classes, student teaching, and 

personal matters with forcing them to become disciplined and organized.  A few were 

disappointed that they did not receive more advice from their host teachers, and noted 

that their host teachers confessed to being disorganized themselves!

The student teachers had the most positive things to say about their science 

content courses.  For the most part, they found the courses useful and challenging – so 

much so that their education courses suffered by comparison.  The two correspondents 

with Master’s degrees especially felt well-prepared and secure in their content 

knowledge.  Those pursuing composite teaching certification were less so, but did not 

fault their content courses for their lack of confidence.  

Somewhat conspicuous in its absence from the list of frequently-mentioned needs 

is mention of teaching techniques and pedagogical knowledge.  Such matters seemed to 

not be prominent in the minds of the student teachers.  They seemed more concerned with 

being well-organized and knowledgeable going into the class than they were with what 

they would actually do in class.  Once they got into class, they seemed more interested in 

maintaining order than employing particular teaching techniques.  This seems to parallel 

the findings of Fuller and Bown (1975) that teachers just starting in the classroom are 

more concerned with “survival issues”  than with matters of pedagogy. The student 

teachers in this study gave the impression that they believed if they could just “get 

through” their initial experiences and establish some basic skills in organization and 

classroom management, they could then worry about the esoterica of pedagogy. We can 
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see this phenomenon in Derek’s experiences as he began his first year.  His new school 

had a number of elements that made Derek feel more “safe” than he did at his host school 

during student teaching: reasonably well-behaved students, good facilities, colleagues 

that he could respect, administration that he could work with, and the absence of outside 

agencies evaluating him.  Without so many distractions, and “masters” to satisfy, he 

began to concern himself with exactly what he was going to teach over the semester, how 

he was going to teach it day-by-day, and how he could adapt his teaching to his students.

Additionally, the importance that the student teacher’s attach to “caring” may 

indicate their attitudes toward pedagogy.  They seem to think that being able to “relate to” 

students is more important than being proficient in any particular pedagogical technique.

This may be an indication that some of them consider teaching to be largely 

improvisational, and that the  key is to “know your audience.”

Amy: You never know what’s going on behind doors, and I think you 

need to be able to relate to each individual… if they have to work, 

y’know eight hours after school, you need to be able to relate to 

their situation, y’know and not just get on them constantly. 

James: I think you have to convince the kids that, uh, you’re there to help 

them, you’re not just there to get a paycheck.  You’re there to help 

them succeed in school.

Joy: I mean, you wanna, you know, have… you know, your students 

obviously think that you care about them, and have, like, 

expectations for them, I think.  You know, it definitely helps out 

their motivations…
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Lisa: I just… I’m not able to understand why they just feel like there’s 
no future … I’m finding it really hard to relate to them right now.  
Really hard. 

 

The fact that the students spent little time talking about pedagogical techniques 

may also be an indicator of the failure of their preservice classes to connect pedagogical 

theory to classroom practice.  James’s preservice teachers may be very frustrated to read 

his expressed desires:

I really wish we could have had more with the teaching… how to actually 

teach…  I think if we had more classwork like that, you know, actually… 

“You should try this experiment for this,” you know.  I… That really 

would have been helpful.

James’s teachers may contend that they were trying to do exactly that.  However, 

he (and many of his cohorts) could not see the connection between what they were being 

told about learning, and what they could do in the classroom.  They may have little regard 

for pedagogical techniques and educational theory because they feel it was presented to 

them without context and in a superficial manner.

Amy: I guess sometimes… class would just be boring.  I mean, it’s just 

like we already, don’t you think we already know this?  We’re 

grown! You know?

Joy: I mean, I’m sure the courses helped me prepare in some ways, 

but… you know, not that much because it wasn’t, like, that 

experience-oriented.  It was more like a lot of talking and just… 

you know, doing these little assignments here and there that, you 

know, you really have no connection with, in your mind, to any, 

like, experiences that you’re having, you know?  So since you’re 
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not making any of those connections – it’s just in one ear and out 

the other – you have nothing to, like, you know, apply it to.  So it’s 

just… that’s why, like, people think it’s a waste of time.

Derek: But, uh… but, uh, the ideal being that we read and talked about 

some theoretical, you know, models, and general approaches to 

classroom management, but it was very vague and sort of unreal, 

and more or less theoretical.  Or at least that’s how it came across.  

And I found that when I was in a situation, I did not have 

ammunition or training in how to effectively, you know, work my 

will.  How to have the outcome be positive.

Becky: Um, in education there weren’t even any real tests or anything, 

(laughs) I mean, your test was how well you did in the classroom, 

obviously, but I don’t think that that was one of the things that was 

even really stressed in the classes, so I dunno…

With possible exception of the emphasis on a caring attitude, the preceding list of 

skills and bodies of knowledge offers nothing particularly new; other investigators have 

identified these needs (Baird & Rowsey, 1989; Covert, et al, 1991; Thomas & Kiley,

1994; Adams & Krockover, 1997; Freiburg, 2002).  Simply presenting a list of needs also 

offers little insight into how preservice education can be improved.  Looking at the 

preservice experience through the eyes of these novice teachers can allow us to probe 

deeper than the original research questions might permit.  A possibly more useful 

question than the original one posed is: What do student teachers need from their 

preservice education in order to succeed in the classroom?  Listening to what worked and 

what did not work for the student teachers in the study reveals six of these practical 

needs:
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1. Student teachers need solid content knowledge that is focused on the 

knowledge they will be conveying in the classroom.  University-level science 

courses, especially at the upper levels, tend to be focused on specific topics, and 

those topics may be so advanced that there is no time to address them in a 

secondary science classroom.  So secondary school teachers may find themselves 

in the position of having to teach material that was only lightly touched-on in their 

freshman-level survey courses, while the advanced material discussed in their 

junior and senior year classes may be mentioned near the end of the secondary 

school year, if at all.  The situation is even worse for prospective teachers who 

come to teaching late in their university careers, and seek a composite teaching 

certification.  These teachers may not have had any exposure to some of the 

material that they will be expected to teach.  Closer coordination between the 

university curriculum and the secondary curriculum (which does not need to 

constitute a “dumbing down” of the university curriculum) will better equip new 

teachers and increase their confidence.

2. Student teachers need knowledge of educational theory geared to their needs 

as classroom teachers.  One of the most fre quent complaints logged by the 

student teachers was that the material in their education classes had little apparent 

connection to what they were experiencing in the classroom. Those connections 

which they were able to make were perceived as being so simple and obvious that 

many of the student teachers dismissed them as “common sense.”  Certainly their 

professors would argue that profound connections do, in fact, exist between 

educational theory and classroom experience, but it is clear that many if not most 

of those connections were not evident to the student teachers.  It seems that more 

of Korthagen and Kessels’ (1999) phronesis (theory relevant to a particular 

context) should be folded into the preservice curriculum.  More integration 

between the theory taught in the university classroom and the situations 

encountered in the secondary classroom is needed, to assist prospective teachers 

in seeing the connections between theory and practice.
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Derek: But I think that… I get a strong sensation – and this is shared by 

others – that the textbook writers and the professors are in “La-La-

Land” and they haven’t done it in awhile.  Um, they don’t have 

that same… they don’t impress me as being cognizant of the 

realities of the classroom, or having reconciled what they’re saying 

to what they did or what they saw.

Becky: And it seems to me like it would be very easy for them to come up 

with ideas to just take the theory and apply it and give us practical 

stuff using this theory, you know?

3. Student teachers need extensive and varied field experiences.  Another major 

point of agreement between the student teachers in this study was the need for 

more field experiences.  Exercises like “microteaching” to cohorts and all-too-

brief classroom observations seemed like poor substitutes to the correspondents, 

who cited their actual classroom experience as one of the few things they found 

helpful.  An extended program of field experiences that places prospective 

teachers in a wide variety of situations, with a gradually increasing workload and 

level of responsibility will assist student teachers in “growing into” their teaching.  

We can see in Becky’s story the benefits of such a system of gradually increased 

responsibility, as it certainly helped her make the transition.  Expanding 

opportunities for actual classroom experience can also assist in integrating theory 

with practice, where it will provide a context which will make theory more 

relevant, and give student teachers more opportunity to practice what they are 

learning.

Derek: So that could have – my preservice experience is very important to 

my preservice coursework.  I would be more able to confront, 

discuss and ask the professors – among other things, in classroom 
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management.  I would be able to more intelligently discuss with 

them the material they were trying to present, and maybe get some 

value of it if I’d had more real experience earlier on in the process.

Derek: I don't think the "seed" idea is realistic because you have so little 

experience teaching during and before your preservice that the 

theory is just going to be meaningless, just meaningless for the 

most part.  Being a student and being a teacher are totally different, 

just night and day, so you can't step up...  You know, you can't 

relate the theory enough to your own experience for it to be useful 

or meaningful or stick, in my opinion.

4. Student teachers need opportunities to reflect on their experiences in the 

classroom and relate those experiences to what they have learned.  Just 

increasing the amount of classroom experience will not be enough.  Teaching is a 

high-pressure situation, especially for a student teacher, and expecting novice 

teachers to reflect on what they are doing in the classroom as they are doing it is 

unreasonable.  Critical reflection is a skill that requires time and practice to 

develop, and student teachers need to have time set aside for them to reflect on 

their experiences, both alone and with colleagues.  Many times the student 

teachers mentioned that the discussions that they had with their cohort members 

were very productive and affirming, even more so than their theory classes:

Joy: I think that [Professor’s] class would have been just as useful if we 

would have just gotten together for about an hour, and talked about 

our experiences, and what was going on.  You know, just as much 

as… you know, doing like all these assignments and things that, 

like, you just don’t really care about, and want to put much effort.  
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James: Actually, I learned more from my other… the other future teachers 

than I did from any of the classes, so that was kind of valuable.  

But other sources… the classes themselves weren’t that real 

helpful, but the interaction with other students were… was helpful.

Becky: On a scale of 1 to 10, I’d say like a 2.  Well, the only reason it gets 

a 2 is because I think that I got… I did get some valuable 

information from the fellow student teachers.  But in general I feel 

like I got… pretty much nothing from my education classes that’s 

going to help me in teaching.

Derek: I mean, just the common sense I get from talking to other people 
around here is worth more than the class notes and the tests and the 
reading assignments.  Certainly the textbook reading assignments 
were trash:  oversimplified, um, drivel. 

 

During their student teaching, the only formal opportunity that the correspondents 

had to reflect and discuss with their fellows occurred during the “methods class,” 

held on a weeknight, when the student teachers were worn out from a long day 

teaching.  While the experiences may have been fresh, their energy levels were 

too low for the discussions sessions to be efficient.  Additionally, many of the 

student teachers complained that some of their fellows would use the discussion 

sessions to relate personal tales of woe that had little connection to pedagogy.  

The student teachers needed opportunities to discuss and reflect with peers in a 

relaxed and safe atmosphere, unrushed and with adequate energy.  Conscientious 

facilitation by the supervising professor is absolutely essential, to keep the 

discussion focused on professional concerns.  Providing more opportunities for 

discussion could be very valuable in helping the student teachers engage in 

productive reflection which might help them forge better links between theory and 

practice.
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5. Student teachers need dedicated, involved mentors.  Perhaps the most striking 

result of this research is that only one of the student teachers in this survey had 

what could be interpreted as a positive experience with their cooperating host 

teacher. Most felt neglected at best, exploited at worst.  While the task of 

mentoring should result in more work for the host teacher, some of the student 

teachers expressed concern that they were being used to reduce the workload of 

their host teachers.  Even in instances where student teachers said that they 

enjoyed the “freedom” that their host teachers afforded them, one can see the 

tinge of feelings of neglect in their words.  They received little in the way of 

useful advice and feedback from their supposed mentors, either because the host 

teachers could not articulate such advice or feedback, or because they were not 

interested.  Amazingly, in a few instances the student teachers believed that their 

host teacher was undermining their efforts at classroom discipline or introducing 

new teaching techniques.  

Lisa: She’s a great woman, but I don’t think she’s very supportive.  I 
don’t feel like she’s even listening to me half the time when I say 
things.  I feel like she’s kind of reading something, and she’ll look 
up and go, “oh, what did you say?”  It’s just hard, that I don’t feel 
like she’s really there, or she’s really…paying attention… I mean, 
she has a right to leave, but I feel like she kind of leaves, and I can 
tell other teachers, kinda like, “She wasn’t there today?”  You 
know you can kind of tell that something’s not right, a little like 
that, so… But I think she’s great… I guess the fact that I’ve gotten 
to do what I want to do is maybe a good thing.  So that’s benefited 
me a lot. 

 
Amy: Well, I should just say overall my host teacher is one of the best 

host teachers that any student teacher could have.  However, 
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(laughs) I feel I was worked to death, and I almost had like 5 or 6 

nervous breakdowns because of the workload she placed on me.  I 

don’t know, because… my personality is “Oh sure!  No problem!  I 

can handle it!”  And I never ever let it out to where, you know, 

“That’s too much.  Slow down.” I called my Dad and I said, “I 

can’t take it anymore.  It’s just… It’s just…She’s just… I feel I’m 

being… I feel like I’m a slave.”  I really did.

Joy: Uhhh, he’s given me a lot of anxiety over, like, leaving me alone a 

lot.  Even after I was supposed to be done, like with my teaching, 

and my total teach, and things, he still, like, wouldn’t come to 

class, or say, “oh, I have to go do this.”  Run errands, and not come 

back… Kind of deserting me a lot.

Derek: Why can’t they get me out of here?  This guy is so demonstrably horrible 

that if anybody saw him, they’d be hard put not to kill him, never mind 

leave me here.  I feel like it’s been a big waste of my time.  It’s been 

frustrating.  Um, I’m angry that I wasn’t replaced…

Becky: I felt like it made life way more stressful than it should have been.  

And the kids were mad at me because she wasn’t there and I was 

having to turn all these grades in…  I mean, the cooperating 

teachers could have been better, but it wasn’t a big disaster by any 

means.  I mean, I didn’t leave saying, “God, I never want to teach 

again.”  Which was, I think, the response of some of my other 

fellow student teachers; so it certainly could have been worse.

Derek, who arguably faced the “perfect storm” of an unproductive host teacher 

assignment, went so far as to request a change in his assignment, to no avail.  It 

seems that these host teachers either did not appreciate or did not care about the 
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tremendous responsibility that mentoring a new teacher involves.  An increased 

effort to recruit dedicated host teachers, to articulate more clearly what is expected 

of them, and to monitor their performance as closely as the student teachers are 

monitored, is needed to insure that high quality mentors are provided to new 

teachers.  Or, as Lisa put it:

These [host] teachers need to know that having a student teacher does not 

give them permission to take a two-month vacation.

6. Student teachers need guidance and feedback from people who are not in a 

position to evaluate them.  Reading the stories of the dysfunctional relationships 

that most of the student teachers had with their host teachers, one is moved to 

wonder why more of them did not complain. None of the correspondents except 

Derek mentioned making a formal complaint about what was happening – or not 

happening – with their host teachers, and the reflective “journal entries” e-mailed 

to the university supervisor had little mention of problems.  Even someone with as 

strong a personality as Derek, who did lodge complaints about his placement and 

asked to be removed, gave up when his request was denied.  Why would the 

student teachers “suffer in silence” if their experiences were so bad?  Perhaps the 

answer can be found in the fact that while by and large the student teachers 

seemingly did not feel comfortable discussing their host teacher difficulties with 

their university professor, the professor’s graduate assistant, or the host teacher, 

they had no problem discussing it with a disinterested “third party,” namely 

myself. Almost everyone who was in a position to provide feedback to the 

student teachers, and to act as a sounding board for their problems, was also in a 

position to evaluate them.  It is possible that the student teachers did not want to 

seem weak or incompetent, or to be perceived as complainers or troublemakers by 

people who could make or break their careers as teachers.  I made it very clear to 

the correspondents at the very beginning of the project that I was not connected 

with the teacher education program in any way, and that my opinions and 
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commentary would have no influence on their ability to become certified as a 

teacher.  It is possible that my status as a fellow teacher who was not in authority 

over them made them more able to confide in me.  Although Fuller and Bown 

(1977) contend that teachers are “loathe to report their feelings,” I found my 

correspondents to be open, candid, and in some cases brutally honest in their 

expressions of their feelings, for which I am quite grateful.  I can only ascribe this 

level of trust to my status as an “outsider” that the student teachers did not have to 

impress.  This is a strong indication that mentoring for new and prospective 

teachers absolutely needs to be non-evaluative, so that the new teachers can feel 

safe in being open and honest about their difficulties.

Suggestions for improving teacher education

This report concludes with a number of suggestions for improving teacher 

education, based on the experiences and observations of the student teachers in the study.  

In many cases, they affirm steps already taken in some current programs, and all 

preservice programs would do well to implement them, to better meet the needs of 

prospective teachers.

1. Perhaps the most important improvement that many preservice programs 

can make is to incorporate more field experiences into the preservice curriculum.

By way of analogy, imagine a college-level physics class structured as follows.  The first 

12 weeks of the class consists almost exclusively of lectures about concepts and physics 

theory.  Only a handful of demonstrations and computer simulations are used, and 

minimal problem solving is done.  For those first dozen weeks, students never lay hands 

upon physics equipment, although they may hear about experiments or see 

demonstrations.  The remaining weeks are spent almost exclusively in laboratory 

activities and problem solving, with little to no guidance from the professor who had been 

teaching the theory.  A teaching assistant is supposed to help the student with the 

experiment, but in some (perhaps most) cases, the assistant is too occupied with his or her 
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own work to help the students, or expresses contempt for the theories taught earlier in the 

semester, or has also been unable to connect the theory with the experiments.  Students 

are evaluated separately on the theory and application.

No one would seriously suggest teaching a physics class – or any laboratory 

science class – in such a manner.  And yet the scheme laid out above is similar to the way 

that many teacher training programs are laid out.  For many semesters, prospective 

teachers are shown a kaleidoscope of educational theories, with little mention of concrete 

ways that these theories can be applied in a classroom.  They engage in a few 

“microteaching” exercises, with their fellow student teachers playing the part of pupils, 

and do a classroom observation or two.  However, they do not perform serious 

application of the theory they have learned – classroom teaching – until their very last 

semester, in a 40-day whirlwind of activity.  The people who tried to teach them 

educational theory are not usually the people charged with helping them apply it, and 

occasionally those helpers are not terribly helpful.  The system certainly seemed absurd to 

Derek:

So with student teachers, you teach them everything, then you give them 

three months, and then they’re ready?  What?  Or three months, ten – fifty 

days, ten weeks, fifty days is the requirement.  And of course it works out 

to 12 or 13 weeks, with the realities of schedule and all.  But, you know, 

it's just... it was just pretty silly to have a semester of classroom 

management, and then that semester ends, and then you have a couple of 

weeks of "issues in schooling" –  whatever the hell that means – then three 

months of student teaching, and then what?  

It is almost axiomatic that in order for science classes to be effective, instruction 

in theory needs to be presented side-by-side with discovery-oriented experiments.  

Science students need to “be scientists,” to experience the phenomena that they are being 

told about, in order to make the explanations of those phenomena more real to them.  It 
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should be similarly axiomatic that in order to be effective, teacher education programs 

need extensive field experiences made up of authentic classroom instruction, where 

student teachers can “be teachers.”  Contrived simulations like traditional 

“microteaching” are ineffective substitutes for real field experiences, since there is no 

way that a group of fellow student teachers can successfully simulate the reactions, 

requests and behaviors of a classroom of adolescents.  Even if they possessed the 

requisite “acting” ability, they would be unlikely to make things too difficult for the 

“microteacher,” or give highly critical feedback, since they would not want to offend or 

hurt the feelings of one of their peers.  A microteaching process similar to the one 

described by L’Anson, et al. (2003), with a small group of real secondary school students 

as the student teacher’s “audience,” would present a more authentic experience.  It is also 

vitally important that field experiences be spread out over many semesters, and that they 

are integrated with courses in educational theory, so that student teachers may more 

readily see the connections between theory and application.  As noted by some of the 

researchers in Chapter 2 (Stover, 1990; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Taylor, 2000), science 

teacher educators need to “practice what they preach” in preservice education.

The UTeach Program at The University of Texas at Austin, described in Chapter 

2, has as one of its hallmarks the incorporation of extensive field experiences into teacher 

education.  As noted earlier, prospective teachers in the program are working in actual 

classrooms almost from the very start.  Over the semesters, as the prospective teachers 

take courses in pedagogy and science content, they get many opportunities to hone their 

skills and knowledge in classroom settings at all levels of pre-college education.  The 

program is designed so that by the time formal “student teaching” begins and the 

prospective teacher is fully responsible for a class, the classroom is no longer an 

unfamiliar place.  While no formal research about the UTeach program has yet been 

published, personal communications with program directors and participants have 

revealed that graduates were in general well-pleased with the many field opportunities 

they were given.  The program at Towson University described by Haines (2002) also 

follows this philosophy of gradually integrating student teachers into the classroom, with 
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extensive expert supervision and opportunities for reflection and discussion.  These 

programs provide excellent models of productive field experiences.

2. Preservice education programs need to pursue greater integration between 

all elements of the programs.  Under no circumstances should the results of this 

research be interpreted as evidence that educational theory should be eliminated from the 

preservice curriculum.  While it is true that the student teachers interviewed in this study 

often contended that their theory classes were a “waste of time,” the interviews also gave 

insight into why they felt that way.  The student teachers did not feel that their classes 

were less than useful because of the subject matter; rather it was because the subject 

matter was largely presented in a manner that was disconnected from the reality 

experienced in the field. Naturally, these field experiences cannot occur in a vacuum

either.  

Preservice science education can be envisioned as a triad consisting of field 

experiences, courses in pedagogical theory, and courses in science content.  From the 

comments of the student teachers in this study, these three elements were too isolated and 

independent for the preservice program studied to be effective and valuable.  Clearly, 

more integration is needed between the elements of the triad.  

Figure 3 illustrates one way that this integration can be visualized.  Field 

experiences provide opportunities to implement elements of pedagogical theory, and 

provide a medium for reflecting on those theories.  In turn, courses in the theory of 

teaching and learning need to be focused on providing students with specific, concrete 

strategies for the classroom situations that student teachers will be encountering (the 

phronesis of Korthagen and Kessels, 1999), so that they can try out these strategies in 

their field experiences.  Courses in pedagogy also need to make more of an effort to 

address the possibility that different subjects require different teaching strategies; this is 

especially true of science classes, which typically have a laboratory component that other 

disciplines do not have.  Thus, education courses need to focus specifically on concrete 
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methods for teaching the subject matter teachers will be called on to convey in their 

classrooms.  In turn, science content courses need to be structured so as to model sound, 

cutting-edge pedagogy, so that when teachers “teach as they were taught,” they will be 

equipped to do so in an effective manner.  Finally, field experiences need to be integrated 

with science content courses, so that prospective teachers can learn the science content 

that they will be expected to teach in the field.  Such integration is no doubt a difficult 

prospect, with the hardest sell probably being to those teaching science content at the 

university level, who may be as cynical about education research as Derek was.  

However, unless concerted efforts are made to forge strong links between the three 

elements of the preservice triad, it will be difficult for prospective teachers to make 

connections between theory and application, just as it would be for science students in a 

class where conceptual lectures and laboratory experiences are not integrated.

3. The effectiveness of field experiences (and indeed all three elements of the 

triad) could be greatly enhanced by extended opportunities for prospective teachers 

to reflect on their experiences and discuss teaching with their peers.  Over and over 

the teachers in this study sang the praises of two elements of their preservice education: 

field experiences and discussions with peers.  Not only do such discussions provide 

catharsis and affirmation, but they also provide student teachers with opportunities for 

critical reflection in a safe environment where they can collaborate with their peers.  The 

process would be very similar to the “critical friends groups” described by Bambino 

(2002): a conference of equals in an atmosphere of peer mentoring.  In such a situation, 

university education professors could play the dual roles of facilitators (to keep 

discussions safe, focused, and productive) and experts (to provide needed information, 

ideas, and insight).  However, it is vital that discussions be focused on the student 

teachers, and driven by them.

It is also vital that a considerable amount of time be set aside for reflection and 

discussion.  Such time cannot be viewed as “unproductive” in the face of the effusive 

praise of the student teachers in this study.  A system similar to that employed by 
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Grankvist (1996) could be the optimal solution: one day a week devoted to guided 

planning, three days in the classroom, and one day devoted to guided reflection, 

discussion, and critique.  While some may object to “losing” two days of classroom 

experience each week, the time spent in planning and reflecting can also be instructive 

and productive, with proper guidance by supervising professors and dedicated host 

teachers.  Even sacrificing a half-day of classroom time per week to have a period of 

reflection and discussion could pay great dividends.  

4. Finally, it is essential that some degree of the mentoring and guidance

provided to prospective teachers be non-evaluative.  The mentoring studies cited in 

Chapter 2 – especially Abell, et al. (1995) – maintain that the most effective teacher 

mentoring takes place when the mentor is not in a position to evaluate the novice teacher.  

The reasons why can be seen in the openness of the correspondents in this study to 

sharing their experiences and feelings with me.  I was not in authority over them, and thus 

not a “threat” to their career plans.  They shared experiences and problems with me that 

they did not share with the supervising professor, the graduate student assistant, or their 

host teacher.  Since all three of these individuals could cut short their future plans with a 

bad evaluation, the student teachers were very guarded around them.  This diminished 

their effectiveness as mentors.  It should be no surprise that so many of the student 

teachers praised their cohort members, family members, or other teachers as being 

helpful; such people were not in a position to evaluate their performance.  To increase the 

effectiveness of preservice education, there needs to be less emphasis on evaluating 

student teachers, and more emphasis on assisting them.  While some degree of evaluation 

is naturally needed, perhaps the host teacher could be relieved of evaluative duties, a 

strategy which would admittedly require a higher degree of involvement from university 

instructors.  Alternatively, a fourth individual could be brought into the process to serve 

only as a mentor, sounding board, and guide.

As seen in Chapter 2, many of the proposed improvements that have grown out of 

this research project are already being implemented in programs considered on the 
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“cutting edge” of teacher education.  But more change is needed, if the massive criticisms 

leveled against preservice education are to fade away.  

Suggestions for future research

Hopefully, the results of this research project will provide fuel for the fires of 

reform, by showing the felt needs of preservice teachers in their words and through their 

eyes.  Just as hopefully, this project will also inspire future qualitative research into the 

“lived reality” of teachers.  Below are some possible avenues of research that could be 

pursued in the future:

• The current study is limited by its time frame, following most of the 

prospective teachers only through their student teaching semester, and 

only following one as far as the end of the first year.  Yet the research 

reveals that the needs and attitudes of teachers continue to evolve for their 

entire careers.  It would be very interesting to follow a group of teachers 

over a longer period of time, from student teaching to around their fifth or 

sixth year of teaching and even beyond, to see how they view their 

preservice education with the perspective of experience.  Such a project 

would be challenging, but could provide very worthwhile longitudinal 

information.

• One of the more surprising results of this study was the array of bad 

(occasionally even traumatic) experiences that all but one of the 

prospective teachers had with their cooperating host teachers during their 

student teaching period.  Every story has at least two sides, however, and 

it would be an interesting avenue of study to get the host teachers’ side of 

the student teaching experience.  A parallel study of student teachers and 

their host teachers, with interviews of both parties and perhaps even 

classroom observation of mentoring interactions, would shed some light 
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on this very complex relationship.  University education professors could 

also be included in such a study, to flesh out the mentoring relationship 

even more.

• Limiting the current study to only six participants admittedly limits its 

transferability to other situations and programs.  While the information 

gleaned probes very deeply, the focus is narrow.  It would be interesting to 

see if a broader spectrum of data could be gathered about the experiences 

of novice teachers, even if that broadening of participants must perforce 

result in a more shallow understanding.  Perhaps a questionnaire, similar 

to the “critical incident surveys” of Brookfield (1986, 1995), could be 

given to a large number of new teachers, to discover certain aspects of 

their experiences in a less time-intensive manner than an interview.  Even 

more comprehensively, teachers at all level of experience could be 

surveyed, to gain insight into how teachers’ opinions of their preservice 

education evolves with time and experience.

• As noted in the literature, there are a number of innovative teacher 

education programs that have developed in recent years.  Such programs 

have been focusing on providing more field experiences, more 

opportunities to reflect on experiences, and more effort to integrate various 

elements of the program.  It would be interesting to perform a study 

similar to this one with student teachers in such a program, to see if the 

novices’ experiences and attitudes are any different in the different 

program.  

• It would also be interesting, once enough data is available, to see if the 

graduates of new programs that incorporate some of the suggestions that 

arise from this research and projects like it are any more successful than 

graduates of traditional programs.  A number of measures of success could 
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be employed: retention in the profession, job satisfaction, development of 

skills and attitudes, student performance, and so on.

More information is needed about the lives and experiences of novice teachers, if 

attempts to improve teacher preparation are to have hope of success.  It will not be easy 

to change preservice education for the better, nor will it be cheap, but few worthwhile 

enterprises are easy or cheap.  As a conclusion, below is an admonition from the quotable 

Derek:

Now maybe that'll cost a lot of money, but let's put it this way:  the current 

system isn't cheap, and it is wasting everybody's time, in my ever so 

humble opinion.
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APPENDIX A

Cover Letter: Perceived needs of beginning secondary school science teachers and 
their perceptions of preparation by preservice education

Dear Future Teacher,
My name is Jim Heath, and I am a student pursuing a doctoral degree in Science Education at the 

University of Texas at Austin.  For my dissertation I am doing a study of the needs of beginning science 
teachers, and how well preservice education prepares beginning teachers to meet these needs.  Since 
preservice education students such as yourself are about to become true experts about these needs, I want 
to go directly to you for answers to these questions.  I hope that all of your "methods class" classmates will 
work with me on this voluntary project.

I will combine the information you provide with a larger-scale survey of science teachers all over 
Texas to try and get a coherent picture of what skills and information are important to a first-year 
secondary science teacher, as well as an idea of how good a job preservice education is doing at supplying 
these skills and knowledge.  This information can then be used to inform science teacher education with 
data straight from the mouths of teachers and future teachers, to better prepare science teachers for the 
often-difficult task of the first year.  This in turn can help improve science teaching in general and reduce 
beginning teacher "burnout."  I also hope that you will personally benefit from a chance to reflect on your 
preservice education.

I would like for you to keep a reflective journal during your time in the methods class, recording 
specific incidents from the class, and your thoughts and feelings about the process.  During the methods 
class, I would like to meet with everyone in the class for two "brainstorming" sessions.  During the 
sessions, we will discuss things that happened during the methods class, and your expectations for student 
teaching and full-time teaching.  We'll do a first-look analysis of these data as well and see what major 
"themes" emerge.  This brainstorming will guide the rest of my research process, so it's a very important 
step that I think you can contribute greatly to.

This process is intended to be anonymous.  I want your reflective journals to be submitted 
anonymously, and you will be known to me by a pseudonym during the brainstorming process.  Because of 
these concerns with anonymity, I do not anticipate any sort of risk to you as a result of this project, or any 
discomfort aside from an expenditure of time.  Your participation (or non-participation) in this project will 
not affect your grade in the methods class, nor any other relationship with the University.  The benefits to 
science education, however, could be great.  Participation in this survey is entirely voluntary.  You may 
withdraw from the project at any time, for any reason, and I will honor any request not to use the data that 
you have personally generated.  Please keep this cover letter for your records.  If you would like a copy of 
the results of analysis, please give contact me at the phone number or electronic mail address below, or 
send a post card to the address on the return envelope.

  I aspire to be a teacher educator myself, so the issues involved in this project is very important to 
me.  I know your time is valuable, but I hope you will take some of that time to register your personal 
experiences. If you have any questions about this project, please do not hesitate to contact me by phone 
(512) 339-1811 or via e-mail at jimheath@mail.utexas.edu.  You may also contact my dissertation 
supervisor, Professor James P. Barufaldi, Ph.D., at (512) 471-7354 or via e-mail at 
jamesb@mail.utexas.edu.  Thank you for your consideration.

Yours Sincerely,

James E. Heath, jr.

Cover letter for first part of small group study
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APPENDIX B

Cover Letter: Perceived needs of beginning secondary school science teachers and 
their perceptions of preparation by preservice education

Dear Future Teacher,
My name is Jim Heath, and I am a student pursuing a doctoral degree in Science Education at the 

University of Texas at Austin.  For my dissertation I am doing a study of the needs of beginning science 
teachers, and how well preservice education prepares beginning teachers to meet these needs.  Since 
preservice education students such as yourself are about to become true experts about these needs, I want 
to go directly to you for answers to these questions.  I hope that many of your fellow student teachers will 
work with me on this voluntary project.

The data from this project can be used to inform science teacher education with data straight from 
the mouths of teachers and future teachers, to better prepare science teachers for the often-difficult task of 
the first year.  This in turn can help improve science teaching in general and reduce beginning teacher 
"burnout."  I also hope that you will personally benefit from a chance to reflect on your student teaching.

I would like for you to continue to keep a reflective journal during your time as a student teacher, 
recording specific incidents, and your thoughts and feelings about the experience.  I would also like to do 
two one-on-one interviews with each of you, at the beginning and the end of your student teaching.  The 
interviews should take no longer than an hour, and will deal with incidents during student teaching, and 
your thoughts on preservice education.  In the middle of student teaching, I would also like to have another 
group meeting like the one we will have at the end of the methods class.  During this session, we will 
discuss things that happened during student teaching, your reflections on preservice education, and your 
expectations for full-time teaching.  We'll do a first-look analysis of these data as well and see what major 
"themes" emerge.  In summary, what I ask of you are two one-hour interviews, an afternoon group session, 
and a reflective journal.

This process is intended to be anonymous.  I want your reflective journals to be submitted 
anonymously, and you will be known to me by a pseudonym during the brainstorming process and the 
interviews.  Interviews will be audio taped; the tapes will be kept in a locked cabinet prior to transcription, 
and erased immediately afterward.  Because of these concerns with anonymity, I do not anticipate any sort 
of risk to you as a result of this project, or any discomfort aside from an expenditure of time.  Your 
participation (or non-participation) in this project will not affect your grade in any class, nor any other 
relationship with the University.  The benefits to science education, however, could be great.  Participation 
in this survey is entirely voluntary.  You may withdraw from the project at any time, for any reason, and I 
will honor any request not to use the data that you have personally generated.  Please keep this cover letter 
for your records.  If you would like a copy of the results of analysis, please contact me at the phone number 
or electronic mail address below, or send a post card to the address on the return envelope.

  I know your time is valuable, but I hope you will take some of that time to register your personal 
experiences. If you have any questions about this project, please do not hesitate to contact me by phone 
(512) 339-1811 or via e-mail at jimheath@mail.utexas.edu.  You may also contact my dissertation 
supervisor, Professor James P. Barufaldi, Ph.D., at (512) 471-7354 or via e-mail at 
jamesb@mail.utexas.edu.  Thank you for your help.

Yours Sincerely,

James E. Heath, jr.

Cover letter for second part of small group study
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APPENDIX C

Cover Letter: Perceived needs of beginning secondary school science teachers 
and their perceptions of preparation by preservice education

Dear Teacher,
My name is Jim Heath, and I am a student pursuing a doctoral degree in Science 

Education at the University of Texas at Austin.  For my dissertation I am doing a study of the 
needs of beginning science teachers, and how well preservice education prepares beginning 
teachers to meet these needs.  Since as a new science teacher you are about to become a true 
expert about these needs, I want to go directly to you for answers to these questions.

The information you provide will be combined with information from many other 
sources.  The data from this project can be used to inform science teacher education with data 
straight from the mouths of teachers and future teachers, to better prepare science teachers for 
the often-difficult task of the first year.  This in turn can help improve science teaching in 
general and reduce beginning teacher "burnout."  I also hope that you will personally benefit 
from a chance to reflect on your teaching.

I would like for you to continue to keep a reflective journal during your time as a first-
year teacher, recording specific incidents, and your thoughts and feelings about the process.  I 
would also like to do a series of one-on-one interviews, about once a month, with you.  The 
interviews should take no longer than an hour and a half, and will deal with incidents during 
teaching, and your thoughts on preservice education.  I would also like to come in and observe 
your classes, about once every three weeks.  I will also be available to you any time to talk about 
teaching.

This process is intended to be anonymous.  I want your reflective journals to be 
submitted anonymously, and you will be known to me by a pseudonym during the interviews.  
Interviews will be audio taped; the tapes will be kept in a locked cabinet prior to transcription, 
and erased immediately afterward.  Because of these concerns with anonymity, I do not 
anticipate any sort of risk to you as a result of this project, or any discomfort aside from an 
expenditure of time.  The benefits to science education, however, could be great.  Your 
participation (or non-participation) in this project will not affect your relationship with the 
University of Texas in any way.  Participation in this survey is entirely voluntary.  You may 
withdraw from the project at any time, for any reason, and I will honor any request not to use the 
data that you have personally generated.  Please keep this cover letter for your records.  If you 
would like a copy of the results of analysis, please contact me at the phone number or electronic 
mail address below, or send a post card to the address on the return envelope.

  I know your time is valuable, but I hope you will take some of that time to register your 
personal experiences. If you have any questions about this project, please do not hesitate to 
contact me by phone (512) 339-1811 or via e-mail at jimheath@mail.utexas.edu.  You may also 
contact my dissertation supervisor, Professor James P. Barufaldi, Ph.D., at (512) 471-7354 or via 
e-mail at jamesb@mail.utexas.edu.  Thank you for your consideration.

Yours Sincerely,

James E. Heath, jr.

Cover letter for focused qualitative study 
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APPENDIX D

Person as Instrument Statement

James E. Heath, jr.

As a researcher, I firmly believe that when doing research with human beings, a 

researcher should have the best interests of the “researchees” at heart.  While this may seem 

axiomatic, I think it is important to go beyond “do no harm,” and actually aggressively pursue 

the betterment of the lives of research participants.  The “subjects” are providing their time, 

energy, and emotion, and the researcher should work to make that sacrifice worthwhile.  I also 

believe that research that does not inform practice is not a prudent use of anyone’s time.  Again, 

this may seem axiomatic, but when people give of themselves so that you can “study” them, 

pursuing knowledge primarily for its own sake is neither particularly ethical nor moral.  To my 

mind, the primary goal of education research should be the direct improvement of education, and 

research should always result in practical, concrete suggestions to improve practice.  I believe 

that much of the cynicism that I encounter from practicing teachers regarding educational 

research is a reaction to researchers downplaying or even forgetting this simple maxim.  This 

cynicism, if allowed to grow, can only hurt educational research by draining the pool of potential 

teacher collaborators willing to provide information.  This is one reason why I feel it is in the 

best interest of education research to focus on helping teachers in the field.  I believe that the 

words of Fuller and Bown (1975) should be engraved on the side of every Education Department 

building in Academia:

Researchers tend to discover unflattering things about teachers… No 
wonder research has little impact on the teacher.  She finds it both useless 
and alien…  All in all, teachers do not feel much helped by research and 
researchers.  The research base, an ever-present help in time of need for 
other professions, is not the teacher’s friend. 

I am also an unabashed teacher advocate.  I believe that teaching is a noble profession 

and an extraordinarily different job, and that teachers need all the assistance that we researchers 

can give.  I am consistently amazed by the resiliency and determination of the public school 

teacher, and admire their efforts to strive against the odds to serve their students.  Undoubtedly, 

this admiration will occasionally cause me to give teachers the benefit of the doubt over other 

groups such as administrators, students, and education researchers.  I am frequently dismayed by 
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the way teachers are viewed and treated in education research.  The words of Adams and 

Tillotson (1995) resonate with me:

Often prospective and beginning teachers are viewed as objects to be 
studied, rather than as collaborators in an endeavor to develop common 
understandings between researchers and practitioners.  The extant 
research… does not contribute to the enhancement of science teacher 
education per se…  Genuine communication about the nature of the 
teaching enterprise ought to be a serious goal.  

I have no experience teaching in the public schools.  In fact, I have taught in just about 

every other context: I have taught at the university and community college level, worked at a 

private school, tutored homeschooled students, and even hosted an educational television show 

broadcast into classrooms all over the nation.  But my experience in a secondary school 

classroom is limited to my student experiences over two decades ago.  I’m sure that on some 

level this limits my ability to relate the experiences of my collaborators to my own experience, 

and may inhibit my ability to properly interpret what they say.  I am grateful for the process of 

member checking, which will hopefully help to ameliorate this.  On the other hand, I feel that my 

relative inexperience has the potential to afford me a fresh perspective on what my collaborators 

are saying, unclouded by my own personal “war stories.”  Although I am not a secondary school 

teacher, I am still a teacher, and I hope the commonality of the academic community will 

provide me with the connection I need.

I firmly believe that only by understanding the “lived reality” of the classroom teacher 

can we as researchers serve the cause of education.  To that end, my goals as an education 

researcher are to study programs of teacher preparation and professional development, always 

with the goal of informing and improving such program.
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