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Teacher Education Quarterly, Spring 2016

Secondary Teacher Candidates’
Lesson Planning Learning

By Christina Santoyo & Shaoan Zhang

	 Teacher candidates (TCs) use clinical experiences to enact concepts taught 
in their university courses; therefore field experiences may be the most important 
component of teacher preparation (Hammerness et al., 2005). Although school-
based teacher educators can be more influential in conceptual and procedural 
development than university courses (Rozelle & Wilson, 2012), the importance of 
concurrent university course work and field experiences is clear (Allsopp, DeMarie, 
Alvarez-McHatton, & Doone, 2006). Throughout course work and fieldwork, les-
son planning—defined as developing tangible guides for interactions and outcomes 
(Ball, Knobloch, & Hoop, 2007)—can be overwhelming for new teachers (Jones, 
Jones, & Vermette, 2011). Teaching is grounded in the ability to design a lesson by 
understanding and utilizing resources, assessing the restrictions of the classroom, 
weighing options, and developing strategies (Brown, 2011). Therefore learning to 
plan lessons is essential to a TC’s successful development as a teacher.
	 TCs require support and guidance as they learn to adapt curriculum materials 
for effective use in the classroom (Davis, 2006). They learn to lesson plan by nego-
tiating the pros and cons of multiple methods while considering the needs of their 
students, their own knowledge, and their goals (Beyer & Davis, 2009). They tend 
to consider various ideas when planning (Davis, 2006), but these ideas are often 

Christina Santoyo is a doctoral candidate in teacher education and Shaoan Zhang is an as-
sociate professor of teacher education, both with the Department of Teaching and Learning 
of the College of Education at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. christina.santoyo@
unlv.edu & shaoan.zhang@unlv.edu
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narrow in focus (Beyer & Davis, 2009). Significant research has explored curricular 
planning by new and prospective teachers (Beyer & Davis, 2009; Courey, Tappe, 
Siker, & LePage, 2013; Davis, 2006; Jones et al., 2011). However, little research has 
investigated TCs’ lesson planning through a concurrent focus on theories and concepts 
in a methods course and practices in a school-based context. This study challenges 
the misconception that methods courses and field experiences are dichotomous.
	 The goal of teacher education programs is to prepare TCs with knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions in teaching and learning. When these programs align 
university courses with field experiences through meaningful assignments, TCs 
may transfer their learning from the university to classroom practices (Gallego, 
2001). However, TCs’ learning has a limited impact on in-service practice (Gross-
man, Smagorinsky, & Valencia, 1999; Richardson, 1996). One reason may be 
that university-based teacher educators are distanced from school-based teacher 
education (Hughes, 2006); another reason may be a lack of university course work 
concepts present in school-based practice (Simmons et al., 1999). Exploring TCs’ 
learning to lesson plan is significant in understanding the connection between 
school-based and university-based learning and between theory and practice. 
However, limited research has explored how TCs’ field experiences enhance or 
hinder their planning. 
	 The purpose of this study is to examine how secondary TCs in a general methods 
course and a school-based field experience learn lesson planning. It provides insight 
regarding the interactions of the TCs’ methods course and first practicum experience. 
The general research question is, How do TCs’ experiences in a concurrent practicum 
experience and methods course shape their lesson planning practices? Specifically, we 
investigate the following: (a) How does concurrent enrollment influence TCs’ planning 
to use teacher-centered and student-centered methods? (b) How do university- and 
school-based contexts impact TCs’ lesson planning choices?

Theoretical Framework

	 Dewey’s (1938) experiential learning theory, expanded upon by Kolb (1984) 
and Zeichner (2010), guided us to see the impact of concurrent enrollment in a 
methods course and field experience on TCs’ learning to lesson plan. Zeichner’s 
(2010) concept of third space is particularly important in understanding the gap 
between university- and school-based contexts and in guiding discussion of the 
findings and significance of the study.
	 Experiential learning theory was developed by David Kolb as a philosophy of 
education based on Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience. Experiential learning theory 
states that learning is a process that draws on prior knowledge and is thus always 
relearning; learning results from resolution of conflict and involves all aspects of 
a person’s identity—thinking, feeling, perceiving, and behaving; and learning is a 
consequence of interactions between a person and the environment (Kolb & Kolb, 
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2005). Correspondingly, Kolb (1984) asserted that learning is a transformational 
knowledge-creation process in which “knowledge results from the combination of 
grasping and transforming experience” (p. 41).
	 Experiential learning, according to Kolb and Kolb (2005), is dependent on the 
learning environment. The concept of learning space views the learner and his or 
her environment as “interdependent variables” (p. 199); individuals learn through 
interaction with the environment, integrating theoretical knowledge and practical 
experiences. Zeichner’s (2010) concept of third space, or hybrid spaces, elaborates 
on this understanding by asserting that “individuals draw on multiple discourses to 
make sense of the world” (p. 92). The goal of third space is to bring school-based 
and university-based teacher educators together in new ways to improve the teacher 
education experience in a nonhierarchical manner (Zeichner, 2010). Figure 1 shows 
the third-space environment that teacher education programs aim to achieve. In tradi-
tional programs, university faculty members are viewed as possessing the expertise as 
opposed to viewing the school-based teacher educators (mentor teachers) as experts.
	 In a third space, experiential learning is attained by creating spaces that encour-
age experiences that allow learners to grow (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). We argue that in 

Figure 1

Third-space interactions: Building and navigating relationships in partnerships. 
Adapted from “Navigating the Terrain of Third Space: Tensions Within Relation-
ships in School-University Partnerships,” by S. D. Martin, J. L. Snow, & C. A. 
Torrez, 2011, Journal of Teacher Education, 62(3), p. 306.
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teacher education, experiential learning should occur in third-space contexts to help 
TCs apply theories in practice. These third spaces should be purposefully constructed 
with an understanding of the complex social contexts of both the university and 
the school site to create “transformative learning sites for TCs” (Martin, Snow, & 
Torrez, 2011, p. 308). The concept of third space must consider the relationships 
within the context as fundamental to the space’s educative potential. Third spaces 
provide potential for nonhierarchical conversations among TCs and in-service 
teachers as well as university faculty (Levine, 2010). When third spaces are not 
present in teacher education settings, these conversations are not guaranteed.
	 Although experiential learning has the potential to contribute to TCs’ learning, 
the alignment of school-based field experience and university courses is crucial 
(Darling-Hammond, Bransford, LePage, Hammerness, & Duffy, 2005; Dewey, 
1938; Goodlad, 1990). The research questions for this study were designed to 
discover how practical lesson planning knowledge and choices are impacted by an 
experiential environment.

Literature Review

	 According to Beyer and Davis (2009), teachers negotiate curriculum and work 
actively to develop and enact a plan. This idea represents the thought behind most 
research on TCs’ learning to plan lessons. The reviewed studies focus on the lesson 
planning process (Ball et al., 2007; Mutton, Hagger, & Burn, 2011; Tyler, 2013), 
the impact of educative supports on planning (Beyer & Davis, 2009; Courey et 
al., 2013), and how new teachers implement curricula (Jones et al., 2011; Ruys, 
Keer, & Aelterman, 2012). Additionally, extant literature related to teacher- and 
student-centered lesson plans and concurrent enrollment in field experiences and 
methods courses is reviewed.

The Lesson Planning Process

	 The traditional method of lesson planning influenced by Tyler (1950) includes 
four processes: (a) identifying the school’s goals, (b) selecting methods and learn-
ing experiences to meet those goals, (c) organizing instructional experiences, and 
(d) assessing how effectively goals were met (Tyler, 2013). In other words, lesson 
planning follows the process of identifying an objective, planning to meet the 
objective, and assessing students’ learning. This structure also involves making 
decisions while teaching and incorporating theories and beliefs (Ball et al., 2007). 
The tendency to follow a script when lesson planning may be due to the TCs’ lack 
of contextualized knowledge (Mutton et al., 2011). Ball et al. (2007) found that 
intern and novice teachers followed similar processes in lesson planning. How-
ever, these findings contradict Tyler (2013), who found that TCs did not follow the 
objective–planning–assessment procedure. Most organized information that they 
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viewed as important; connected the curriculum to their students’ lives and modified 
it for their needs; and considered the influences of scheduling, technology, other 
materials, and outside influences on instruction (Ball et al., 2007). The differences 
in planning techniques could be due to participants’ development from practicum 
students to student teachers to novices.
	 Researchers have also studied educative supports and found that certain sup-
ports impact TCs’ learning to lesson plan. Educative materials are curriculum 
resources intended to help teachers make decisions about lesson design (Beyer & 
Davis, 2009). There are two types of educative materials: general educative materi-
als, which relate to multiple lessons, and lesson-specific materials, which focus on 
one principle of practice. Educative supports help teachers adapt their lesson plans 
to student needs by applying principles that relate to prior knowledge. Beyer and 
Davis found that lesson-specific materials were used more often without focusing 
on underlying principles, and general materials were adapted to multiple critiques 
of lesson plans. The universal design for learning (UDL) is one general educative 
strategy that aims to prepare teachers to design flexible instruction regarding pre-
sentation, eliciting student responses, and engaging and accommodating diverse 
students (Courey et al., 2013). One study found that incorporating UDL principles 
in lesson plans significantly improved after professional development (Courey et 
al., 2013). This finding suggests that training throughout the teacher education 
program using educative supports will help TCs implement new strategies.
	 Extant research has also focused on the implementation of curricula during 
field experiences. One study focusing on the implementation of collaborative 
learning in lesson plans found that while TCs have a basic understanding of group 
work and can develop collaborative learning tasks, they have less success when 
implementing the lessons (Ruys et al., 2012). Another study focused on mistakes 
made during lesson implementation. Through microteaching, Jones et al. (2011) 
discovered common mistakes that TCs make when implementing their lesson plans. 
These weaknesses relate to objectives, assessment, an inability to engage students 
for entire class periods, and focusing on factual rather than conceptual knowledge.

Planning for Teacher-Centered and Student-Centered Lessons

	 Although the importance of student-centered teaching methods in maintaining 
student engagement in the technology age has been demonstrated (Schlechty, 2001), 
studies have shown that TCs do not implement student-centered teaching methods 
successfully. Upon examination of 323 student-centered lesson plans, Ruys et al. 
(2012) found that TCs developed strengths in designing appropriate learning tasks and 
developing adequate learning materials, but their ability to establish social objectives, 
rules, and expectations for collaborative work was weak. Specifically, engaging students 
successfully in collaboration was challenging because of ineffective time planning.
	 These challenges may be one reason for TCs’ preference for teacher-centered 



Secondary Teacher Candidates’ Lesson Planning Learning

8

lessons. Cohen and Zach (2013) explored whether using teacher-centered or 
student-centered lessons influences TCs’ teaching efficacy. Results show that TCs 
in the teacher-centered group were more efficient than those in the student-centered 
group. Cohen and Zach explained that student-centered lessons require new strate-
gies and skills, and the brief nature of teacher preparation hinders TCs’ confidence 
development. Additionally, owing to a lack of experience and limited exposure to 
students, these situations may challenge TCs’ ability to handle complex issues, 
such as lesson planning, management, and student participation. On the contrary, 
the teacher-centered TCs experienced fewer student-related issues and were more 
comfortable with their teaching abilities.
	 Complex situations in field experiences complicate TCs’ lesson planning. 
Strangis, Pringle, and Knopf (2006) explored how preservice teachers in science 
methods courses planned lessons. One finding was that mentor teachers do not model 
lesson planning in a transparent way, so TCs do not see connections between the 
university course and their practicum. Strangis et al. explained that mentor teachers 
may have internalized the process and assumed that TCs should be able to lesson 
plan as they do. They suggested that university-based teacher educators and school 
mentors ensure continuity of practice from university to school classrooms.
	 Although teacher education programs hope to demonstrate both teacher-centered 
and student-centered methods, in practice, many TCs focus primarily on teacher-
centered methods. Currently, a limited number of studies have demonstrated how 
teacher education programs can prepare TCs to integrate student-centered methods 
more successfully in field experiences. 

Concurrent Enrollment in University Course Work and Fieldwork

	 Teacher education occurs in two distinct contexts, and often teacher educators 
assume that TCs can make connections between the contexts on their own (Feiman-
Nemser & Buchmann, 1985). The existence of these two contexts (university-based 
and school-based settings) and the resulting assumptions is referred to as the 
“two-worlds pitfall” (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1985, p. 16). To overcome 
this pitfall, teacher educators must help TCs realize the link between theory or 
understanding and practice. TCs also need to learn how to judge their practices 
and “adapt them to particular settings as well as to their own capacities” (Feiman-
Nemser & Buchmann, 1985, p. 17). To successfully combine theory and practice, 
concurrent enrollment in university course work and fieldwork is crucial.
	 According to Zeichner (2010), whose work is essential in understanding third 
space, “two of the most in-depth national studies of teacher education in the U.S. 
have shown that carefully constructed field experiences that are coordinated with 
campus courses” (p. 484) are more instrumental in TC learning than the tradition-
ally separate field experiences. Darling-Hammond (2006) studied seven effective 
teacher education programs and found that one common feature that made them 
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effective was field experiences that “are carefully developed to support the ideas 
and practices presented in simultaneous, closely interwoven coursework” (p. 41). 
Tatto (1996) found that congruence between university and school expectations is 
influential in developing TCs’ beliefs. Zeichner (2010) also cited several studies that 
demonstrated the detrimental effects of disconnected field experiences, including 
Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann (1985), Stones and Morris (1972), and Zeichner 
(1996). These studies demonstrated the importance of concurrent enrollment in 
field experiences and university course work.
	 Previous studies have investigated lesson planning or concurrent university- and 
school-based enrollment, but they did not study both lesson planning and concur-
rent enrollment. Therefore this study examined the lesson planning experiences of 
TCs in a concurrent university-based and school-based teacher education context. 

Methods

	 This multiple case study (Yin, 2013) used observation, interview, and artifact 
analysis to examine how TCs’ experiences while concurrently enrolled in a practi-
cum experience and methods course shaped their lesson planning. We chose to 
investigate the research question using a multiple case study to gain an in-depth 
understanding of a bounded integrated system (Glesne, 2011). The overarching 
research question explored how TCs’ concurrent enrollment in a practicum and 
methods course shaped their lesson planning. Specifically, the goal was to under-
stand how university- and school-based contexts impacted TCs’ planning choices 
and how concurrent enrollment influenced their planning to use teacher-centered 
and student-centered methods.

Participants and Context of the Study

	 We conducted our study at a mid-sized university in the southwestern United 
States in spring 2014. We selected participants using extreme case sampling (Baker, 
2006) and chose multiple cases to allow an in-depth understanding of the candidates’ 
experiences. The participants were four master’s-level students concurrently enrolled 
in a practicum and methods course while seeking licensure in secondary education. 
Because of the current national teacher shortage (Ingersoll, Merrill, & May, 2014) 
and the increase in the number of nontraditional teacher education programs at the 
researched university, we elected to study an alternative route program. Although 
the findings may not generalize to traditional undergraduate teacher education, they 
will provide greater understanding of nontraditional TCs’ learning to lesson plan.
	 The four TCs who participated in the study were enrolled in their first and 
only practicum experience, taken concurrently with a general methods course. 
One candidate who was enrolled in the methods course was excluded because she 
was not enrolled in her practicum. Three of the participants were studying science 
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education, and one was studying English education. Three participants were fe-
male and had no teaching experience, and the one male participant had 3 years of 
substitute teaching experience. The participants were students in a dual licensure 
and master’s program: Megan in physics, Christy in biology, Shannon in English, 
and Mike in physics.1 Each of the participants had previous experience in another 
field before entering the teacher education program.
	 The course was a secondary education general methods course designed to 
examine effective teaching practices and theories. It focused on classroom orga-
nization, management, planning, contexts, and conditions as well as the school 
context and community. The course was selected because it is the first introduction 
to different types of general lesson planning as opposed to specific content area 
planning. The practicum experience in which the TCs were concurrently enrolled 
required attendance in a secondary classroom in their discipline (science or English) 
for 125 hours over the course of the semester. These requirements were completed 
by attending 3 hours each Tuesday and Thursday and 5 full days in the classroom 
for one semester. The TCs were required to coteach by planning and implement-
ing at least five whole-class lessons with the aid of the methods course. All four 
candidates were placed in the same high school for their practicums, and mentor 
teachers were selected by the principal of the school.
	 The methods course instructor described his role in educating the TCs as answering 
questions and considering feedback, providing helpful suggestions, and being avail-
able to address concerns outside of class. He fulfilled this role through assignments 
and individual conferencing. The assignments related to lesson planning included 
curriculum analysis, individual lesson planning and peer editing, and a final unit plan. 
The goal of the curriculum analysis assignment was to help TCs understand the flow 
of planning, from standards to the delivery of objectives to formative and summa-
tive assessment. The lesson planning and peer editing assignments required TCs to 
write five lesson plans based on the instructional methods taught in the course and 
following a specified template. These instructional methods included (a) presenting 
and explaining, (b) direct instruction, (c) concept teaching, (d) cooperative learning, 
and (e) problem-based learning and inquiry. These lessons were written consecutively 
(moving from teacher centered to student centered), and each lesson plan was peer 
edited. Figure 2 shows the spectrum of teacher-centered to student-centered instruction. 
The unit plan was the culminating experience for the course: TCs created a cohesive 
1- or 2-week unit utilizing specific standards and resources that was based on their 
revised lesson plans. All of the assignments were designed to help the TCs develop 
practical lessons to apply in a school-based context. Ideally, each of the five lessons 
developed in the course would be taught in the field, but this did not occur for any of 
the TCs (as further explained in the findings).
	 At the researched university, the school-based mentor’s role in all field expe-
riences was to meet collaboratively with the TC to discuss goals, objectives, and 
requirements of upcoming lessons. The mentors were required to give feedback 
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to the candidates before they performed the lesson. The nature of this feedback at 
the planning stage was not clarified by the university. While the TC presented the 
lesson, the mentor teacher was expected to observe and provide feedback. During 
the practicum, TCs worked with both the school-based and university-based teacher 
educators and were intended to learn to integrate lesson plans into the classroom 
through observation of and practice with their mentor teachers.
	 The practicum experience, intended during planning to be a third-space learn-
ing environment, was separate from the university setting in practice. While the 
university instructor and the researchers attempted to gain access to the school-based 
setting, none of the mentor teachers would allow access to their classrooms. They 
were all given the opportunity to participate, but none were willing to do so. Their 
apprehension demonstrates the difficulty in creating a true third space; while the 
university instructor attempted to successfully align his course with the practicum 
experience, he was met with barriers from the school-based mentors. Each mentor 
had a different set of expectations, and all of the information about the mentors 
came from TC self-report. Therefore the ideal third space that is discussed in the 
theoretical framework was not achieved; rather, concurrent enrollment with minimal 
alignment of course work and fieldwork occurred.

Data Sources

	 Multiple data sources were triangulated to acquire sound and sufficient informa-
tion. Data included recorded semistructured, face-to-face interviews (see Appendix 

Figure 2

Teacher-centered to student-centered spectrum. Adapted from Learning to Teach, 
10th ed., by Richard I. Arends, 2015, Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill.
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A) and field notes (Ryan & Bernard, 2003) taken during observation (see Appendix 
B). These data sources helped to answer the research question, How do TCs’ experi-
ences in a concurrent practicum experience and methods course shape their lesson 
planning practices and choices? Through observations of their methods course and 
conferences, the researchers were able to understand the methods being taught in 
the university course. Observation also helped us understand the instructor’s view 
of the different purposes of student-centered and teacher-centered lessons as well 
as the different procedures or learning activities and assessments involved with 
each method.
	 Through interviews, we were able to understand the TCs’ perceptions of their 
lesson planning choices, how the TCs perceived the goals and purposes of student-
centered and teacher-centered lessons, which methods the TCs implemented in their 
lesson plans and their reasoning, and TCs’ perceptions of the usefulness of concur-
rent enrollment. To ensure that TCs fully understood each of the teaching methods 
and their similarities and differences, we conducted only one interview at the end 
of the semester. However, being unable to collect primary data for school-based 
mentors weakens our ability to fully understand the TCs’ success in implementing 
methods and how TCs learn to lesson plan in an ideal third space.

Data Collection

	 The first author conducted observations of the methods course throughout the 
2014 spring semester, lasting approximately 2 hours and 45 minutes each. Addi-
tionally, the researcher observed six hour-long conferences between the instructor 
and the TCs and conducted four semistructured interviews with the TCs (Glesne, 
2011), ensuring data triangulation. The work was also externally audited by another 
research participant (Glesne, 2011). The first author was shadowing the course 
and took on the role of participant observer to allow interaction with the TCs as a 
student as well as a student instructor.

Data Analysis

	 The data were coded using a hybrid inductive and deductive approach (Fereday 
& Muir-Cochrane, 2006). They were then analyzed thematically through repetition 
and similarities and differences (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Deductive codes were 
developed through literature analysis to initially analyze the observations. These 
codes included broad terms such as mentoring, linkages, and confidence. Then, 
two rounds of coding were conducted using the interview data. During the first 
round of coding, general codes were developed inductively. The codes included 
presenting and explaining, direct instruction, concept teaching, cooperative learning, 
problem-based learning, inquiry, student learning, assessment, insecurity/struggles, 
confidence, mentor teacher roles, process, and course content. The second round of 
coding involved reorganizing the data into specific thematic codes. The new codes 
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developed into two themes: (a) teacher-centered and student-centered instruction 
and (b) the mentor’s role in lesson planning.

Findings

	 The findings are organized into two themes: lesson plan approaches and the 
mentor’s role in lesson planning. The findings in these themes suggest that TCs 
gain confidence through experiential learning in school-based contexts; success of a 
practicum program could depend on the mentor teachers encouraging their mentees 
to try new things during their preservice field experiences; TCs make fewer errors 
in lesson planning for teacher-centered lessons than for student-centered lessons; 
and TCs feel the need for a mentor, but their mentor teachers are not meeting the 
standards the students expect.

Lesson Plan Approaches: Teacher Centered or Student Centered?

	 The methods course focused on a spectrum of teaching approaches from teachers 
as experts who dispense information to teachers facilitating instruction. The six models 
taught in the course moved along the spectrum weekly; it began with teacher-centered 
models (presenting and explaining and direct instruction), which focus on factual 
knowledge, and it moved along the spectrum to more student-centered, conceptual 
models (concept teaching, collaborative learning, problem-based learning, and in-
quiry). The instructor discussed that student-centered instruction could be difficult 
for beginning teachers because it requires more planning, classroom management, 
time management, and reliance on students to take an active role in their learning.

	 Confidence in planning teacher-centered lessons. Similar to findings by Ball 
et al. (2007) and Tyler (2013), the lesson plan template provided by the methods 
course gave TCs structure and a common vocabulary to discuss issues in planning. 
Shannon explained that in learning to lesson plan, she followed a formula, starting 
with “this is what we’re going to do today” (referring to the advanced organizer), 
followed by introducing a topic, lecturing, and then incorporating “an exercise or 
an activity.” Finally, she would “wrap things up.” For Shannon, understanding the 
“verbage” or common vocabulary from the course helped her explain her lesson 
planning procedure and gave her confidence in lesson implementation.
	 Following the model developed in the methods course, TCs used teacher-
centered methods in their first lessons taught during the practicum. According to 
Megan, using direct instruction “felt OK. . . . There’s one child who’s in charge.” 
At the beginning of the semester, she was not confident in her ability to plan and 
implement a teacher-centered lesson; she felt that her students held more power 
than she did. At the end of the semester, though, she stated,

I thought [direct instruction] was the most successful as a new teacher. . . . I think 
as I have more experience, my concept learning could be great. . . . Cooperative 
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learning, no that’s going to take a couple years of teaching of classroom manage-
ment and stuff like that under my belt.

Because Megan’s mentor teacher encouraged her to focus on one method, by the 
end of the semester, she was confident in direct instruction. This finding demon-
strates Cohen and Zach’s (2013) claim that TCs are more confident when planning 
teacher-centered lessons.
	 During individual conferences between the methods course instructor and TCs that 
centered on lesson plan revisions, the instructor focused on minor details of teacher-
centered lesson plans that needed clarification, such as clearer explanations of what the 
TC’s role was as the teacher or what their students would be doing at a specific point in 
the lesson. The TCs had little trouble conceptualizing a lesson, and they were confident 
that their plans would translate well into the school-based setting. This finding aligns 
with Mutton et al. (2011), who found that TCs tend to follow a script because they lack 
experiential knowledge of how to incorporate lesson plans in the classroom.
	 When discussing more student-centered lessons during the conferences, the 
TCs corrected the issue of vagueness, but they had more difficulty understanding 
the methods. They found it difficult to conceptualize a thoughtful activity, or they 
misunderstood how to teach using the method. For her concept lesson (the third 
lesson plan and first student-centered lesson), Shannon stated that she found it 
“boring,” and she could not think of a concept she wanted to teach. The instructor 
had to reexplain what a concept was and help Shannon brainstorm possible top-
ics. Mike also struggled with his concept lesson in that he and the instructor did 
not agree on the difference between reflection and learning. For this method to be 
planned to the course specifications, students needed to explain how they learned 
the concept, not simply reflect on the concept. Shannon’s and Mike’s experiences 
with concept teaching support Jones et al.’s (2011) finding that new teachers often 
focus on factual rather than conceptual knowledge, which demonstrates a decreased 
confidence in planning for student-centered lessons.
	 Based on the conferences, TCs were most confident planning teacher-centered 
lessons and less confident using student-centered methods, again supporting find-
ings by Cohen and Zach (2013). While major corrections were not required for the 
teacher-centered plans, they were required for student-centered plans. Christy, for 
example, needed to make significant changes to her student-centered cooperative 
learning lesson. In the lesson, she used a strategy called Numbered Heads Together 
(Arends, 2015). The instructor argued that this was only a strategy and did not 
suffice as an entire cooperative learning lesson. Facing challenges in engaging 
students in collaboration aligns with findings by Ruys et al. (2012). Christy had 
also forgotten to include a culminating summative assessment for her unit plan 
(which included all of the methods taught in the course). She explained that a lab 
she had used in the lesson would serve as the assessment, but there were pieces 
from the unit plan, primarily the cooperative learning and inquiry lessons, missing 
from the assessment. When discussing all of their lessons, the TCs tended to use 
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words like “successful” or “well” when referring to teacher-centered lessons, and 
they tended to use words such as “challenging” or “management” when referring 
to student-centered lessons. For example, Mike stated,

Making [the lesson] completely student-centered was a challenge. . . . It takes 
time to move toward a more student-centered based approach. You have to be 
comfortable with who you are and knowing that you can manage the class before 
you can move into more student-centered teaching.

Even Mike, the most experienced TC, was more confident with the teacher-centered 
methods. By challenging their lesson plan development and choices, the university-
based teacher educator supported TCs to implement their lessons in the school-based 
context so that they gained confidence in implementing teacher-centered lessons.

	 Lesson implementation in classrooms. When asked which of their lesson 
plans they felt was most effective in their practicums, three of the TCs listed a 
teacher-centered lesson (presenting and explaining or direct instruction). Megan 
presented five lessons throughout her practicum, all of which were presenting and 
explaining or direct instruction. She said, “Going into practicum—I don’t have any 
real teaching experience. . . . What I need is just time to get comfortable speaking 
in front of the class. At least for this year.” Like most of the licensure program 
students, Megan entered the classroom as a second career. She was concerned 
about her lack of practice teaching and interacting with her students. Experiential 
learning, for her, should focus on practice in a school-based context. Christy also 
found success with teacher-centered instruction. For her direct instruction lesson, 
she taught the students about a math concept that was difficult for them. She stated 
that her direct instruction lesson was successful because

I gave them kind of like a hands-on thing they could manipulate, and . . . I showed 
them how to do it and then had them do it, and it worked out really well actually. 
They finally got it after like an entire year of not understanding how to do it.

Christy viewed this lesson as successful, and she defined success through experi-
ential learning in the following way:

It worked, like I said, way better than I thought it would. . . . I thought they were 
going to get it like right away and it was going to be oversimplified, but it actually 
challenged them, which was even better because it made them think about it . . . it 
was just like the most rewarding thing I’ve ever done. . . . I probably had 90% of 
the kids understanding what was going on, which was amazing to me.

For Megan, Christy, and Shannon, the experience of using teacher-centered methods in 
practice gave them more confidence with those methods. Christy’s explanation shows 
that success means that most of the students learn a concept and are able to apply it.
	 Although all of the TCs were required to create lesson plans for each method, 
the most experienced TC had more confidence than his colleagues in applying his 
knowledge of student-centered methods. Of the four participants, Mike was the 
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only one to use student-centered instruction in his school-based experience through 
cooperative learning. Mike described his experience as successful but encountered 
some challenges. He explained,

The actual approach to actually teaching it and just making it completely student 
centered was a challenge. . . . I mean all the prep happens outside of the classroom. . 
. . Once the class started, I mean, you’re just kind of being the subject matter expert, 
advising. . . . I wasn’t quite sure if the prep that you started and presented would 
actually work. . . . I didn’t actually probably get it perfected until third period.

Mike’s experience with teaching a collaborative (student-centered) lesson relates to 
Ruys et al.’s (2012) study that found that TCs have a basic understanding of group 
work and can develop tasks using collaborative learning, but they have less success 
when organizing and implementing student-centered lessons.
	 Despite the challenges, Mike felt that the collaborative lesson was successful. 
He stated that the real-world application of the lesson (using Pundit squares to de-
termine probability) made it interesting for the students, which was instrumental in 
its success. He also claimed that being comfortable in one’s classroom management 
ability is crucial to successful instruction. Mike has previous teaching experience 
and was the only participant who felt somewhat comfortable and successful when 
planning and teaching a student-centered lesson. He did, however, lack confidence 
in problem-based learning. He stated,

If you give a science person a choice between [problem-based learning] and inquiry, 
they’re going to pick inquiry every time because that’s what we do all the time. So 
I’m . . . I need to move to understand more like problem-based learning—I need 
to get more comfortable with that.

He explained that he was less comfortable with problem-based learning because 
the other methodologies are more “straight forward,” and because problem-based 
learning is challenging, he is more likely to be reluctant to try it. This statement 
further elaborates on Ruys et al.’s (2012) finding that candidates lack confidence 
in implementing collaborative lessons.
	 As Christy stated, moving along the spectrum from teacher-centered to 
student-centered instruction requires more preparation, which creates uncertainty 
about the lesson. The experiential learning process took at least three class pe-
riods before Mike felt confident with the method. He also said that his content 
knowledge was challenged in “making sure that I had a clear understanding of 
how I wanted to articulate that on a level—at a freshman level—that I didn’t give 
them too much information . . . information that they don’t need.” Mike needed 
to give the students enough direction to ensure success but not so much that it 
would be confusing.	
	 All of the participants who were new to teaching avoided student-centered 
teaching approaches, and the one who had previous teaching experience discussed 
his reluctance to try a new and different approach. Shannon explained her reluc-
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tance to try student-centered instruction by stating, “My most success as being a 
first-year teacher, even a second-year teacher, is going to be with those first type 
of methods . . . just because of the experience aspect of it.” Even though they were 
given the tools to understand and try the more complicated and time-consuming 
methods in their university course, the TCs were reluctant to try those methods.
	 Although the TCs have a positive attitude toward the student-centered teach-
ing approach, most of them chose to utilize teacher-centered lessons during their 
experiential learning. They believed that inexperience resulted in their reluctance 
to try to use student-centered teaching models. This finding reveals the gap be-
tween TCs’ knowledge of learning and their lack of confidence in and support for 
implementing more challenging learning tasks in field experiences.

Mentorship in Lesson Planning 

	 In addition to a focus on teacher- and student-centered methods, mentorship 
at the school site and in the university course was a common theme. TCs struggled 
with gaps between their mentor teachers’ knowledge, skills, and practices and the 
methods focused on in their university course. However, they did believe that their 
mentors were proficient in teacher-centered strategies, and they viewed their uni-
versity instructor as a positive mentor. The gap in methods at the university-based 
and school-based sites also demonstrates the lack of a third space.

	 School mentor support and modeling. Extant research has found that TCs 
require support and guidance (Davis, 2006) while negotiating the positive and 
negative aspects of multiple teaching methods and strategies and considering the 
needs of their students, their own knowledge, and their goals (Beyer & Davis, 
2009). Mentor teachers at the school site can be integral in closing the gap between 
theories, concepts, and frameworks taught in university courses and the site-based 
experience when it comes to lesson planning, but not all TCs observed this in reality. 
Megan seemed to learn the most from her mentor teacher. Megan’s mentor focused 
on lesson planning as a way to integrate past knowledge with what the students 
are currently learning and as a way to prepare students for future classes. Megan 
stated, “When he structures his instruction, he’s always kind of looking forward. 
. . . He knows the terminology from where they’ve come. . . . He always tells me, 
‘You want to ask questions that direct them to the conclusion you want them to get 
to.’” Megan was able to observe how an in-service teacher keeps past and future 
concepts in mind during instruction. Megan also discussed that he allowed her to 
choose lessons with which she was comfortable and to utilize all of his materials, 
and he gave her the ability and freedom to teach as often as possible.
	 Unfortunately, the area in which Megan felt most uncomfortable was student-
centered instruction, and that was the area in which she felt least supported. During 
an observation, Megan stated that her mentor followed the same daily routine (direct 
instruction), and in her interview, she stated that he focused mostly on teacher-cen-
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tered lectures because he had difficulty with classroom management. She explained 
that during student-centered instruction, her mentor teacher overlooked classroom 
management issues that Megan viewed as impeding student learning, such as texting 
in class or socializing. In addition to behavior problems, Megan stated that she felt 
uncomfortable in the classroom. She said, “It’s still more their class. . . . I feel I’m only 
the visitor. You can’t come in like—don’t do that, be quiet, whatever—the heavy . . . 
that one has been a challenge all year.” Megan’s place in the classroom did not seem 
clear, and she struggled to feel like an authority figure in class. This feeling made 
student-centered instruction challenging because she already felt that she had little 
control. Megan’s mentor teacher lacked the disposition to encourage Megan to try 
student-centered methods in the school-based context. These findings are consistent 
with Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann’s (1985) discussion of the two-worlds pitfall. 
Megan did not feel like a member of the school community; therefore course work 
and fieldwork were not effectively interwoven (Darling-Hammond, 2006).
	 Unlike Megan, Shannon did not feel supported by her mentor teacher. While the 
mentor gave Shannon access to materials, she did not provide Shannon with direction. 
This lack of transparency in lesson planning supports findings by Strangis et al. (2006). 
When asked how her mentor teacher could have helped her, Shannon said, “Read the 
lesson plan? Read—give me feedback, and not do everything so quickly.” Shannon 
went on to elaborate that she thought her mentor teacher was supposed to read her 
lessons and give her feedback and discuss how her lessons could be improved. She 
also stated, “I need direction at this point in my life. . . . I don’t think I’m expected to 
know anything. . . . I used all my knowledge that I previously had. She didn’t really 
teach me anything this semester.” Shannon expressed a desire to learn and grow as 
a teacher, and the lack of support left her feeling frustrated.

	 Mentor knowledge. TCs tend to consider various ideas when planning (Davis, 
2006), but these ideas are often narrow in focus (Beyer & Davis, 2009). Therefore it 
is crucial for mentors to support and guide TCs in learning to broaden their focus. For 
instance, unlike Megan, the other TCs did not feel that they learned much, if anything, 
about lesson planning from their mentor teachers, again supporting Strangis et al. 
(2006). Christy used the whiteboards that her mentor teacher had used previously to 
check for student understanding, but she did not plan with him. Therefore she could 
not benefit from his pedagogical content knowledge. Mike stated that his mentor 
teacher showed him the parameters of the lesson that he was going to teach and al-
lowed him to select his topic but did not plan with him. For both Mike and Christy, 
being given the freedom to plan and teach without input from the mentor was the 
mentor’s greatest contribution as opposed to their knowledge, skills, or dispositions.
	 While Mike and Christy did not express concern with the lack of input by their 
mentor teachers, Shannon found faults with the sample plans that hers provided. 
The mentor lent Shannon a mythology unit to help her plan a lesson for her ninth-
grade class. Shannon stated,
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It seemed like it should have been sixth grade. . . . I feel like she dumbs her stu-
dents down . . . and I think that’s where I draw the line right there with me and 
my mentor. . . . She’s not demanding enough from them.

Shannon wanted to learn from her mentor’s lesson planning and unit planning knowl-
edge and experience, but she felt that the planning she observed was inadequate.
	 Even though most of the TCs felt that their mentor teachers’ input was not 
valuable for their lesson planning, they felt comfortable asking questions of their 
mentor teachers and discussing issues with their methods course instructor. Be-
cause the TCs were mostly unable to look to their mentor teachers for guidance 
and knowledge, some of them looked to their methods instructor for mentorship. 
Shannon, for example, drew inspiration from him for her lesson planning. She 
explained, “He says, ‘I show you these things that are exemplar like activities.’ . . 
some people it pisses them off because I don’t expect you to go [to] this level. Me, 
it’s a challenge.” Shannon viewed her instructor’s methods as challenging her to 
create better lesson plans, which was the opposite of what she experienced with her 
mentor teacher. She received support and knowledge from her university instructor 
rather than her site-based mentor.
	 The findings in this section support extant literature that effective teacher edu-
cation programs integrate course work and fieldwork (Darling-Hammond, 2006) 
and that often TCs are placed in two separate contexts (the two-worlds pitfall) 
rather than given a third space in which to learn (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 
1985). As a result, TCs did not have the opportunity to shadow their mentors as 
they taught student-centered lessons, and they did not develop confidence in plan-
ning and teaching student-centered lessons during their practicums. The findings 
demonstrate that a third space was not created because the university-based teacher 
educator wanted the TCs to experience the whole spectrum of methods, while the 
school-based mentors were less concerned with developing student-centered skills.

Discussion

Teacher-Centered Methods

	 On the basis of observations of the participants’ methods course and our in-
terviews with the four TCs and the methods course instructor, we found that TCs 
prefer teacher-centered instructional methods. They prefer these methods because 
(a) they were able to learn them more easily and therefore their confidence grew 
through implementing teacher-centered lessons and (b) their mentor teachers mainly 
utilized teacher-centered instruction. Similarly, student-centered lessons were used 
less often because TCs lack confidence, support, and modeling in those lessons. 
These findings support the research question, How does concurrent enrollment 
influence TCs’ planning to use teacher-centered and student-centered methods?
	 The interview results indicate that TCs gain confidence in teacher-centered 
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lesson planning through concurrent enrollment in a university course and school-
based context. This finding supports Jones et al. (2011), who found that new 
teachers tend to focus on factual rather than conceptual knowledge. Because of 
support from their university-based instruction, the TCs in this study were more 
confident in teacher-centered lessons and were more successful in planning and 
teaching them. As Courey et al. (2013) found, training with educative supports can 
influence participants to use specific principles in lesson planning and help them 
become more comfortable with practicing those concepts. The focus on teacher-
centered methods demonstrates the need for a third space environment where TCs 
can learn to lesson plan. Without this environment, there is—as Feiman-Nemser 
(2001) claimed—traditionally a feeble connection between course work and field 
experiences. The goal of concurrent enrollment is to change that relationship. 
However, this study found that while the methods course instructor placed equal 
emphasis on all teaching methods, the mentor teachers did not encourage TCs to 
practice student-centered methods. The TCs also may have valued a successfully 
taught lesson over a well-written student-centered lesson. During interviews, TCs 
defined a successful lesson as one that taught students the intended information 
and lacked classroom management issues. Gaining experience in teaching students 
may have been the most valuable aspect of their practicum experiences (as Megan 
stated); therefore they may have wanted to teach lessons in which they were more 
confident and avoid issues like classroom management.
	 Student-centered instruction was only used experientially by the TC with the 
most previous teaching experience. Although Mike was willing to try a student-
centered method, he was reluctant to try problem-based learning because he had 
little experience with it. As Ruys et al. (2012) found, TCs can develop tasks using 
collaborative learning, but they have less success in implementing student-centered 
lessons. This finding demonstrates the TCs’ tendency to practice the methods 
with which they feel most confident. It suggests that university- and school-based 
teacher educators should attempt to create a third space in which TCs can learn 
to plan and teach student-centered lessons rather than allowing them to resort to 
the lesson plan approaches with which they are more comfortable. Mike’s mentor 
teacher was uninvolved in the planning process, and this raises the question of 
whether more involvement might encourage Mike to push himself to try a new 
method. He understood the problem-based learning approach theoretically, but he 
did not have an experiential or circumstantial understanding. Feiman-Nemser and 
Buchmann (1985) demonstrated that to overcome the two-worlds pitfall and create 
a third space, TCs must understand the link between theory and practice. 
	 TCs tend to follow a script until they have more experience teaching (Mutton 
et al., 2011), and having a mentor teacher who requires more adventurous teach-
ing could help TCs abandon the script earlier. The success of a practicum could 
depend on the mentor teachers’ willingness to be involved with TCs’ learning and 
to encourage them to try new lessons. Although TCs were encouraged to try new 
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instructional techniques in their methods course, they were not confident in trying 
them in the school-based setting without support and modeling. The importance of a 
strong mentor in teacher education has been confirmed (Beyer & Davis, 2009; Davis, 
2006), but a significant finding from this study is that mentors are also influential 
in encouraging TCs to attempt lessons that they are not confident in teaching.
	 The findings also suggest that the TCs feel the need for a mentor. The literature 
stated that two common mistakes TCs make are trying to cover too much informa-
tion and an inability to keep students engaged (Jones et al., 2011). Having a mentor 
teacher who is involved in the TC’s development could help correct those mistakes. 
However, mentor teachers are not meeting the standards the TCs expect. While this 
finding is not valid without any data from the mentors, we learned from the TC 
data that their expectations for their mentors are fulfilled through interactions with 
their university instructor.

Creating a Third Space

	 On the basis of the theoretical framework of third space, ideally, university-based 
and school-based teacher education would occur concurrently and nonhierarchi-
cally. The existence of this environment is addressed by the research question, How 
do university- and school-based contexts impact TCs’ lesson planning choices? 
Although the goal of teacher education programs is to create the ideal third space, 
in practice, there are several concerns about the school-based context and mentors’ 
willingness to work with the university instructor. According to the TCs, mentors 
lacked sufficient knowledge, skills, and dispositions to support their learning of 
student-centered instructional methods. The mentors did not have the anticipated 
opportunities to work collaboratively with the TCs and the university-based instruc-
tor, who viewed both student-centered and teacher-centered methods as crucial to 
the TCs’ development as burgeoning teachers.
	 Experiential learning theory posits that learning is a transformational experi-
ence that occurs when a person connects theory and practice through interacting 
with his or her environment. Third space expands on this concept to include the 
importance of relationships in the educational context. These relationships should 
be nonhierarchical and should span the university- and school-based settings. The 
researched institution had yet to create the required nonhierarchical relationships. 
The university instructor and school-based mentor teachers neglected to communi-
cate about the TCs’ progress or the goals related to their lesson planning. Although 
the TCs were aware of their university instructor’s view about the importance of 
learning multiple teaching methods, their mentor teachers did not appear to share 
this belief. Many of the TCs expressed the feeling that their mentor teachers and 
university instructor had different expectations for their lesson planning. This 
finding demonstrates that a third space was not created, although the program was 
developed with consideration of the theory; as a result, concurrent enrollment was 
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not as effective, as Darling-Hammond (2006) suggested it should be, at interweav-
ing course work and fieldwork. 

Implications for Teacher Education Programs

	 One implication of our findings relating to third space is that the university 
course design should be communicated to school-based mentors so that they not 
only know the assignments but also know the model of aligning the university 
course and field experiences. Additionally, to create a third space, mentor teachers 
must be trained to work closely with their TCs and university faculty members.
	 The study extends our understanding of challenges that TCs face in learning 
student-centered teaching methods and demonstrates the need for teacher education 
program reform that takes third space into consideration. This study is significant 
to the teacher education program in many ways. Feiman-Nemser (2001) stated, 
“Good teachers know about a range of approaches to curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment; and they have the judgment, skill, and understanding to decide what to 
use when” (p. 1018). Enrollment in a general methods course provides TCs with the 
theoretical knowledge of a range of teaching methods, and concurrent enrollment 
in the practicum experience should (with the aid of a motivating mentor teacher) 
provide them with judgment, skill, and understanding. The study suggests that 
the mentor teacher plays an integral role in which skills a TC utilizes in the field. 
Therefore it is not sufficient to offer a course that is aligned with the school-based 
field experience; rather, the significant alignment of course work and mentorship 
remains a daunting task in teacher education reform.
	 Grossman (2005) stated that the five prevalent approaches used in teacher 
education are (a) laboratory experiences, such as microteaching; (b) case methods; 
(c) video or hypermedia; (d) portfolios; and (e) practitioner research. In the general 
methods course, the case methods approach was the only one utilized. The study 
suggests that the university instructor should create more opportunities for TCs to 
practice student-centered methods through university-based approaches, such as 
microteaching, before implementing lessons in their practicums. Although labora-
tory experiences were not more effective than other approaches in increasing TCs’ 
understanding, they have been found to increase TCs’ self-confidence (Grossman, 
2005). Therefore using microteaching to practice the student-centered instructional 
methods in the methods course before performing the lesson in the practicum 
could encourage TCs to try more student-centered methods. We suggest that TCs 
be offered more opportunities to apply the theories that they have learned from the 
university course, in both school-based and university-based contexts.
	 Finally, the study extends the understanding of third space, in which “in-
dividuals draw on multiple discourses to make sense of the world” (Zeichner, 
2010, p. 92). The goal is to create an environment in which mentor teachers and 
university instructors work together. This study found that the traditional version 
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of teacher education was upheld, and a third space was not created for the TCs. 
They viewed the classroom and university as separate spaces and did not view 
implementation of lesson plans created for the course as important, although 
concurrent enrollment increased confidence in implementing teacher-centered 
lesson plans.
	 The motivation of this study was to determine how TCs learn lesson planning 
through enrollment in a methods course and practicum experience. The result was 
that TCs learn lesson planning through practical application of theoretical concepts 
learned in the methods course. Confidence is a major factor in TCs’ willingness to 
apply knowledge in practice. There is a common understanding in teacher educa-
tion that fieldwork is the most important part of teacher education (Hammerness et 
al., 2005). However, this study suggests that there was a weak connection between 
university- and school-based settings.
	 Further research is needed to understand the importance of concurrent en-
rollment, third-space environments, and TCs’ learning to lesson plan. Research 
should be conducted to understand TCs’ challenges in understanding and applying 
student-centered lessons. Also, more research in which mentor data are included 
is required. These data should include observations and interviews that focus on 
challenges mentors face in working with TCs in a third-space setting.

Conclusion

	 The purpose of this study was to examine how secondary TCs enrolled in a general 
methods course and field experience learn lesson planning. Through observations 
and interviews, the study provided insight into the impact on candidates’ learning to 
lesson plan through the interaction of their methods course and practicum experiences.
	 The findings of this study show that TCs gain confidence in their lesson plan-
ning (primarily in teacher-centered methods) through concurrent enrollment in a 
practicum where they can practice their lessons; TCs’ willingness to try new methods 
could be related to their mentor teachers’ involvement with and encouragement of 
their mentees; TCs feel a need for a mentor; and the lesson planning supports uti-
lized in the methods course did not encourage student-centered teaching methods. 
These findings imply that it is necessary to further design assignments to enhance 
student-centered teaching in the practicum experience as well as in the university 
class. Additionally, a third-space environment in which university- and school-
based teacher educators work together is needed. More communication between 
the methods course instructor and the mentor teacher could assist in encouraging 
TCs to utilize student-centered methods in the practicum. An involved mentor who 
encourages the TCs to try new methods is crucial for their professional development. 
Learning to plan lessons is essential to a TC’s success in learning to teach, and a 
strong relationship between the school and university is crucial to that learning.
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Note

	 1 All names are pseudonyms.
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Appendix A

Interview Questions

Interview of TCs’ Lesson Planning During Practicum

Directions: This interview includes eight questions that will help the researchers understand 
how TCs learn to teach in a context where the methods course and the practicum are combined.

1. Describe a method you used most successfully in your practicum during (methods) 
(Presenting and Explaining, Direct Instruction, Concept Teaching, Cooperative Learning, 
Problem-Based Learning, or Inquiry-Based Learning).

2. Why do you think it was a successful lesson? What challenged you most in planning and 
teaching this lesson?

3. What do you think your students learned from this lesson? How did you come to this 
conclusion?
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4. Please describe what challenged you most when you planned this lesson regarding content 
knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and general pedagogy. Also, describe what 
challenged you regarding classroom management knowledge, assessment knowledge, and 
student learning knowledge. How did you manage to overcome your challenges?

5. What did your mentor teacher at your school site do to help you plan and teach this les-
son successfully?

6. How could your mentor teacher have helped you better plan and teach this lesson?

7. What activities and assignments in (methods) helped you plan and teach the lesson?

8. What experiences do you think that you need more of in the (methods) course to better 
prepare you to teach this lesson?

Appendix B

Observation Protocol

Time			   Speaker		  Method		  Notes							       Quotes

7:45 p.m.		 Instructor		 Direct			   Discussion of				    “What if there are no steps?”
										          Instruction	 lesson planning:			   (Mike)
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 • Establishing set		 	
															               (state objectives;			  “Then it’s not procedural
															               pull them in					    knowledge.”
															               with a hook)				  
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 • Demonstration	 	 	 “Just because it sounds
															               of knowledge				    elementary to you doesn’t
															               (steps I will					    mean it will be to your
															               demonstrate				    students.”
															               must be present)				  
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 • Guided practice		 	 “You are teaching them	
															               (we do; working			   how to do something.”
															               through the steps			
															               with them)					     “In the classroom you’ll
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 • Check for		 	 	 	 probably do them together.”
															               understanding and		  (Presentation and	
															               provide feedback			  Direct Instruction)
															               (if you do it with
															               guided practice,
															               must be stated explicitly)
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 • Extended practice/
															               independent (can be
															               in homework; must
															               be stated explicitly

 7:52 p.m.	 Megan			  Direct			   Used exit ticket as		  “That’s how I know they
										          Instruction	 independent practice	 actually did something.”
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Identity Formation
of LBOTE Preservice Teachers

during the Practicum:
A Case Study in Australia
in an Urban High School

By Hoa Thi Mai Nguyen & Lynn Sheridan

	 The increase in the number of language background other than English (LBOTE) 
students entering teacher education in Australia offers a challenge for teacher educa-
tors (Cruickshank, Newell, & Cole, 2003; Fan & Le, 2009; Han, 2005; Premier & 
Miller, 2010). For many LBOTE preservice teachers, the practicum experience is 
seen as both professionally challenging and personally frustrating and often results 
in an erosion of confidence of teaching competence (Danyluk, 2013; M. H. Nguyen, 
2014; Yoon, 2012). Teacher educators must understand and allow for the LBOTE 
preservice teachers’ experience in Australian schools to assist in the development 
of a healthy teacher identity. Although several studies to date have examined the 
general experiences of LBOTE preservice teachers (Cruickshank et al., 2003; Fan & 
Le, 2009; M. H. Nguyen, 2014; Sawir, 2005), none have specifically examined the 
impact of teaching practice on identiy formation. The development of teacher identity 
is a critically important component of the learning-to-teach process (Beauchamp 
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& Thomas, 2009; Kanno & Stuart, 2011), directly linked to teacher performance 
and growth. Bullough (1997) has emphasized that “teacher identity, the beginning 
teacher’s beliefs about teaching, learning and self-as-a-teacher, is a vital concern to 
teacher education as it is the basis for meaning making and decision making” (p. 21).
	 This study captures the experiences of LBOTE preservice teachers using a 
case study approach to explore identity development. Wenger’s (2000) “modes 
of belonging” form the theoretical framework to develop an understanding of the 
factors contributing to teacher identity. This article draws on in-depth interviews 
of two participants. The discussion of the findings aims to contribute to a further 
understanding of the formation of LBOTE preservice teacher identity within the 
Australian experience. More specifically, the study aims to answer the following 
research questions:

1. How does the LBOTE preservice teacher develop his or her teacher 
identity?

2. What factors affect the quality of this identity formation during the 
professional experience with reference to Wenger’s matrix?

LBOTE Preservice Teacher Identity

	 A complex issue in the determination of teacher identity exists around the 
interrelationship between identity and the notion of self. Beauchamp and Thomas 
(2009) referred to this as understanding self within the outside context, such as a 
classroom or school. Thus the LBOTE preservice teacher’s identity is “shaped and 
reshaped in interaction with others in a professional teaching context” (p. 178). It is 
during the practicum experience that the LBOTE preservice teacher’s identity and 
teacher agency are continually influenced by ongoing engagement in the structural 
and cultural features of a school (Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehen, 2002). Lauriala 
and Kukkone’s (2005) model of identity views the notion of “self ” as composed 
of three personal dimensions: the actual self, the ought self, and the ideal self. The 
dynamic interactions among the different selves are useful in helping us to think 
about the identity development of the LBOTE preservice teacher. It is during the 
practicum experience that this connection between the personal dimension of self 
(linked to culture and background) and the professional self (preservice teaching) 
becomes important in teacher identity development.
	 The practicum experience, which provides the opportunity to link theory to 
practice within the school context, is based on a standard model for all preservice 
teachers. However, the standardization of mentoring assumes that “one size fits 
all,” when it is clear that different capabilities may be exhibited by the LBOTE 
preservice teachers. Cultural and contextual factors may explain different responses 
in dialogue: directness or lack of directness in conversation (Fitch & Saunders, 
1994; Strong & Baron, 2004). Differences in modes of spoken English may lead 
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to misunderstandings and misinterpretations in the mentoring relationship (Hyland 
& Lo, 2006). An example is the more direct style of Western speakers compared to 
Asian cultures where there is a preference for a more indirect, implicit style of speak-
ing, with a concern for maintaining cohesion and harmony (Hall, 1971; Triandis, 
1995). Supporting this argument, Le (2007) found that Vietnamese mentors “tended 
to dominate the feedback interaction more than their counterparts in the US context, 
and there was also a lack of politeness in suggestions and their advice” (p. 213).
	 Differences in power relationships during the practicum can also be attributed 
to cultural norms and expectations. Viewed from a Chinese cultural perspective, the 
teacher is seen as a hierarchical authority figure whose opinions should be respected 
and not openly questioned (Hyland & Lo, 2006). For instance, Nguyen and Hudson 
(2012) found that preservice teachers in a Confucian heritage culture, such as the 
Vietnamese culture, try to avoid conflicts and are hesitant to criticize or challenge 
their mentors during the practicum. The LBOTE preservice teacher may be reluctant 
to raise questions if he or she disagrees or misunderstands a point and may not chal-
lenge feedback or seek clarification from a mentor (Wang & Paine, 2002).
	 The LBOTE preservice teacher’s emotions and feelings are fluid and influenced 
by the way certain situations are perceived and are often based on his or her cultural 
values, beliefs, and sense of competency (Stroll, 1999). Professional self-belief, 
identity, and personal vulnerability are closely interwoven with emotional vulner-
ability and sense of confidence. This self-belief is linked to experiences of openness 
and trust during the practicum and impacts learning and relationship building (Lasky, 
2005). For the LBOTE preservice teacher, trust and collaboration are essential in 
the relationship. He or she will not risk “losing face” and may experience loss or 
pain (Lasky, 2005). Feelings of vulnerability can lead to a sense of powerlessness, 
betrayal, or defenselessness, a “lack of control” when forced to act in a way that 
is inconsistent with his or her core beliefs and values (Korthagen, Kessels, Koster, 
Lagerwerf, & Wubbles, 2001). The emotions that preservice teachers experience 
may “expand or limit the possibilities” in teaching (Zembylas, 2003, p. 122).
	 Learning to teach in a new environment, culture, and language is a complex 
undertaking. Wenger (1998) viewed connecting the personal and professional 
selves as linking teacher identity with practice. For the LBOTE preservice teacher, 
this linking can be a challenging process beginning with participation in a new 
sociocultural and contextual space (Johnson, 2009; Johnson & Golombek, 2011). 
The preservice teacher’s personal and professional selves are influenced by socio-
cultural factors and the inherent contradictions within the different contexts (M. H. 
Nguyen, 2014) and their own life experiences in teaching and learning (Rogers & 
Scott, 2008; Sachs, 2005). For the LBOTE preservice teacher, contextual factors 
can either promote or hinder construction of teacher identity; it is a “constantly 
evolving phenomenon involving both a person and a context” (Beauchamp & 
Thomas, 2009, p. 177).
	 Teacher mentoring practices are socially constructed and relational with 
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strengths and limitations reflected in the practicum (Butler & Cuenca, 2012). For 
the LBOTE preservice teacher, cultural awareness and understanding are impor-
tant in deepening the mentoring relationship. Intercultural empathy, competence, 
sensitivity, and mutual understandings within the school require teachers to have 
the ability to work with people from different cultures with openness and cultural 
empathy (Gokturk & Arslan, 2010; Kent, 2013; Kochan & Pascarelli, 2012). In 
addition, the LBOTE preservice teachers may benefit from the use of reflection as a 
mentoring activity, with prospective reflection—“reflection for action”—assisting in 
making explicit links between current teacher actions and future teaching situations 
(Urzúa & Vásquez, 2008). However, oral and written language difficulties together 
with affective factors arising from different social and cultural backgrounds can 
place significant limitations on LBOTE preservice teachers’ reflection (Hourani, 
2013). It is interesting to note that research suggests that mentoring in the school 
environment may at times reduce reflectivity by openly or subtly implementing an 
imposed cultural, political, or organizational agenda that impinges upon teachers’ 
self-identity and/or cultural value systems (Enomoto, Gardiner, & Grogan, 2002). 
Cross-cultural mentoring can succeed as long as the mentor and mentee are both 
committed to the relationship, are open and sensitive to differences, and the purpose 
for mentoring is made explicit (Kent, 2013; Stanley & Lincoln, 2005).
	 Teacher mentors are often viewed as gatekeepers to the profession; practicums 
are viewed as high-stakes training, with face-to-face feedback potentially both 
supportive and threatening for LBOTE preservice teachers (Roberts, as cited in 
Hyland & Lo, 2006). The complexity of interpersonal relations is increased when 
practicum negotiations are carried out in the student’s second language (Hyland 
& Lo, 2006).

Theoretical Background

	 This study uses the theory of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) to under-
stand the process and identify those factors that either promote or inhibit the formation 
of teacher identity for LBOTE preservice teachers. The importance of identity on 
teacher development has been extensively described in the literature (Hoban, 2007; 
Olsen, 2008; Sachs, 2005). The concept of teacher identity and formation is complex 
and dynamic with tensions and contradictions (Olsen, 2008). In a critical review of 
studies, Akkerman and Meijer (2011) defined teacher identity as “an ongoing process 
of negotiating and interrelating multiple I-positions in such a way that a more or less 
coherent and consistent sense of self is maintained throughout various participations 
and self-investments in one’s (working) life” (p. 315). In Wenger’s (1998) view, pro-
fessional identity formation is an ongoing process of framing and reframing through 
experience and interactions with the member community.
	 In a review of identity studies, Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop (2004) expressed 
a concern that in most studies, the concepts of professional identity were defined 
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differently or not defined at all and called for studies that offer methodological 
implications of research on teachers’ professional identity. Various frameworks 
(e.g., Fairclough, 2003; Gee, 2000) for describing teacher identity have been con-
ceptualized across the different theoretical approaches. Wenger (1998) described a 
community of practice as a group of people who share a concern or a passion for 
doing and learning together as they regularly interact. He emphasized that members 
of a community of practice mutually construct their identity through participating 
in the community. Wenger’s argument links identity with practice where identity 
involves a complex set of relations in a community. It is appropriate to use this 
framework to study teachers’ professional identity, as teachers are part of a school 
community of practice. By participating in a professional community, a teacher 
can be influenced by the community impacting their developing identity (Clarke, 
2008; Danielewicz, 2001; Kwan & Lopez-Real, 2010; Tsui, 2007).

Wenger’s Modes of Belonging

	 Wenger (2000, pp. 227–228) explored identity construction as “an experience” 
in terms of modes of belonging in social learning. These modes are considered the 
three attributes of a learner’s identity and are necessary for healthy development:

A1. Engagement: Doing things together, through which the participants can lay 
a foundation for joint enterprise and negotiation of meaning.

A2. Imagination: Relating an image of ourselves to the world beyond the com-
munity of practice.

A3. Alignment: Local activities become sufficiently aligned with other processes 
such that they can be effective beyond our own engagement.

	 This study explores the contributions to and the quality of identity that emerge 
from the interactions between the preservice teachers within the school context. As 
Wenger (2000) argued, “our identities are not necessarily strong or healthy. Some-
times, they are even self-defeating” (p. 239). In further clarification of a “healthy” 
identity, Wenger described three qualities of a learner’s identity requisite for healthy 
development:

B1. Connectedness: Involves personal connections with others sharing histories, 
experiences, and commitments. 

B2. Expansiveness: The extension of the relationships across communities.

B3. Effectiveness: The participating of and in the social world of teaching and 
schools.

Wenger (2000) combined these qualities with the three modes of belonging into a 
matrix structure. Table 1 offers a model for our analysis on the participatory aspects 
of the construction of LBOTE teacher identity.
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Research Design

	 This study uses a qualitative, case study research design following Yin (2003) to 
explore the experiences of two LBOTE preservice teachers during their practicums. 
This article explores how preservice teachers develop their professional learning 
with data collected during the practicum blocks from master of teaching cohorts in 
two leading Australian universities. Ethics was sought and approved for this study, 
with all participants deidentified.

Participants

	 The participants were volunteers from some 200 preservice teachers in two 
teacher education programs. More than one-third of the cohort identified as LBOTE 

Table 1
Key Questions for Matrix of Identity Dimensions for LBOTE Preservice Teachers

								        Quality of identity

Mode of		  B1: Connectedness		  B2: Expansiveness		  B3: Effectiveness
belonging

A1:			   How does one’s		  How does one’s		  How does one’s
Engagement	 engagement within a	 engagement within		  engagement within
			   school practicum		  a school practicum		  a school practicum
			   contribute to forming	 experience contribute	 experience contribute
			   deep connections with	 to interactions with		  to effective action and
			   the mentor and others	 others in the school		 participation within
			   during the school		  practicum			   the school and
			   practicum experience?	 environmnt?			   classroom?

A2:			   How does one’s image	 How does one’s		  How does one’s
Imagination	 of self and communit	 image of self and		  image of self and
			   help toward forming	 community help		  community contribute
			   deep connections with	 toward creating		  to effective action
			   the mentor and others	 interactions with		  and participation
			   during the school		  others in the school		 within the school
			   practicum?			   practicum environment?	 and classroom?

A3:			   How do established		 How do established		 How do established
Alignment	 alignments contribute	 alignments help		  alignments contribute
			   to forming deep		  toward creating		  to effective action
			   connections with the	 interactions with		  and participation
			   mentor and others		  others in the school		 within the school
			   during the school		  practicum			   and classroom?
			   practicum?			   environment?	

Note. Based on Wenger (2000, p. 240) and Kwan and Lopez-Real (2010, p. 731).
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in some form, for example, as international students, new migrants, refugees, or 
first-generation migrants. Those participants who had previously found professional 
experience challenging were most keen to take part in the research, seeing it as an 
opportunity to reflect on their experiences. 

	 Participant 1: Laura. Laura’s background is Korean. She completed her sec-
ondary school studies and bachelor of science (mathematics major) in Australia. 
Laura had some experience in tutoring but had never taught in a school and is a 
shy and reserved student, yet she is passionate about teaching. Laura’s practicums 
were at large metropolitan boys and girls in single-sex state high schools. Both of 
her schools are considered multicultural.

	 Participant 2: Lee. Lee’s background is Hong Kong Chinese. She is in her 
30s. Lee completed her high schooling and undergraduate degree in linguistics in 
Hong Kong and is now retraining as a secondary teacher in TESOL and Chinese. 
Lee completed her practicums in an independent and a government school. Both 
of the schools are considered multicultural.

Data Collection

	 Data consist of individual semistructured interviews of the participants conducted 
after a teaching segment (post teaching interviews) and follow-up interviews at the 
conclusion of their practicums. The interview questions focused on their teaching 
and mentoring experiences during the practicums. In the interviews, facilitated by 
the researchers, the preservice teachers were asked to outline their experiences and 
interactions and how working with their peers and teacher mentors impacted their 
lesson planning and delivery. Both researchers were familiar with the value issues 
that arose during the practicums and were sensitive to these issues when conduct-
ing the interviews. To check for the reliability of the coding of the two transcripts, 
ratings of high and low importance were given and compared and reviewed for 
differences (Miles & Huberman, 1994). After a discussion of the coding and im-
portance ratings, the researchers coded a third transcript independently and had 
80% agreement on the code allocation and importance ratings.
	 All interviews were voluntary and were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
These interviews occurred with 28 preservice teachers. However, findings for this 
article were derived from interviews with two of the volunteer participants because 
they reflected the range of views of the LBOTE preservice teachers in the study 
and clearly illustrated Wenger’s (2000) identity dimensions.

Data Analysis: Case Studies 1 and 2

	 The analytical method was informed by Kwan and Lopez-Real’s (2010) 
research. Data analysis was conducted by within-case analysis (Merrian, 1998). 
Using within-case analysis, the researchers first coded the entire data set separately 
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on each participant. Following Kwan and Lopez-Real’s (2010) methods, a full 
transcript was read three times, and data relating to the three modes of belong-
ing and the three qualities of identity were extracted as key themes to construct 
the identity profile of that preservice teacher. This data extraction was conducted 
independently by the two authors, then compared and revised until agreement was 
reached.

Findings

Case Study 1: Laura

	 Table 2 outlines the contributory factors for Laura’s teacher identity.

	 School culture. The school culture plays an important role in developing Laura’s 
teacher identity, building connections, expanding her experiences, and creating op-
portunities to view herself as a “real” teacher in this community. Throughout her 
three practicums, Laura completed her teaching practice in environments which, 
in her words, were “friendly, supportive, and professional.” She said of her first 
school that the staff there made her feel “like [I was] part of the staffroom.” Laura 
explained why she felt very comfortable in the school:

It’s really good; the relationship between students and teachers is really fantastic 
and the relationship with deputy principals and the principal is quite good as well. 
I can see the whole school as one community, they’re really friendly and involved 
me in everything.

This friendly and collaborative working environment made her feel positive about 
working collaboratively with teachers. She added, “Teachers are always supportive 
of one another, I really like this.” She attended all the meetings and events of the 
faculty as a real faculty member. She did not feel marginalized from the issues 
that arose within the community of practice as constituted by the staff members of 
the whole school. At the end of her final practicum, she said, “It would be great if 
I could work with them.”
	 Coincidentally, many of the teachers at this school were LBOTE themselves 
and spoke with accented English. Therefore Lee did not see herself as much dif-
ferent from other staff members. This type of alignment may result in a stronger 
sense of belonging to the community.

	 Building strong relationships. Strong relationships with the different stake-
holders were reported to be an important factor to facilitate engagement in the 
school community. This supported the LBOTE preservice teachers’ connectedness, 
expansion of relationships, and effectiveness of teacher engagement. First, by having 
a good relationship with her teacher mentors, Laura had opportunities to develop 
her teacher identity in terms of belonging, imagination, and alignment. During 
the first practicum, Laura had two teacher mentors: one of Indian background, the 
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other Asian. These mentors encouraged Laura to be engaged in a variety of school 
and staff activities. Laura said,

John tries to give me many opportunities, like marking, supervising, that sort of 
thing, so I feel like I’m actually working in that school in a permanent job, so 
that’s how they make me feel like I’m part of the staffroom.

Her mentors provided opportunities to expand her community of practice. She 

Table 2
Laura’s Teacher Identity Matrix

			   B1. Connectedness		  B2. Expansiveness		  B3. Effectiveness

A1.			   Her strong relationship	 Her strong relationship	 Her extended
Engagement	 with the mentors		  with the mentors		  relationships gave
			   contributes positively	 helps her to extend		  her confidence in her
			   to their connection		  relationship to others:	 teaching and learning.
			   (shared understanding	 students, staff.	
			   of LBOTE background). 

A2.			   Her prior experience	 Her prior experience	 Her prior experiences
Imagination	 as a nonnative student	 as a nonnative			   of learning as a
			   encouraged her to		  student enabled her		 nonnative student
			   consider activities		  to have a closer		  impacted her desire
			   with students.			   relationship			   to be approachable
								        with her students.		  and understanding
													             with students, leading
			   She viewed herself as	 See saw herself as a		 to better relationships
			   a student teacher; thus	 student teacher;		  with students and to
			   she was open to		  thus she saw the value	 being a better teacher.
			   learning more about		 of putting energy into
			   being a teacher in		  making connections	 She saw herself as
			   the school.			   and opportunities to	 wanting to take advice
								        connect with other		  from the mentor and
								        teachers, peers, and		 other teachers and was
								        students.				    willing to change her
													             teaching.

A3.			   School context is		  School context is		  School context is
Alignment	 multicultural,			   multicultural, 			   multicultural, 
			   collaborative and		  collaborative, and		  collaborative, and
			   supportive, and this		 supportive, enriching	 supportive of positive
			   contributed to deep		  her teaching			   learning, expanding
			   relationships with		  experience.			   her view of teaching
			   mentor, peers, and							       and sense of being
			   students. 									        a real teacher.

Note. Based on Wenger (2000, p. 240) and Kwan and Lopez-Real (2010, p. 731).
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said that she found it easy to talk to and seek support from other teachers. Laura’s 
personal attributes of being hardworking, respectful to others, open, and flexible 
were seen as contributing factors in building good relationships. Laura described 
the progress she made in terms of her teaching skills as a result of working with 
her mentors and observing other teachers: “I’ve got a lot more structure in my les-
sons, and I am better in behavior management.” The quality mentoring helped her 
to refine her teaching style. Laura praised her second practicum mentor:

She’s from Melbourne so she had different knowledge in mathematics, . . . differ-
ent curriculum it’s in more depth. It was really helpful for me to see other ways of 
teaching those concepts. That was the biggest lesson I learned from her. Another 
thing about her is she really loves her students so much, and I’ve picked up a bit 
of that from her.

Sharing a similar teaching philosophy and background with her mentors, Laura 
made significant progress in learning to be a teacher. At the end of her practicum, 
Laura said she wanted to be like her mentors, who were well organized and cared 
for their students.
	 Good rapport with students facilitated her progress toward becoming a caring 
teacher. Laura was passionate about becoming a teacher and helping students to 
reach their potential but viewed behavior management as one of her limitations. 
However, her good rapport with her students made her realize that she could do 
more for the students. She saw this as benefit to her relationship with the students 
and was happy to share her time and knowledge: 

For the last lesson, I got my students to write something about me and most of 
them said it was really good because they could see that I was trying to help them. 
. . . Maybe I asked too much but they seemed to really appreciate it. It was really 
touching to see them saying that.

Through all the three practicums, she maintained a good relationship with the 
students and had few difficulties with student behavior. At the end of her last practi-
cum, Laura said that she had made improvement in managing student behaviors.
	 In addition to a good rapport with staff, relationships with other practicum 
preservice teachers facilitated her teacher identity development. She praised her 
interactions with peers during the first practicum by saying that they had “mental, 
emotional support, because we’re working together. I’m not the only one who’s the 
baby in the staffroom.” She mentioned that they often observed each other’s lessons, 
commented on them, and shared resources. Having a peer during the practicum 
helped her to realize that she was not the only one who experienced difficulties. 
She said she had learned a lot from observing her peers and consequently made 
changes in her class. It can be seen that through interaction with her peers, she had 
more opportunities to reflect on her own teaching practice and that of her peers. 
Through collaboration, taking and producing artifacts, Laura and her peers were 
engaged in socially valued activities. Instead of working in isolation in their classes, 



Hoa Thi Mai Nguyen & Lynn Sheridan

39

they were engaged with one another and realized that interaction with peers was 
an integral part of their teaching practice at the school practicum. According to 
Wenger’s theory, this enabled them to establish and develop joint enterprise.

	 Educational and cultural background. Laura’s constructed image of a 
LBOTE preservice teacher impacted her concept of self, as a teacher, and her role 
and practice in the school community. Her educational and cultural background 
impacted to a certain extent her teacher identity formation during the practicums. 
Although completing her practicum in a school with a high percentage of students 
from non-English backgrounds, Laura was not very confident with her English 
language abilities. She said, “Yeah, when I teach them about the content I’m fine 
because I know the content and the terms, but when I get them into trouble and 
tell them off I find it a bit hard.” She realized that she would “have to be careful 
about [my] spelling, because English is [my] second language, and when [I’m] 
teaching [I] also have to teach them how to spell things as well.” This was one of 
the reasons why she said she wanted to design more hand-outs for students, as they 
would reduce the amount of time she had to talk with them.
	 However, she believed that her Asian background brought her closer to her 
non-English-background students as well. She said that she identified with some 
international students and reflected on her first time in Australia when she also 
needed more support from teachers. Her high school teacher in Australia was an 
excellent teacher. She said,

I don’t know, I want to break the barrier that students have. Some of the students 
say ‘I hate maths’ and stuff like that, but I want to change that by being approach-
able and understanding. I want to build a personal relationship with my students 
because when I look back on my high school life, if I liked the teacher then I 
liked the subject more.

Her prior background was a positive factor that resulted in deeper engagement 
with her students.
	 Her previous learning experience in her home country also influenced her 
teaching styles. Most of Laura’s observed lessons were teacher centered. She always 
spent time explaining different mathematical concepts to her students rather than 
organizing student-centered activities for them. According to Laura, this may be 
the result of the teacher-centered approach used by her own Korean teachers of 
mathematics and her familiarity with this teaching approach. However, her per-
ception of a student-centered approach was further strengthened at the university, 
where she was shown many hands-on activities to teach mathematics. She realized 
that she should change this. “I want it to be more student centered, and also how I 
organize my board, I think I have to improve that.”
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Case Study 2: Lee

	 Table 3 outlines the contributory factors for Lee’s teacher identity.

	 School culture. The differing school cultures offered challenges in developing 

Table 3 
Lee’s Teacher Identity Matrix

			   B1. Connectedness		 B2. Expansiveness		  B3. Effectiveness

A1.			   Her understanding		  Her relationship with	 Her relationship gave
Engagement	 of the importance of	 the mentor enabled		  her encouragement
			   teacher responsibility	 her to accept help,		  and support to develop
			   and the need to build	 e.g., the mentor		  her own style of
			   strong working		  stepped in to help		  teaching in an
			   relationships			   with discipline, and		 “Australian” classroom.
			   contributed to a		  this extended her
			   shared understanding	 relationship with
			   of teaching.			   mentor and peers.	

A2.			   Her initial perception	 Her prior experience	 Her prior experiences	
Imagination	 as a beginning teacher	 as a nonnative			  as a nonnative
			   and as a nonnative		  teacher gave her		  teacher impacted her	
			   student herself made	 the confidence to		  desire to be a role
			   her conscious of		  clarify her own		  model for students
			   mentors who were		  background and		  and to work
			   unaware of her cultural	 explain her own		  collaboratively with
			   and education			   linguistic challenges	 her peers. This led
			   background and its		  in teaching and her		  to a better relationship
			   impact on expectations	 expectations of		  with her mentor and
			   and relationships.		  students. This enabled	 others, enabling more
								        her to build closer		  effective teaching
								        relationships with		  and learning.
								        students.	

A3.			   The school context		  The school context		  The school culture is
Alignment	 was complex and		  (first practicum) was	 multicultural; staff
			   challenging (second	 multicultural and		  have a tradition of
			   practicum); a casual	 collaborative; her		  sharing, collaboration,
			   teacher was appointed	 mentor was a teacher	 and valuing staff.
			   as a mentor, and this	 from a similar			  This contributed to
			   was not conducive to	 background with a		  her feeling welcomed
			   her developing			  similar subject area,	 and valued as a teacher.
			   relationships with		  and this broadened
			   mentor and peers.		  her experiences at
								        the school.	

Note. Based on Wenger (2000, p. 240) and Kwan and Lopez-Real (2010, p. 731).
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Lee’s identity as a teacher. Prior to undertaking her master’s in teaching, Lee had 
worked as a teacher in her home country, teaching English as a foreign language. 
Her first practicum placement was at an inner-city grammar school with small 
classes and a large population of international students. She felt well supported by 
the mentor; however, she was concerned that the experience might limit her exposure 
to mainstream Australian schooling. The staff in this school worked closely together 
and included her in staff meetings and events. She felt welcomed and included as 
a member of staff.
	 Her second practicum was in direct contrast. This school was a large metropolitan 
state high school with a diverse staff and student population. For this placement, 
Lee was assigned a mentor who was a casual replacement teacher, and Lee often felt 
isolated and poorly supported, even though she valued the opportunity to develop 
her own practice. Although Lee was confident with her teaching, she struggled with 
discipline and student engagement issues and sought support and guidance from 
her mentors. Lee commented on the differences she experienced from teaching in 
her home country: “I had been teaching English for 7 years, but my students were 
university students. Now when I faced the teenagers, I felt confused about how to 
teach them and how to get along with them.”

	 Building strong relationships. Strong relationships with the different stake-
holders were reported to be an important factor in facilitating engagement in the 
school community. As Lee had already worked as a teacher in her own home country, 
she undertook her placements with an understanding of the importance of build-
ing strong relationships with her mentor, staff, and the students. She considered 
this part of the responsibility of being a professional teacher. Lee talked about the 
challenges she was facing with class discipline: “The first time they saw me they 
tried to test me. I think they thought maybe, ‘Oh, yeah, student teacher.’ ”
	 Lee was very discouraged by the discipline problems in one of her secondary 
practicums. Her approach was to talk to her mentor and ask for support: “I talked 
to my supervising teacher about the situation on Thursday, and she stepped in and 
lent me a helping hand in classroom discipline.” Having a mentor step in enabled 
Lee to step away from a challenging situation to reflect and work collaboratively 
with her mentor on possible solutions. Lee was also very critical of teachers 
who were reluctant to share both time and resources, which she considered an 
important part of the role of relationship building and essential in supporting the 
preservice teacher.
	 Lee also spoke about the need for mentors to have an awareness and under-
standing of the culture of the LBOTE preservice teacher. Unfortunately, Lee did 
not always find the relationship and support she wanted from a mentor, and in her 
second practicum, Lee was assigned a mentor who was a casual member of the staff 
and not a teacher in her subject area. Lee believed that this situation limited her 
opportunity to develop closer relationships in the school. She also felt the mentor 
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was not able to offer her the teaching support she needed. Lee talked about one of 
her practicum experiences:

The situation is so complicated because my supervising teacher, she was only there 
for 2 days. The original Chinese teacher actually just quit her job, so there’s only 
a casual teacher. So most of the time I was there without a supervising teacher. 
. . . The casual teacher, she didn’t want to do anything. So she just wanted me 
to do everything. So the good thing is I could learn a lot.

Lee felt isolated, with limited opportunities to discuss her developing practice with 
another colleague from her teaching area. She felt this impacted her understandings 
of teaching and learning within this school context.
	 Lee suggested that even though the experience was useful, she considered it 
inadequate for supporting preservice teachers. It impacted Lee’s opportunity to 
discuss and explore her own teaching methodologies with a mentor and to engage 
in collaborative planning and reflection on the teaching and learning that were 
occurring.

	 Educational and cultural background. Lee’s constructed image of a LBOTE 
preservice teacher influenced her perceptions of herself as a teacher, her role, and 
her practice within the school community. Lee’s educational and cultural back-
ground had a significant impact on her teacher identity formation. From her prior 
experience as a teacher, Lee had firm ideas and beliefs of the value of collaboration, 
teamwork, and sharing. She also had strong ideas of the importance of modeling 
acceptance and tolerance toward other cultures in her classroom and the value of 
language as a learning area.
	 Lee’s image of self was centered on her ability to minimize mistakes and overcome 
linguistic and cultural barriers as a LBOTE beginning teacher. The concept of “not 
losing face” was an important part of her culture, and it shaped her expectations, her 
self-image, and her developing professional identity. Lee described the importance 
she placed on maintaining the students’ trust and her mentors’ confidence with her 
teaching and management of the classroom evidenced by not making mistakes in 
her teaching:

I think the first thing that he looked at in my teaching is how I control the class-
room in terms of behavior management. So he did tell me . . . take time to build 
trust . . . because they are good students. . . . So I cannot afford to make any single 
mistakes. If I do make a mistake they start to lose trust because you know the idea 
of good students . . . they take time to get rapport with you. One thing I remember 
my supervising teacher saying to me is, “Try to minimize mistakes.”

For LBOTE trainee teachers, minor language errors can occasion general mirth and 
loss of face in the classroom. There are two important aspects to note from Lee’s 
comments on this issue. First, she clearly felt that as a LBOTE preservice teacher, 
making language mistakes would impact her image as a capable, English-speaking 
professional and that she would lose the trust of the students and her mentor. In 
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addition, she was able to mitigate against making errors by establishing effective 
conversations with her students and by not taking her own mistakes too seriously: 
“At the beginning, they laugh at my accent in English and because their names are 
so hard to pronounce, especially from Arabic background. I couldn’t pronounce 
them properly and then they were, ha ha, laughing.” However, she resolved this 
problem effectively by having a friendly conversation: “Then I just take the time, 
OK, I say, ‘You can teach me how to pronounce properly if I pronounce your name 
wrong.’ ” From this example, it is clear that such language mistakes can easily 
disrupt class interaction and, if not appropriately addressed, can lead to impaired 
effective classroom relationships.
	 In establishing a relationship with her mentor, Lee was frustrated by her experi-
ence at one of the schools. She believed that discipline problems for the preservice 
teachers are increased by the lack of routine and value placed on language learning:

I was shocked with the discipline problems of the Year 8 Chinese classes in my 
first days of teaching. Most of them didn’t see any point of learning Chinese. 
Some of them didn’t pay attention to the lesson at all, talking, laughing, moving 
around . . . in the lessons. . . . There is no routine in class at all.

	 In trying to establish an effective professional relationship, Lee was confronted 
with the issue of her supervising teacher not having the mentoring experience or 
expertise to support Lee’s developing teaching skills:

Later, I realized that the original Chinese teacher just quit her job at the beginning 
of the term, and right now, the teacher is a casual teacher, and she is not a trained 
Chinese teacher. . . . She only had very limited Chinese language knowledge.

Lee believed good mentoring contributes to effective participation of the preservice 
teacher in the classroom and the school. She believed this occurs when the mentor 
and mentee share resources, when they engage in professional conversations, and 
when the school provides opportunities to develop supportive relationships with 
other school colleagues. Lee explained what is needed in establishing a community 
of practice in a school environment: “I think it is important . . . to have . . . experi-
enced teachers sharing experience and teaching tips. . . . I also had this opportunity 
to share and talk to the other teachers, and they are really happy to share.”
	 Lee’s description of her experiences during the two practicums shows the value 
she placed on developing professional relationships, building trust, and establish-
ing herself as a capable teacher. She believed that by avoiding mistakes, she could 
maintain both her students’ and mentor’s confidence in her abilities. Lee sees her 
identity as that of a teacher who encourages students to value languages, learning, 
and other cultures. She wants her students to be open to cultural diversity as well 
as learning a foreign language.
	 Lee’s own cultural background, work, and school history strongly influenced 
the importance she placed on learning, developing trusting relationships, and not 
losing face in developing her teaching identity. However, it is clear that she found 
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this difficult at times, particularly in her second practicum, where her mentor 
was less engaged in the mentoring process and where the school culture may 
have been a factor against sharing and valuing language learning. Lee’s sense of 
disappointment may lay in her own high expectations, where she found it difficult 
to imagine that a mentor would not want to engage in a professional relationship 
with the preservice teacher or where a student many not want to learn a new lan-
guage. The question to be considered is whether this is a cultural aspect specific 
to all LBOTE preservice teachers or whether Lee’s own past work and schooling 
experiences have led to the higher value she placed on learning, on mentoring, 
and on supporting beginning teachers.

Discussion

	 Teacher professional identity is a complex issue, and there have been many 
approaches to conceptualizing this identity. In a review of identity studies, Beijaard 
et al. (2004) expressed a concern that in many studies, the concept of professional 
identity has been defined differently or not defined at all and called for studies that 
offer methodologies for research on teachers’ professional identity. In this study, 
we relied on Wenger’s (2000) concept of identity construction as “an experience” 
in terms of three modes of belonging to social learning. The use of the Wenger 
matrix framework offered an innovative tool as well as theoretical framework to 
guide the data collection and to understand identity formation and its quality. This 
provides additional evidence for the practicality of this framework in studies of 
identity and the quality of identity formation, which has been initially confirmed 
by Kwan and Lopez-Real (2010).
	 This study identified school context, cultural background, and the building of 
strong relationships as factors contributing to the quality development of LBOTE 
preservice teacher identity. The influence of the context, particularly the school 
culture, was reflected in both case studies. Feeling emotionally safe in the mentor 
relationships was important for the LBOTE preservice teachers to ensure that they 
would not risk “losing face” (Lasky, 2005). Feelings of vulnerability led to a sense 
of powerlessness, betrayal, or defenselessness and to a lack of control where they 
are forced to act in ways inconsistent with core beliefs and values (Korthagen et al., 
2001). In Laura’s case, her collaborative and supportive school culture contributed 
to her quality identity development and the further development of her teaching as 
well as to reaffirming her passion to be a good teacher. In Lee’s case, by contrast, 
the different practicum schools presented different learning experiences and sub-
sequently impacted how she felt as a beginning teacher. The school culture, student 
behavior, staff collaboration, and staff arrangements all contribute to the LBOTE 
preservice teachers’ sense of belonging. LBOTE preservice teachers’ identities 
were influenced by their own experiences in the practicum schools as well as by 
their past experiences of education. The school culture was an important factor in 
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fostering confidence and acceptance and thus significantly contributed to the quality 
of teacher identity development.
	 Laura felt part of the school community, and Lee’s teaching ideals were validated. 
These findings support the argument made by a number of scholars (Beauchamp 
& Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Flores & Day, 2006; Reynolds, 1996; 
Smagorinsky, Cook, Moore, Jackson, & Fry, 2004) who claim that the influence 
of context on teachers’ professional identity is important. For beginning LBOTE 
teachers, whose teacher identities are tentative, the school context was seen to 
have a significant impact on their self-belief as a teacher. This also lends support 
to M. H. Nguyen’s (2014) findings that contextual factors particularly influence a 
LBOTE preservice teacher’s emotions, which can in turn “alter a teacher’s identity 
in relation to the profession” (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009, p. 180).
	 LBOTE preservice teachers may face additional challenges in developing their 
teacher identity in another cultural environment. LBOTE preservice teachers who 
have strong affinity with their culture may not share the common practice of their 
teaching places. Both Laura’s and Lee’s teaching pedagogy and their perceptions 
of being a teacher were influenced by their prior experiences in their countries 
and by their cultures. This study confirms that the core values and beliefs LBOTE 
preservice teachers bring to the practicum are sometimes quite different to those 
of the teacher mentors.
	 Relationships with mentors and others in schools are important in enabling 
LBOTE preservice teachers to develop a positive identity. This is true in Laura’s 
and Lee’s cases, which showed that building strong relationships with teacher 
mentors, students, and others in the school helped them to develop their teacher 
identity at all the levels to which Wenger (2000) referred. Laura’s experience was 
more positive than Lee’s, as she was able to develop stronger relationships with 
the stakeholders in her schools. This benefited Laura, as she was able to develop 
more fully her teaching practice. In Wenger’s view, this would allow her more ef-
fective action and participation within the school and classroom. In comparison, 
Lee was not always able to develop supportive relationships, and this limited her 
opportunities to be engaged with the school and to further develop her teaching 
practices. It can be seen that the quality of her identity formation was hindered.
	 The LBOTE preservice teacher’s developing identity is both complex and 
multilayered. A LBOTE preservice teacher shares similar issues and challenges as 
other preservice teachers; however, these issues become more pronounced when 
personal cultural values, beliefs, and expectations come into play. Wenger’s frame-
work is useful in exploring these factors and the impact they can have on the quality 
of identity formation during the professional experience. Understanding teacher 
identity formation for beginning teachers is of vital concern to teacher education 
as it informs our decision making about how best to prepare our future teachers 
(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004). This study demonstrates that 
the identity development of LBOTE preservice teachers needs more consideration 
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if we are to meet their developmental needs during the practicum. Even though they 
shared similar issues to other preservice teachers, their concerns were complex and 
interwoven with cultural factors. Ongoing support for LBOTE preservice teach-
ers during the practicum needs strengthening to ensure that the university has an 
overview of what happens in practice and how best to support LBOTE preservice 
teachers prior to, during, and after the practicum experience.
	 This study also argues that more attention should be paid to the role of context 
in the professional identity formation of LBOTE preservice teachers. The pre-
practicum experiences of these preservice teachers are important to familiarizing 
them to the school and the teacher mentors; as Danyluk (2013) reported, this “may 
have lessened the stress levels reported during the practicum” (p. 332). Familiarizing 
students with their school contexts with early school visits and school orientation 
programs is important to avoid confrontation and tension. Although confrontation 
and tension could lead to healthy identity formation (Wenger, 1998) and are gener-
ally inevitable (Pillen, Beijaard, & den Brok, 2013; Timostsuk & Ugaste, 2010), 
negative emotions, the preservice teacher’s experience may limit the possibilities 
of learning. Thus choice of the practicum school context for LBOTE preservice 
teachers should be taken into consideration to ensure that the preservice teacher 
enters an environment that supports cultural awareness and where he or she is rec-
ognized and accepted as an LBOTE preservice teacher. It can be seen from Laura’s 
and Lee’s cases that they felt confident when sent to a multicultural school with 
multicultural staff and students. In addition, as Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) sug-
gested, teacher educators should incorporate knowledge of the school community, 
context, and culture into the teacher education program.
	 This study points out that strong relationships with different stakeholders, 
especially with the teacher mentor, are critical to the LBOTE teacher’s identity 
formation. Preparing LBOTE teachers with interpersonal skills, communication 
skills, and coping strategies would possibly help them feel more confident in 
building relationships. Teacher education programs should offer alternative forms 
of interaction in practicum schools for preservice teachers. In both participants’ 
cases, relationships with school mentors were important in deciding the quality of 
the preservice teacher’s learning. When these relationships are not fruitful, they 
will limit the preservice teachers’ opportunities to learn. Building other types of 
communities of practice among preservice teachers, such as learning circles (Le 
Cornu, 2007), peer mentoring (H. T. M. Nguyen, 2013), critical friend groups 
(Judith, 2002), and pair placement (Bullough et al., 2003; Sorensen, 2004), may 
support their positive experiences of the school. Peer support can be an alternative 
source of learning and support for preservice teachers.
	 Findings in this study show how preservice teachers’ cultural and educational 
backgrounds affect the dynamics of the quality of their identity formation. It is 
therefore important for those involved in the LBOTE preservice teachers’ learning 
process, such as teacher mentors and university supervisors, to be able to recognize 
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and allow for these differences to provide effective support. The communication 
that occurs among teacher mentors, university supervisors, and preservice teachers 
should be strengthened to avoid any misunderstandings. Crutcher (2007) pointed 
out that mentors for those with different backgrounds must be adept at navigating 
the cultural differences. He also suggested focusing on strategies to ensure effective 
cross-cultural mentoring. As shown in both cases, the LBOTE teachers’ identities 
were impacted by their cultural beliefs. This requires teacher education programs 
to pay more attention to cultural awareness in terms of communication, learning 
styles, teacher ideals and values of relationships, and appropriate pedagogy in 
certain contexts.
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	 Research has consistently shown that an effective teacher has the single greatest 
impact on student learning (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Dain, 
2005; Sanders & Rivers, 1996). Therefore it is essential that state policy makers 
and university decision makers develop and implement assessments that reliably 
identify effective teachers. Because traditional paper-and-pencil tests of content 
knowledge do not assess teaching performance, policy makers in California man-
dated the teaching performance assessment (TPA) system. The TPA was introduced 
in California in 2004 with programs piloting it and then became mandatory for 
candidates enrolling in preliminary programs in 2008. This study is the first to 
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explore the experiences of candidates who were required to pass a TPA to earn a 
teaching license.
	 The TPA seeks to measure the knowledge, skills, and competencies of teachers 
during the credential phase of their training. This assessment allows credentialing 
agencies to gain some insight into the potential effectiveness of teacher candidates. 
Teacher education programs have used course grades, fieldwork experiences, and 
clinical practice performance to determine candidate readiness for their own class-
rooms for almost a century. Recent legislation in many states, however, requires 
that candidates pass a standardized summative assessment of teaching performance 
to earn their teaching credentials (Stanford Center for Assessment Learning and 
Equity [SCALE], 2015). Although California has multiple years of implementa-
tion with three approved TPA models, and despite the recent advent of edTPA as a 
national-level teaching performance assessment, many question whether the TPAs 
have value. This is especially important for credentialing agencies, which may 
use the data to emphasize, measure, and support the skills and knowledge that all 
teachers need from their first day in the classroom. This article describes the various 
models of TPAs and examines the perceived value of TPAs from the perspective of 
newly employed teachers in California.

Multiple Models for Teaching Performance Assessment

	 At the turn of the 21st century, both federal and state K–12 education improve-
ment efforts proposed sweeping changes in teacher assessment. During this time, 
states relied on written licensure tests to document readiness for K–12 classrooms. 
California took the lead in developing preservice TPA with Senate Bill 2042 
(California Department of Education, 2008), mandating that all teacher education 
programs require a summative assessment of teaching performance as part of 
preservice teacher preparation. In addition, this assessment was mandatory for all 
multiple-subject (elementary) and single-subject (secondary) teacher candidates 
entering California preliminary credential programs after July 1, 2008, and had to 
be aligned with the Teaching Performance Expectations (California Commission on 
Teacher Credentialing, 2013a). The TPA models required a candidate to complete 
defined tasks relating to subject-specific pedagogy, designing and implementing 
instruction, student assessment, and a culminating teaching experience. 
	 The first assessment, known as the California Teaching Performance Assessment 
(CalTPA; California Commission on Teacher Credentialing, 2013b), was designed by 
the Educational Testing Service at the request of the California Commission on Teacher 
Credentialing (CCTC). Teacher educators at Fresno State University developed the 
second assessment, the Fresno Assessment of Student Teachers (FAST). FAST is the 
only locally designed performance assessment approved by CCTC (Torgerson, Macy, 
Beare, & Tanner, 2009). The third commission-approved performance assessment, 
the Performance Assessment for California Teachers (PACT; 2013), was developed 
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by a consortium of teacher education programs led by teacher educators at Stanford 
University. According to Pecheone and Chung (2006),

many teacher educators at these campuses were dissatisfied by the content and 
format of the state’s teacher performance assessment [CalTPA], which was de-
signed as a generic assessment that applies across all grade levels and subject 
areas. Specifically, the [CalTPA] teacher performance assessment was developed 
as four separate and discrete performance tasks that are designed to be embedded 
in college or university preparation program courses. (p. 22)

	 All three formats of the California TPA assessments require trained assessors 
to rate candidates’ performance using scoring rubrics that describe the level of 
performance in each of the required tasks (e.g., planning, instruction, assessment), 
culminating in a total score. Each model must also meet and maintain specified 
standards of assessment reliability, validity, and fairness to candidates. For example, 
CalTPA requires assessors to participate in an initial 1-day overall training followed 
by 2 days of training for each of the four TPA tasks. Assessors must be recalibrated 
every 6 months. After an institution has implemented the TPA using any of the three 
models, it must double score a sample of 15% of scores. If the double scores do 
not match each other, then the campus TPA coordinator is required to review the 
scores and determine a final score. In addition, all candidates receiving a nonpass-
ing score from one assessor are also double scored.
	 California institutions using PACT have teacher education candidates complete 
the assessment toward the end of the program, when they are immersed in student 
teaching. The PACT assessment is a 3- to 5-day unit of instruction that includes 
lesson plans, video of instruction, and three representative samples of student 
work. The PACT is subject specific to the candidates’ area of preparation and is 
divided into five tasks: context, planning, instruction, assessment, and reflection. 
Candidates receive a PACT handbook that describes the assessment and required 
artifacts, with guiding questions used to write a commentary for each task. 
	 Twelve rubrics describing the four performance levels for each criterion are also 
given to candidates. The rubrics are developmental in nature, with an expectation of 
a Level 2 score to demonstrate proficiency to enter the teaching profession. There 
are three rubrics on planning: “Establishing a Balanced Instruction Focus,” “Mak-
ing Content Accessible,” and “Designing Assessments.” They are used to assess 
the lesson plans and planning commentary. The two instruction rubrics, “Engaging 
Students in Learning” and “Monitoring Student Learning During Instruction,” 
are used to assess the teaching videos and instruction commentary. Three rubrics 
measure teaching performance on Assessment: “Analyzing Student Work From an 
Assessment,” “Using Assessment to Inform Teaching,” and “Using Feedback to 
Promote Student Learning.” For the assessment task, candidates share their own 
assessment rubric, an overview of class learning during the teaching event, and 
three representative samples of student work, one of which should be an English 
language learner. The two reflection rubrics, “Monitoring Student Progress” and 
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“Reflecting on Learning,” examine daily reflections provided by the candidate and 
reflection commentary. Finally, two rubrics measure candidate proficiency in de-
veloping their students’ academic language: “Understanding Language Demands” 
and “Developing Students’ Academic Language Repertoire.” These rubrics measure 
teaching performance across the context, planning, instruction, assessment, and 
reflection tasks. There is no rubric for the context task. 
	 Research articles and presentations at national conferences about PACT in 
California, and the growing demand for a national TPA, led to the formation of 
the Stanford Center for Assessment, Learning, and Equity (SCALE, 2013) and 
the edTPA (Darling-Hammond, 2010). The edTPA has been adopted by many 
educator preparation programs across the country and is required by many states 
for certification (American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, 2014; 
Sato, 2014). Although Stanford University is the exclusive author and owner of the 
edTPA, the design and review team comprises more than 100 university faculty, 
national subject-matter representatives, and K–12 teachers. 
	 Building and refining on the work of the PACT consortium, the edTPA has 
three tasks: planning, instruction, and assessment. Each task has five rubrics. As-
pects of the PACT content and rubrics are embedded into each of the three edTPA 
tasks. For example, the context task in PACT is embedded into the planning task 
on the edTPA. It provides student demographic information of the classroom and 
school. The instruction task requires candidates to video subject-specific pedagogi-
cal approaches and integrates the recently adopted Common Core Standards and 
Next Generation Science Standards. The assessment task is very similar to PACT, 
with candidates submitting three representative samples of student work from one 
assessment in the teaching event. The reflection and academic language rubrics in 
PACT are embedded into all three of the edTPA tasks. Finally, the edTPA rubrics 
are scored on a 5-point scale to describe a greater range of teaching performance. 
States determine a minimum cumulative passing score.

Purpose and Development of the Study

	 In 2011–2012, the CCTC convened a Teacher Advisory Panel, consisting of 
teachers, administrators, education faculty, and community stakeholders, to make 
recommendations regarding the direction of credentialing programs. One subgroup 
of the Teacher Advisory Panel reviewed the literature (i.e., Greatness by Design) 
and surveyed stakeholders of TPAs to discuss the value of TPA from the perspective 
of the candidate. The purpose of the present study was to examine newly employed 
teachers’ perceptions of the value of TPAs. The following research questions guided 
the research:

1. To what degree did the TPA assignment enhance the teacher candidate’s 
understanding of the many decision-making processes in teaching?
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2. To what degree did the TPA assignment convey the importance of 
postlesson evaluation and reflection on one’s own teaching decisions?

3. To what degree did the TPA assignment enhance the teacher candidate’s 
understanding of the implications of gathering and analyzing student data 
for instructional purposes?

4. To what degree did feedback given to the candidate provide more insight 
into the expectations of the teaching profession?

Review of the Literature

	 The majority of published research on the CalTPA has focused on the PACT 
version and specifically on the rationale for this high-stakes authentic assessment 
(Darling-Hammond, Newton, & Wei, 2013), content validity and reliability (Duckor, 
Castellano, Téllez, Wihardini, & Wilson, 2014; Wilkerson, 2015), interrater reli-
ability (Porter, 2010), and the relationship between supervisors’ predictions of 
candidate scores (Sandholtz & Shea, 2012).
	 One study focused on the single-campus TPA at Fresno State (FAST). Accord-
ing to the authors, the FAST model was developed to collect assessment data for 
an upcoming NCATE visit (Torgerson et al., 2009).
	 One aspect of the PACT version are the embedded signature assessments, or 
ESAs, that are included in courses prior to student teaching. Larsen and Calfee (2005) 
described ESAs as “campus-specific assignments chosen from standard criteria that 
track a teacher candidate’s growth over time” (p. 151). While the California state 
law requiring the TPA went into place in 2008, most California universities were 
piloting TPAs several years before that (Okhremtchouk, Newell, & Rosa, 2013). 
The benefit of this long-term operation now is that candidate scores on the PACT 
can be linked to their students as a value-added measure. Newton (2010) linked 
PACT scores with four separate value-added estimates for 14 first- and second-
year teachers with 259 students in third through sixth grades. For each additional 
point a teacher scored on PACT (evaluated on a 44-point scale), his or her students 
averaged a gain of one percentile point per year on the California Standards Tests 
as compared with similar students.
	 Little research has been published on the teacher candidates’ views of these 
TPAs. One dissertation “examined survey responses of piloting and control group 
candidates before and after completing the PACT” in 2003–2004 (Chung, 2005, p. 
iv). Chung’s findings suggest that the experience of completing the PACT promoted 
learning and growth in areas of teaching that were experiential gaps in the exist-
ing learning opportunities provided by the university and student teaching place-
ments. Another study investigated 137 teacher education candidates’ perceptions 
from one University of California campus (Okhremtchouk et al., 2009). Another 
single-campus study focused on analyzing test scores of 87 teacher certification 
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candidates in a large university in southern California, starting with a cohort in 
2004–2005 and subsequent cohorts in 3 consecutive academic years: 2005–2006, 
2006–2007, and 2007–2008 (Verdi, Riggs, & Riggs, 2012). The Verdi et al. study 
did not include candidate perceptions. Still another single-campus study at a large 
public university in southern California focused on 106 candidates preparing for 
math and science teaching and compared 23 undergraduates and 83 postbaccalaureate 
candidates (van Es & Conroy, 2009). The majority of this study focused on content 
analysis of the PACT exam, but it did conclude with an exit survey that focused on 
a self-evaluation by candidates about how prepared they were for teaching. Now 
that California institutions have greater experience with implementing PACT, there 
have been more published articles, with one whole journal issue focused entirely 
on PACT (Lit & Lotan, 2013; Peck & McDonald, 2013; Sloan, 2013; Whittaker & 
Nelson, 2013). Two additional studies were published in 2005 in The New Educa-
tor that were focused on more recent PACT implementations (Bunch, Aguirre, & 
Téllez, 2015; Gainsburg & Ericson, 2015).

Perceived Value of Teaching Performance Assessment

	 During the development of the PACT, the value of the TPA was discussed by 
developers and implementers (Pecheone & Chung, 2006). Two values stood out during 
these discussions. The first was the value to the program and the faculty of scoring 
the TPA to inform program improvement. The second value was the perceived value 
to the teacher candidate. A teacher candidate in the field would better understand 
the expectations of teaching by taking the TPA and would improve his or her ef-
fectiveness from feedback the candidate received about his or her TPA. Moreover, 
programs in California were expected to incorporate additional key assessments, 
known in some institutions as signature assignments, embedded assignments, or 
content area tasks, embedded into courses prior to the student teaching semester 
and in addition to the TPA to further enhance the program improvement value and 
teacher candidate improvement value. Though these expected values of the TPA 
were promoted, how much value these TPAs actually provided teacher candidates 
remains a question. 

Research Methodology

Data Collection

	 This article utilized a mixed methods approach (Mertler & Charles, 2008). Both 
quantitative and qualitative data were collected via a 10-question survey using a 
Likert scale and an opportunity for open-ended comments from 1,000 participants. 



Campbell, Ayala, Railsback, Freking, McKenna, & Lausch

57

Data Sources

	 The demographic data gathered from survey respondents included the type 
of credential being sought, the type of university attended, and the TPA model 
completed (see Table 1).
	 Of the 1,000 survey respondents, more than 74% identified enrollment in 
either a single-subject or multiple-subject credentialing program. A small number 
of respondents (2%) also identified enrollment in a special education credential-
ing program, whereas nearly one-fourth of respondents did not identify the type 
of credentialing program they completed.
	 Survey respondents reported attending a private university (54%), whereas 
smaller numbers reported attending either a California State University (CSU; 38%) 
or University of California (UC) campus (6%). All respondents had completed one 
of the three models of TPA and been issued a California credential prior to taking 
the survey. The TPA model taken by respondents included the CalTPA (58%), PACT 
(16%), and FAST (2%). One-fourth of respondents did not identify the model of 
TPA they completed, leading researchers to believe that respondents did not know 
the model of TPA they had completed as a teacher candidate or had forgotten the 
name of the assessment by the time they participated in the survey.
	 The quantitative data gathered information on the type of credential respon-
dents were seeking at the time of TPA completion; the type of university attended; 

Table 1
Respondent Credential Type, University Type,
and Type of Teaching Performance Assessment Taken

						      n		  %
Credential
	 Single subject				    467		  47
	 Multiple subject			   533		  53
	 Special educationa			     45		    5
University
	 University of California			     57		    6
	 California State University		  375		  38
	 Private				    544		  54
	 Other				      24		    2
TPA
	 CalTPA				    575		  58
	 PACT				    157		  16
	 FAST				      22		    2
	 Do not know				    246		  25

Note. CalTPA = California Teaching Performance Assessment. FAST = Fresno Assessment of Student 
Teachers. PACT = Performance Assessment for California Teachers. TPA = teaching performance 
assessment.
aStudents in special education also included multiple or single subjects.



Beginning Teachers’ Perceptions

58

to what degree the TPA did or did not enhance the respondent’s understanding of 
distinct teaching aspects; and, if feedback was received, the degree to which that 
feedback was valuable. The qualitative data, gathered from the comments sections 
of the survey, further illustrated the positive and negative perceptions of the teacher 
candidates with regard to the TPA. The CCTC made available the e-mail addresses 
of Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment (BTSA) induction directors across 
California. Induction directors sent the survey to 1,200 newly credentialed pre-
liminary elementary and secondary teachers who had completed TPA as one of the 
requirements of their preliminary teaching credential and who were participating 
in a beginning teacher induction program. As part of the panel, the research team 
created, piloted, and launched a survey about the value and efficacy of the TPA in 
October 2012. The survey asked teachers who were in their first or second year 
of teaching about the value, efficacy, and validity of the TPA they had completed 
in their credentialing program. Furthermore, these teachers were asked about the 
time commitment of the TPA and about any feedback they had received. The survey 
closed when 1,000 responses were reached on February 12, 2013.

Data Analysis

	 The data were analyzed in two phases. In the first phase, the survey responses 
of the new teachers were reviewed and data were disaggregated across the two most 
common models of TPAs: the CalTPA and PACT. Because the FAST model only in-
cluded 22 participants, or 2% of the sample, these were excluded from the quantitative 
analysis. Because each survey item allowed for comments, these were reviewed to 
understand the reasons why new teachers responded as they did. To best accomplish 
this, five researchers randomly selected 25 new teacher surveys and identified the 
themes in those responses. The research team used qualitative data analyzing tech-
niques that suggest, “as you read through your data, certain words, phrases, patterns 
of behavior, subjects’ ways of thinking, and events repeat and stand out. . . . These 
words and phrases are coding categories” (Bogan & Biklen, 2003, p. 161). Based on 
researcher consensus, the following themes emerged: value, quality of time, quantity 
of time, validity, suggestions, emotional reactions, and other (see Table 2).
	 Each research member then coded 200 student surveys. The codes from the 
teacher surveys were entered into the qualitative software program NVivo (QSR 
International, 2014). For each theme, teacher responses were aggregated across 
all surveys, reviewed for consistency, and reported out to display what the new 
teachers were communicating within each of the larger themes.

Results

	 The results of the survey will be reported first for the CalTPA model, followed 
by results for the PACT model.
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CalTPA and Enhanced Understanding of Teacher Practices 

	 Respondents indicated whether they believed the CalTPA enhanced their un-
derstanding of three aspects of teaching: decision-making processes in teaching, 
postevaluation of teaching decisions, and gathering and analyzing data for instruc-
tion (see Table 3). The majority of respondents affirmed the CalTPA experience had 
enhanced their understanding of effective teaching practices across all three aspects 
to some degree, whereas 25% or less said they had experienced no enhanced under-
standing of teaching practices. Thirty-five percent affirmed enhanced understanding 
in decision-making processes in teaching to an “adequate or significant degree.” 
Thirty-nine percent said CalTPA “somewhat” enhanced their understanding of the 
decision-making processes.
	 Additionally, 44% affirmed enhanced understanding of postevaluation of teach-
ing decisions to an “adequate or significant degree,” whereas 33% said CalTPA 

Table 2
Coding Themes Found in Survey Responses

Theme		  Definition

Value		  Does the statement contain information about the candidate’s opinion
			   or perception that the TPA is of good value or not? Example: “Too
			   much paperwork.”

Quality of time	 Does the statement contain language as to the quality of the time?
			   Example: “It took a lot of time that could have been better spent
			   working for or with students” or “a waste of time.”

Quantity of time	 Does the statement refer to the amount of time that the TPA took?
			   Example: “TPAs are incredibly time consuming.”

Validity		  Does the statement made attend to the relationship between teaching,
			   pedagogy, and the TPA? Do candidates feel that it is a good tool
			   for learning about teaching? Do candidates feel that the TPA has nothing
			   to do with teaching? Example: “I found it valuable to watch the video
			   of myself teaching and reflect on my delivery.”

Suggestions	 Does the candidate’s response offer any suggestions about how to
			   change the TPA to improve it? Example: “Wish that I would have
			   gotten more feedback about my TPA.”

Emotional reaction	 Does the response contain an emotional component that gives
			   insight into the state of mind of the candidate? Example: “The
			   whole thing was worthless and very stressful.”

Other important	 Does the response contain something we have not yet identified?
			   If so, then code as “other important.”

Note. TPA = teaching performance assessment.
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enhanced their understanding “somewhat” in this category. Forty-seven percent 
said the CalTPA enhanced their understanding in gathering and analyzing data 
for instruction to an “adequate or significant degree,” whereas 34% said CalTPA 
enhanced their understanding “somewhat” in this category. 

PACT and Enhanced Understanding of Teacher Practices

	 Table 3 also indicates whether respondents believed the PACT had enhanced 
their understanding in the three teaching aspects: decision-making processes in 
teaching, postevaluation of teaching decisions, and gathering and analyzing data 
for instruction. In each case, the majority of respondents affirmed that the PACT 
experience had enhanced their understanding of effective teaching practice across all 
three aspects to some degree, whereas 9% or less asserted that they had experienced 
no enhanced understanding of teaching practices. Fifty-three percent affirmed an 
enhanced understanding of decision-making processes for teaching to an “adequate 
or significant degree.” Thirty-eight percent said PACT enhanced their understanding 
“somewhat” in this category. More than 61% of respondents affirmed enhanced 
understanding of postevaluation of teaching decisions to an “adequate or signifi-
cant degree,” whereas 34% said PACT enhanced their understanding “somewhat” 
in this category. A similar number of respondents, 60%, said the PACT enhanced 
their understanding in gathering and analyzing data for instruction to an “adequate 
or significant degree,” whereas 34% said PACT enhanced their understanding 
“somewhat” in this category. Only 9%, 4%, and 6%, respectively, reported that the 

Table 3 
Degree to Which the CalTPA and PACT Enhanced Understanding of Teaching Practices

				    Decision-making		  Postevaluation of	 Gathering and analyzing
				    process in teaching		 teaching decisions	 data for instruction
Degree of
understanding		 n		  %			   n		  %		  n		  %

CalTPA
	 Significant	   88		    9			   124		  12		  143		    14
	 Adequate		 260		  26			   317		  32		  332		    33
	 Somewhat	 395		  40			   332		  33		  335		    34
	 Not at all		 256		  26			   227		  23		  190		  119

PACT
	 Significant	 236		  24			   255		  25		  242		    24
	 Adequate		 293		  29			   363		  36		  363		    36
	 Somewhat	 382		  38			   338		  34		  338		    34
	 Not at all		   89		    9			     44		    4		    57		      6

Note. CalTPA = California Teaching Performance Assessment. PACT = Performance Assessment for 
California Teachers. 
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PACT assessment did not enhance their understanding of these effective teaching 
practices at all.
	 In conclusion, survey data showed that the TPA experience, regardless of the 
model, enhanced understanding of teacher practices in three aspects: decision-making 
processes in teaching, postreflection of teaching decisions, and gathering and analyzing 
data to inform instruction. However, although both CalTPA and PACT users reported 
enhanced understanding as a result of the TPA experience, PACT users indicated a 
greater impact on their teaching practices than did CalTPA users.

TPA and Clinical Practice Experience

	 To obtain beginning teacher perceptions of the relationship between completing 
TPA and a successful clinical practice experience, two questions were asked. The first 
asked teachers to reflect on their perception at the time of student teaching, and the 
second asked them to see if their opinion afterward was different. Table 4 reports a 
cross-tabulation of TPA perceptions at the time of student teaching by the four mod-
els. A chi-square test of significance revealed a statistically significant relationship 
between candidates’ perceptions and type of TPA, c2 (3) = 8.837, p < .05.
	 Table 4 also compares the looking back perspective by the four models and 
was not statistically significant (p < .072). A second analysis was completed select-
ing just the three models that students identified and eliminating the “don’t know” 
category. This second analysis was significant at the p < .05 level.
	 For the CalTPA group, more than 75% of respondents reported during the clinical 
practice portion of their teacher credential program that they felt the CalTPA “took 
away” from the clinical practice experience. When later reflecting on the value of 

Table 4
Cross-Tabulation of Perceptions of TPA Taking Away
or Enhancing Clinical Practice Experience by TPA Model

				    TPA completed, n (%)

				    CalTPAa		 PACTb		  FASTc		  Don’t knowd	 Total

At the timee

	 Enhanced	 141 (25%)	   53 (34%)	   8 (36%)		    79 (32%)	 281 (28%)
	 Took away	 434 (76%)	 104 (66%)	 14 (64%)		  167 (68%)	 719 (72%)

Looking backf

	 Enhanced	 209 (36%)	   75 (48%)	   8 (36%)		    92 (37%)	 384 (38%)
	 Took away	 366 (64%)	   82 (52%)	 14 (64%)		  154 (63%)	 616 (62%)

Note. N = 1,000. CalTPA = California Teaching Performance Assessment. FAST = Fresno Assess-
ment of Student Teachers. PACT = Performance Assessment for California Teachers. TPA = teaching 
performance assessment.
aN = 575. bN = 157. cN = 22. dN = 246. e*c2 (3) = 8.837, p < .05. fc2 (3) = 6.995, p < .072.
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the CalTPA during clinical practice, 64% still reported the CalTPA “took away” 
from their clinical practice experience (see Table 4). Only 24% of respondents felt 
the CalTPA enhanced their experience in their clinical practice assignments at the 
time they were taking it, and 36% affirmed that the assessment did enhance their 
experience as they now look back.

PACT and Clinical Practice Experience

	 Sixty-six percent of PACT users reported that taking the TPA during clinical 
practice “took away” from their experience. Though PACT users responded more 
favorably to the TPA in hindsight of having completed the TPA, 52% still reported 
the TPA “took away” from their teaching experience while they were in their clini-
cal practice assignments (see Table 4).
	 In summary, when asked to assess whether the TPA enhanced or took away 
from their clinical practice experience, as perceived both at the time and looking 
back, the majority of both CalTPA and PACT users reported that the TPA “took 
away” from their clinical experience. The beginning teachers who utilized the FAST 
model at Fresno State, though a very small group (n = 22), responded similarly to 
both CalTPA and the overall percentage of 62%. The large group of students who 
did not identify their model on the survey also had very similar results to both the 
CalTPA and the overall percentage of the entire sample. PACT users gave a more 
favorable response than did users of any of the other three models.

CalTPA and Feedback

	 The majority of CalTPA respondents (61%) had not received any feedback 
from their credentialing programs about their TPA other than a passing or nonpass-
ing score. Of those who did receive feedback, 27% felt the feedback they received 
was somewhat valuable, and 48% stated the feedback received was adequately or 
significantly valuable. Twenty-five percent felt the feedback received was “not at 
all” valuable to understanding effective teaching practices.

PACT and Feedback

	 Like the CalTPA respondents, the majority of PACT respondents (69%) had 
not received any feedback from their credentialing programs about their TPA other 
than passing or nonpassing scores. Respondents who had received feedback reported 
that the feedback was valuable, with 55% stating that the value was significant to 
adequate, whereas 31% felt the feedback was somewhat valuable and 14% reported 
that the feedback was “not at all” valuable to their understanding of effective teach-
ing practices. 
	 Consistent to both TPA models, most respondents were unable to report on the 
value of feedback because the majority of survey participants reported that they 
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did not receive any feedback from their TPA evaluators. Overall, fewer PACT users 
received feedback than did CalTPA users. However, both CalTPA and PACT users 
who did receive feedback on their TPAs affirmed its positive value, though PACT 
users responded more favorably than CalTPA users on the value of the feedback 
received.

Elaborating on the Qualitative Findings

	 Researchers were able to extract clear and common themes from the 1,983 
comments collected across both of the TPA models. In Table 5, the node in the left 
column refers to the reoccurring themes as identified by the candidate respondents: 
the source was how many respondents commented on that theme and the reference 
was the total number of times the theme was referred to across all responses. Each 
of the narrative files was coded to distinguish between the types of California in-
stitutions and the TPA model a campus used. In the narrative examples used in this 

Table 5
Student Responses Identified According to Node, Source, and Reference

Node				    Source			   No. references

Value
	 Negative			   133			   317
	 Positive			     74			   120
	 Equal			       2			       2

Quantity of time
	 Negative			     85			   116
	 Positive			       1			       1

Emotional reaction
	 Negative			     59			     90
	 Positive			       2			       2
	 Equal			       1			       1

Validity
	 Negative			     30			     49
	 Positive			     67			     93
	 Equal			       1			       1

Quality of time
	 Negative			   115			   200
	 Positive			     29			     44

Other important
	 Negative			       4			       5
	 Positive			       1			       1

Suggestion			     41			     46



Beginning Teachers’ Perceptions

64

portion, the first letter specifies type of campus (U = UC; C = CSU; P = private). 
The second letter specifies the TPA model (P = PACT; T = CalTPA). For example, 
a file coded 0974UP would mean UC and PACT. The numbers preceding the two 
letters refer to the randomly assigned number for the file.

Value of the TPA Based on the Qualitative Data

	 The value of the TPA, regardless of the model, was not obvious to many TPA 
users. When the responses were analyzed for this theme, more candidates responded 
negatively (n = 133) than positively (n = 74), and those who responded negatively 
repeated this theme almost three times as often (n = 317) as the positive references 
(n = 120). Beyond the number of times students responded negatively or positively 
around the theme of value, there were recurring subthemes within the larger category 
of value seen by candidates.
	 One reoccurring subtheme in the category of value was the relationship be-
tween what teacher candidates do with TPAs in their credentialing programs and 
what beginning teachers experienced in their BTSA inductions. Newly creden-
tialed teachers in California participate in a 2-year BTSA program offered either 
through the district or county office of education and, at successful conclusion, 
are recommended to CCTC for their clear credential. While it might be assumed 
that the connection between TPA and BTSA programs would be developed some-
what consistently across the state, the responses of candidates were not uniform. 
Although respondents were frustrated at having to repeat the TPA experience later 
as a BTSA participant, some had a more positive experience moving from TPA to 
BTSA. More positive views of the link between TPA and BTSA were “I felt like 
the TPAs prepared me adequately for BTSA” (0974UP) and “TPA has helped me 
with my BTSA program and knowing how to gather information” (0888CP).
	 Some responses provided alternative views of the TPA experience. One re-
spondent stated,

I feel that gathering and analyzing data was what I was doing in my credential 
program. . . . This additional TPA assignment/requirement was just an additional 
hoop to jump through when I was already overwhelmed at being in a classroom 
for the first time. Then to have to do the same sort of exercise again with BTSA 
is too much. No other profession has so many requirements to show mastery. It’s 
too much. (0121UC) 

	 Though many student teachers reported being stressed out during the experi-
ence, many saw the value of TPA as guiding them toward more effective teaching. 
One respondent said, “It was a complement to what I was doing in the classroom 
and it made it easier to teach after the case studies were completed. It was like a 
recipe for success” (0571UC).
	 A number of the respondents who reported positive value in the TPA saw the 
connection between lesson planning and student assessment. One responded, “How 
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to backwards design lessons and track student data was beneficial” (0816UP). 
Another positive aspect of the TPA was the requirement to videotape themselves 
in a classroom during student teaching, evaluate their own performance, and be 
evaluated by the TPA assessor. One respondent said, “Because I was required to 
analyze student data and video myself teaching, watching myself on video was eye 
opening” (0430UC).

Quantity of Time

	 Overwhelmingly, respondents reported that the assessment required an average 
of 22 hours to complete. Responses analyzed for this theme showed that many had 
more negative feelings (n = 85) than positive feelings (n = 1) about time spent on 
TPAs. They shared various versions of the sentiment “TPAs are incredibly time 
consuming” (0411CP). The direct result of time consumption on an external task 
meant to candidates that they were unable to spend adequate time preparing for 
essential “in-class” requirements, especially when student teaching.
	 Respondents stated that they felt unprepared for their student teaching, which 
led to negative experiences, both physical and emotional. One respondent stated, 
“It took my time away from planning and reflecting on lessons for student teaching 
and made me feel more stressed out” (0404CP). More specifically, at the same time 
as the TPA experience took away from a candidate’s in-class preparation time and 
enhanced an already stressful situation, numerous candidates also commented that 
content they prepared for their TPAs only served their student teaching responsi-
bilities in an extremely limited manner. One reported, “TPAs had a lot of work/
questions that only pertained to one lesson plan” (0434CC). One solution offered by 
a small but significant group of candidates was to decrease time spent on TPAs by 
eliminating redundancy within the assessment. A respondent succinctly described 
the TPA experience in relation to quantity of time by stating,

The idea behind the TPA is good and I can see the value. In practice, however, the 
TPA took so much time it did not enhance the experience at all. A much shorter 
version without the redundancy of questions would probably have been more 
helpful. (0483UP)

Validity

	 The area of validity also generated positive comments. The most straightforward 
comment for validity of the assignment was “this assessment is valid with regards 
to being an effective teacher” (0427UP). The most common positive comments in 
the area of validity were around the practice of reflection, such as “constant reflec-
tion and data analysis is important to the teaching profession” (0404CP) and “it 
helped me be a reflective teacher and understand a teacher’s job better” (0587CP). 
Less frequent but repeated by many confirming the validity of the assessment were 
“TPA taught me the importance of differentiation” (0444UP) and “to this day I still 
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incorporate strategies I learned through the TPA” (0413CC). Negative comments 
in the area of validity were variations of “this was an additional hoop, busy work” 
(0405 UP), “I only did enough to satisfy the assignment” (0868CP), and “[it was] 
irrelevant and meaningless” (0849CP).

Quality of Time

	 Negative comments on the quality of time were nearly 4:1 over positive ones. 
The most common negative comments were consistent with “it took away from the 
student teaching experience” (0402CC) or “it was a lot of busy work” (0437CC). 
Many student teachers were quoted as saying, “I was so focused on completing 
the assignment with a passing score that I was unable to fully devote myself to 
teaching” (0441CP).
	 Quality of time comments coded as positive had respondents stating that 
the TPA process “enhanced the student teaching experience” (0566CP), “how to 
write lesson objectives and make sure that I am assessing what I set out to teach” 
(0861PC), and “helped me see more clearly how assessment and planning are con-
nected” (0885PU).

Emotional Reactions

	 Many of the respondent comments connoted a negative emotional reaction. One 
respondent said, “I felt burdened by it and stressed instead of having more energy 
and time to pour into student teaching” (0884CC), while another stated, “It was a 
ridiculous exercise in busy work and how much useless paperwork is involved in 
teaching” (0570CP). Some respondents felt stressed and that they had too many 
other responsibilities during the clinical practice experience.

Suggestions

	 The vast majority of the suggestions were to provide more feedback to future 
teacher candidates: “Would like more than just a numerical feedback, put so much 
work into the TPA I would’ve liked more feedback” (0999CP); “The TPA process 
was too long and did not provide feedback initially. I would have liked additional 
personal feedback rather than my own feedback on the teaching process” (0902CP).
	 Another suggestion was to eliminate the redundancy in the TPA, which could 
reduce the quantity of time. One respondent stated, “The process is good, but the 
written reflections and responses are entirely too repetitive and long. I wrote the 
same thing over and over again, because the prompts were redundant” (0959CP).
	 It was also suggested that there should be more time dedicated to student teach-
ing and less time to this assessment: “I spent more time perfecting and creating 
a data program. It would have been more beneficial to use one like I have at my 
school. Then I could spend the time analyzing my practice” (0824UC).
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	 Finally, respondents wished the TPA would be more connected with what they 
were currently working on as new teachers: “After all that work with TPA, then 
having to do the same sort of exercise again with BTSA, it’s too much” (0405UP). 
This suggestion and others are based on the survey responses from beginning 
teachers who did not value the TPA as part of their learning or said it took away 
from the clinical practice experience.

Conclusions and Recommendations

	 Our data suggest several conclusions. First, the TPA experience enhanced under-
standing of teacher practices in three areas: decision-making processes in teaching, 
postreflection of teaching decisions, and gathering and analyzing data to inform 
instruction. A second conclusion is the overwhelming sentiment that the length of the 
TPA and the required time commitment on the part of the candidate are excessive, 
especially during the clinical practice experience. A third conclusion is a perceived 
lack of meaningful connection between the TPA process in the teacher preparation 
program and the BTSA program. Lastly, there is a clear absence of feedback provided 
to the candidate after such a significant commitment of time and effort on the assign-
ment. Feedback is necessary for teachers to become more effective in their practice.
	 Out of these conclusions come four recommendations. The first recommendation 
is to reduce the overall length of the TPA while retaining the focus on key aspects 
of teaching, such as instruction based on student information, selecting effective as-
sessments, and planning future instruction based on student performance data. The 
second recommendation is to find ways to make a more obvious correlation between 
the TPA and credentialing program courses, assignments, and other assessments, 
especially with regard to the clinical practice experience. The third recommendation 
is to link the candidate’s TPA experience during the credentialing program with the 
expectations of the district’s beginning teacher support system, creating a meaningful 
bridge from teacher training to initial employment. The final recommendation is to 
include additional ways to give feedback to teacher candidates.
	 We suggest that the TPA could reduce its overall length by making a stronger 
correlation and clearer relationship between the TPA and other credentialing pro-
gram requirements. Respondents perceived the TPA as being an excessively long 
and repetitive assignment. By providing a more intentionally unified assessment 
approach, the teacher preparation program could decrease the time commitment 
associated with the TPA during an already impacted teacher training experience and 
allow other program assessments to cover important teaching aspects. By allowing 
the teacher preparation programs to take responsibility for assessing distinct aspects 
of teaching currently covered by the TPA, the TPA could be reduced in scope, and 
the relationship between the preparation program components and the TPA could 
be strengthened. Candidates could appreciate the integrated experience rather than 
disparage the requirements placed upon them.
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	 Because candidates reported that the TPA interrupted clinical practice and 
may even have prevented them from advancing their instructional skills, programs 
should spread the work of the TPA over the entire preparation program. Also, teacher 
educators need to make more explicit connections between clinical practice and 
the value of TPA. Candidates need to see how their teaching reflections expressed 
in the TPA can improve their work during clinical practice. To make a clearer 
relationship between what is learned during credentialing program course work 
and what is asked on the TPA, preparation programs must help the students make 
the connection (e.g., this class prepares you for TPA 1 or Task 3 in these specific 
ways, or this task goes along with clinical practice because . . .). To strengthen the 
TPA–course work relationship, programs could embed assignments in methods 
courses reflecting the teaching aspects being assessed with the TPA. For example, 
when multicultural courses require teacher candidates to prepare a profile of the 
students in their fieldwork class, the importance of knowing all aspects of students 
before planning instructional experiences becomes clearer.
	 The third recommendation is that universities and school districts develop an 
explicit link between teacher preparation programs, the TPA, and district induction 
programs. Respondents in the survey were in the midst of an induction program, and 
many commented that the TPA experience could be better utilized in the induction 
program. If teacher preparation is part of a learning progression from undergradu-
ate teacher candidate work to beginning teachers in classrooms (i.e., preservice to 
in-service), then it makes sense that all TPA models, including edTPA, be used in 
intentional ways along this continuum.
	 The fourth recommendation is to seek ways to provide feedback to teacher 
candidates about their performance on the TPA. Assessments coupled with feedback 
are crucial for student learning (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2014), and almost 
all of the survey respondents wished they had received more feedback. Although 
a majority of respondents reported receiving no feedback, those who reported 
receiving feedback said it was adequately or significantly valuable. Assessment 
experiences without feedback are not growth experiences for the learner, the 
teacher, or the program. Feedback must be timely and specific to enhance learn-
ing, and well-designed assessments can provide specific, personalized, and timely 
information to guide both learning and teaching (McTighe & O’Connor, 2005). 
It is recommended that revised implementation standards for the TPAs, as well as 
edTPA implementation, detail appropriate ways for assessors to provide feedback 
that will further develop the candidate and inform teaching and learning, while 
retaining the necessary validity and reliability of these high-stakes assessments.
	 As the CCTC investigates the options for a revised system of assessment for 
TPAs, we suggest that the perspective of the candidates be carefully considered. 
Performance assessments yield evidence that reveals candidate understanding, and 
this authentic application calls for candidates to transfer knowledge, using what 
they know in new situations. The TPA enables candidates to apply their learning 
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thoughtfully and flexibly, thereby demonstrating their understanding of the many 
teaching aspects crucial to effective instruction, and perhaps resulting in a more 
coherent and fruitful assessment experience. Realizing this goal can provide teacher 
education programs the opportunity to reduce the length and scope of the TPA by 
sharing the assessment of teaching aspects across measures, provide meaningful 
feedback to teacher candidates, and link the TPA to district induction programs.
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	 Few issues in education threaten the nation as seriously as the present and 
growing shortage of teachers. Teacher attrition is high among teachers across the 
nation and is one of the most serious causes of teacher shortage (Ingersoll, 2004). 
As policy makers rush to address this problem, research is needed to examine the 
retention effects of policy decisions regarding various elements affecting teachers’ 
decisions to remain in or leave the profession. 
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tification, which is largely due to the serious teacher shortage across the country 
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reported having some type of alternative route for certifying teachers, whereas 
only 8 states said they had alternative routes in 1983 when the National Center for 
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Jersey, and Texas, which have been pursuing alternative routes since the mid-1980s, 
20% or more of new teachers enter the profession through alternative routes.
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	 Alternative route certification programs (ARC) have been specifically designed 
to recruit, prepare, and license talented individuals who already have at least a bach-
elor’s degree. Candidates must pass a rigorous screening process. ARC programs 
are field based and include course work or equivalent experiences while teaching. 
Candidates of the program work closely with their mentors in preparation to meet 
the high performance standards required for completion of the program (Office of 
Innovation and Improvement, 2004).
	 In the report of the Education Commission of the States, the commission 
raised the important question of whether there are alternative route programs that 
graduate high percentages of effective new teachers with average or higher than 
average rates of teacher retention (Allen, 2003). The report concluded that retention 
rates for alternative routes can be comparable to those of traditionally prepared 
teachers over the short term, but with regard to long-term retention, the research on 
this issue has to be regarded as inconclusive. This study aims to look at long-term 
retention effects of alternative route teacher preparation programs and traditional 
teacher preparation programs.

Purpose

	 Teacher retention is important because teacher turnover creates instability and 
costs and negatively impacts teaching quality—especially in schools that most need 
stability (Donaldson & Johnson, 2011). During an interview in 2013, professor 
and researcher Richard Ingersoll stated that anywhere between 40% and 50% of 
teachers will leave the classroom within their first 5 years. This percentage includes 
the 9.5% who leave before the end of their first year (Riggs, 2013).
	 Ingersoll (2004) used the term the revolving door effect to describe the frustrat-
ing cycle that occurs at at-risk schools that continually search for new teachers to 
replace the ones who leave. When qualified teachers leave in just a few years, they 
need to be replaced by novice teachers, which incurs substantial costs. According 
to the U.S. Department of Labor (as cited by Alliance for Excellent Education, 
2005), school systems in the United States spent $4.9 billion on teacher turnover 
in 2005. More important than monetary cost is the cost to student academic well-
being: Continuously replacing experienced, effective teachers with novice teachers 
causes students to be taught by a stream of inexperienced, first-year teachers. 
	 Research is needed to explore new, alternative routes to teaching careers that 
can result in good retention. The purpose of this study was to examine one important 
factor related to teacher retention: type of teacher preparation. There appears to be 
three main routes to a teaching career:

• Teachers can complete a regular, accredited, baccalaureate-level col-
lege- or university-based teacher education program.

• Teachers can enter the profession through a lateral entry alternative 
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licensure program: a sink-or-swim route to teaching that allows qualified 
individuals to obtain a teaching position and begin teaching immediately, 
while earning a license as they teach. Lateral entry teachers must complete 
specific courses toward licensure within a specified period of time. To be 
considered for lateral entry, individuals must have a bachelor’s degree 
from an accredited college or university.

• Teachers can complete a special alternative licensure program designed 
to ease non–education majors into teaching and support them in a teach-
ing career. For example, the NC Teach program in North Carolina is one 
such alternative method of preparing new teachers. NC Teach focuses 
on recruiting, preparing, and supporting high-quality, mid-career profes-
sionals who want to enter teaching through an alternative licensure route. 
NC Teach is a year-long program with 5 weeks of essential skills in the 
summer. It is designed for persons who have less than 1 year of teaching 
experience or who plan to teach while earning a license. It involves 12 
semester hours of graduate work. 

Perspectives

	 As the need for teachers has mushroomed out of control nationwide, researchers 
have attempted to identify factors related to teacher retention. Among factors studied 
have been the role of the principal (David, 2003), and the administration in general, 
which encourages and promotes teachers’ ideas (Inman & Marlow, 2004). Closely 
related is the factor of mentoring or counseling (Brown, 2003; David, 2003; Hoerr, 
2005; Inman & Marlow, 2004). Inman and Marlow (2004) also found that collegiality 
and positive attitudes about teachers in the community are related to teacher retention. 
Johnson and Birkeland (2003) identified both school support and success with students 
as positive factors in retention. Hanson, Lien, Cavalluzzo, and Wenger (2004) found 
that higher teacher pay increases the likelihood that a person will continue to teach. 
Buckley, Schneider, and Shang (2005) found that facility quality in Washington, 
D.C., was an important predictor of teachers’ decisions to leave their positions, even 
when controlling for other variables. Reynolds and Wang (2002) explored the effect 
of having attended a graduate program linked to a professional development school 
(PDS) and found no difference in retention rates between teachers who had attended 
a PDS-linked program and those who did not.
	 In 2011, the Gates Foundation (as cited in Smollin, 2011) polled 40,000 
teachers about job satisfaction. The results showed that the majority of those 
polled teachers agreed that supportive leadership, time for collaboration, access 
to high-quality curriculum and resources, clean and safe buildings, and relevant 
professional development are even more important than higher salaries. Working 
conditions in many public schools remain far from ideal, especially for beginning 
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teachers, who are most likely to be assigned to the highest need schools. Despite 
the added challenges they face, these teachers are often given few resources and 
little professional support (Smollin, 2011).
	 Researchers have also come to conclude that teacher attrition rates are, in part, 
due to the level of education received as well as the quality of the program itself. 
Jorissen (2002) believed it is the level of preparation that influences satisfaction in 
teaching, which inevitably determines a teacher’s decision to stay or go. Jorissen 
summarized that the longer preparation programs, which combine pedagogical 
training with a supervised field experience, are more likely to produce teachers 
who are satisfied and committed to remaining in teaching.
	 A multitude of ARCs are available to prospective teachers, some displaying 
higher success rates than others. Those who support alternative route to certifica-
tion programs claim that the participants are highly motivated to enter the teaching 
profession and that they fill critical shortages in specific subjects and school districts 
(Alger & Norman-Gloria, 2009). Teach for America (TFA) is the most well renowned 
alternative certification program in the United States. Much research has shown 
that TFA produces the same quality teachers as the traditional university program, 
although student test scores sometimes show otherwise (Wilson, 2011). Often, the 
great debate focuses on the value of teachers’ subject-matter knowledge and their 
pedagogical skills; the amount of preparation a new teacher receives in these areas 
is determined by the path he or she followed into teaching (Ingersoll, Merrill, & 
May, 2012). Many attribute the success of TFA to minimized traditional teacher 
preparation requirements, also known as deregulation. Deregulation advocates argue 
that the course work offered by traditional preparation programs can be arbitrary, 
unchallenging, and excessive (Maier, 2012). Maier also showed that TFA members, 
unlike their traditionally prepared colleagues, are provided a valuable credential as 
a reward for their 2-year service. If this reward also contributes to turnover, then it 
does so at a cost to the students, parents, and communities that TFA serves. At this 
point, nearly two-thirds of TFA teachers continue as public school teachers beyond 
their 2-year commitments (Donaldson & Johnson, 2011).
	 Another form of ARC is the PDS. Most of the published studies of PDS reten-
tion and preparation favor PDS preparation over more traditional types of teacher 
education and have found no differences between PDS and non-PDS graduate 
retention from one institution, but the percentage of PDS graduates who expected 
to remain in teaching exceeded the percentage for non-PDS graduates. Moreover, 
PDS graduates felt more satisfied with their preparation than did non-PDS graduates 
(Reynolds & Wang, 2005). Latham and Vogt (2007) also found that PDSs signifi-
cantly and positively affect how long teachers remain in education. Individuals who 
completed the Alternative Certification for Teaching (ACT) program also reported 
feeling well prepared for teaching and were supported by a statistical comparison 
of attrition rates to traditional programs. The ACT program has shown to be one 
of the most preferred alternative routes to teaching (Stanley & Martin, 2009). The 
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Teaching Fellows program is a highly competitive and desirable urban alternative 
certification program in New York City that was developed in response to teacher 
shortages. This program was found to have a higher attrition rate than most ARCs, 
likely because of the high level of intensity and demanding immersion experience 
(Malow-Iroff, O’Connor, & Bisland, 2007).
	 In North Carolina, educators have developed a number of special alternative 
licensure programs (Simmons & Mebane, 2005). Regarding other states, a report 
of the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (Hunt & Carroll, 
2002) identified high-quality alternative licensure programs in California, Colo-
rado, and Missouri, programs that have reported retention rates of 80% or higher. 
Fox and Duck (2001) described a similar program at George Mason University, 
and Heyman (2002) compared a special alternative licensure program with the 
traditional licensure program at the Metropolitan State College of Denver.
	 To address growing shortages of qualified teachers, while providing the best 
education opportunities for all students, the School District of Hillsborough County, 
Florida (SDHC), created its Alternative Certification Program, offering teaching and 
training opportunities to noneducation majors. In the 1980s, Florida’s State Department 
of Education had put alternative programs in the state universities, but over time it 
became clear that the alternatives were no longer alternative. According to SDHC’s 
director of training and staff development, these alternatives had “folded right into 
the university as a straight graduate program.” In 1997, the legislature decided to 
give districts the option of creating their own alternative programs. Hillsborough’s 
program was created in 1998–1999. SDHC’s general hiring practice for a long time 
was to first seek experienced teachers from other districts, then experienced teachers 
from other states, followed by student teachers and, finally, alternative route teachers 
(Office of Innovation and Improvement, 2004).
	 Between July 1998 and June 2004, 530 teachers completed the ACP, with 87% 
remaining in the district. The overall completion rate of candidates is 98%, and 
the retention rate is 85%. The program attributes its success to its flexible, low-
cost method for noneducation majors to enter the teaching field quickly. Based on 
lessons learned, program officers have stressed the importance of “buy-in” from 
administrators, human resources, and district staff development teams before 
starting up. Building principals who will host the candidates need to believe in 
the program; the human resources department, which hires the teachers, needs to 
be kept in the loop, especially if it deals with certification issues; and district staff 
development teams need to know the weaknesses of the candidates and be prepared 
to offer assistance or additional professional development (Office of Innovation 
and Improvement, 2004).
	 Cleveland (2003) conducted a study that suggested that ARC programs address 
the shortage by increasing the pool of qualified teachers and attracting knowledge-
able and enthusiastic individuals into the field. He believed these alternative routes 
attract specialists in various fields who would otherwise not have time to obtain a 
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traditional teacher degree. Easley (2006) agreed and explored the success rates of 
teachers who took an alternative route. His research supported the findings that only 
15% of ARC graduates intend to leave the profession, whereas the general attrition 
rate is much higher. Furthermore, ARC graduates are more likely to be grounded 
in well-formed judgments about the realities of teaching, whereas traditional un-
dergraduate certification candidates find the profession to be more overwhelming 
and stressful than anticipated (Easley, 2006).
	 Scribner and Heinen (2009) believed that ARC programs vary in quality, the 
same as traditional programs, and can therefore not be generalized as being better 
or worse than the latter. These researchers evaluated the pros and cons of alternative 
programs, gaining a better understanding of how they differ in form, function, and 
quality of preparation. Harris, Camp, and Adkison (2003) examined the effective-
ness of three routes to teaching used in Texas: alternative certification programs 
(ACPs), similar to lateral entry programs in North Carolina; Centers for Profes-
sional Development and Technology; and traditional certification programs. They 
found that the traditional certification programs resulted in greater retention and 
that ACPs resulted in attrition at higher rates than the other types of preparation.
	 Results of a survey conducted by Justice, Greiner, and Anderson (2003) sug-
gest that teachers who feel inadequately prepared to teach at the time of receiving 
their first teaching assignment are much less likely to choose the same route into 
teaching again. These data reveal that 40% of teachers say they would choose the 
emergency teaching program (alternative certification) again, as compared to 88% 
of traditionally trained teachers, who feel well prepared to teach. It has been said 
that alternative programs do not allot enough time for a teacher to develop self-
efficacy before entering the classroom, which in turn affects student achievement 
and scores when they begin teaching. Low student achievement is a contributing 
factor in early career attrition rates, which some researchers have found stem from 
low self-efficacy in ARC graduates (Elliott, Isaacs, & Chugani, 2010).
	 Nagy and Wang (2007) completed a study on all aspects of ARC programs. 
Some of their research suggested that substantial numbers of ARC teachers lack 
an understanding of pedagogy, instructional strategies, classroom management, 
and students’ social and academic developmental issues. Oddly, the results of their 
study displayed that a mere 13% of ARC teachers intend to leave the teaching 
field that year. Darling-Hammond (2003) stated that the more training prospective 
teachers receive, the more likely they are to stay. She provided data showing that 
both 4-year and 5-year teacher education graduates enter and stay at higher rates 
than do teachers hired through alternative programs that give them only a few 
weeks of training. Another studying favoring traditional methods found that more 
than one-fifth of classroom teachers leave their positions within the first 3 years 
of teaching; in urban schools, up to one-half of all new teachers leave teaching 
within the first 5 years. Moreover, 35% of emergency credentialed teachers leave 
within the first year of teaching, and more than 60% never receive a credential at 
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all; however, 70% of prepared teachers remain after 5 years of teaching (Burstein, 
Czech, Kretschmer, Lombardi, & Smith, 2009).
	 In a national sample of teachers in 2008, it was found that although the at-
trition of ARC teachers is higher than that of teachers from traditional pathways, 
the differences are relatively small, with 82.3% of alternative route teachers and 
85.6% of teachers from university-based programs remaining in their schools over 
a 1-year period (Grossman & Loeb, 2010). In this same study, it was noted that 
attrition rates vary from program to program.
	 Certain areas of study have demonstrated a much higher attrition rate than 
others. Special education, math, and science teachers are currently in greatest 
demand because of the skyrocketing turnover rate. LaTurner (2002) investigated 
these issues by examining the relationship between teacher preparation, or path to 
teaching, and commitment to teach math and science. His research showed a high 
level of short-term commitment to teach but a relatively lower level of long-term 
commitment from those who are alternatively certified. Connelly and Graham 
(2009) investigated the effects of student teaching in teacher preparation programs 
on teacher attrition rate. Because much research has suggested that a great deal 
of preservice student teaching is critical for adequate preparation, particularly in 
special education, these researchers insisted that the lack of student teaching in 
ARCs contributes to the high rate of attrition. Robertson and Singleton (2010) 
completed a study where a quantitative design was implemented to determine how 
the retention rates of individuals who were alternatively prepared to teach special 
education compare with the attrition rates of those individuals who completed the 
traditional education program. It was found that although graduates reported simi-
lar experiences in the two programs, the alternatively certified remained teaching 
special education longer than the traditionally trained.
	 Also said to contribute to the high attrition rate in these three subject areas may 
be heavy concentration upon one subject in ARC programs, inadequately preparing 
pupils for the teaching world in its entirety (Stanley & Martin, 2009). Of course, 
this does not always render true. The alternative Early Childhood Studies/Educa-
tion Program with a degree of science has found a higher retention rate than other 
educator programs as well as higher motivation because it includes more classroom 
experience and emphasis on understanding developing children and children with 
special needs (Xu, Gelfer, & Filler, 2003). Xu et al. believed that the realities of a 
multiracial, multiethnic, and multiability student population demand a unique and 
nontraditional approach characterized by an individualization sensitive to group 
identity. This particular program is all-inclusive, with an emphasis on student 
diversity, to which researchers attribute its high success rate. Another successful 
program is TIME 2000, which trains up-and-coming math teachers in Queens, New 
York. Out of 68 graduates of TIME 2000 since 2002 who began teaching as soon 
as they graduated, only 3 have left the field. Much credit is given to mentorship 
and subject focus (Artzt & Curcio, 2008).
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	 Research has varied in terms of support of traditional or alternative certifica-
tion methods. Despite the increase in popularity of ARCs, an immense amount of 
research supports the traditional teaching degree. Sander (2007) said that states’ 
opposition to ARC programs has been due to a desire to maintain high standards in 
teacher preparation and, to some extent, a denial that a teacher shortage exists on a 
large scale. Opponents have pointed out that other professions do not question the 
need for internships, stringent college preparation programs, and high standards in 
preparing an individual for work in the field. Sander saw it to be much more cost-
effective to create teacher licensure and certification programs that head off attrition 
issues before they begin, although he found that insufficient data were available on 
long-term retention rates of alternative programs. While one study may show that 
traditionally trained teachers have higher retention rates than ARC teachers, another 
will find the general lack of commitment to teaching as a long-term career in those 
alternatively trained teachers (Suell & Piotrowski, 2007). Despite the research on 
comparison of the two methods of certification, there is no concrete decision as to 
which one produces better, especially long-term, results.
	 Of special interest to our study is the report of the Education Commission of 
the States (Allen, 2003), in which the following question is addressed: “Are there 
‘alternative route’ programs that graduate high percentages of effective new teachers 
with average or higher-than-average rates of teacher retention?” (p. 6). The report 
concluded that retention rates for alternative routes can be comparable to those of 
traditionally prepared teachers over the short term, but with regard to long-term 
retention, “the research on this issue has to be regarded as inconclusive” (p. 7).

Methods

	 During the spring semester of the academic year 2003–2004, 20 doctoral 
students in educational leadership were enrolled in an educational research course 
at East Carolina University. As part of the requirements for the course, students, 
under the guidance of the instructor, were to replicate Johnson and Birkeland’s 
(2003) study of teacher retention in Massachusetts between 1999 and 2002. It was 
hypothesized that circumstances, especially with regard to teacher preparation, 
were significantly different in rural eastern North Carolina when compared with the 
urban Massachusetts setting for the Johnson and Birkeland study. Each of the 20 
doctoral students in the class were required to interview three initially licensed new 
teachers in eastern North Carolina, each of whom represented the three different 
possible types of preparation: regular teacher education program, lateral entry (a 
sink-or-swim alternative licensure program), and NC Teach (a statewide alterna-
tive teacher licensure program that focuses on recruiting, preparing, and retaining 
high-quality, mid-career professionals who want to enter teaching through an al-
ternative licensure route). The teacher–interviewees were identified and contacted 
individually by the doctoral student interviewers.
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	 Among the 60 interviewees, 41 were first-year teachers, and the remaining 
19 were second-year teachers. The interviewees represented a mix of urban, rural, 
and suburban school settings in eastern North Carolina. Demographic and other 
relevant data (level taught, discipline taught, parents’ occupation) were collected. 
The 22-question interview protocol, shown in the appendix, was adapted from that 
used by Johnson and Birkeland (2003). Each of the interviews was audio-taped and 
then transcribed and imported into NVivo 2 for qualitative data analysis. NVivo is 
a highly advanced program for supporting qualitative data analysis. This software 
permits the manipulation of interview data and allows researchers to visually code 
and link interviews and assign attributes to each interview once data are imported. 
The most powerful feature of NVivo is its “query,” or search, function, allowing 
researchers to search by text, code, attribute, and combinations of variables (see 
Bazely & Richards, 2000; Richards, 1999, 2005). 
	 Of the 60 interviewees, 22 were regularly prepared teachers, 20 were lateral 
entry teachers, and the remaining 18 were NC Teach teachers. Three follow-ups 
were carried out within the next 7 years, with the goal of finding out whether each 
of these 60 teachers was still in the teaching profession. In spring 2005, the 60 
teacher–interviewees were contacted regarding their status (were they still teaching, 
or had they left the profession?). In spring 2006, the teacher–interviewees were 
contacted again regarding their status. In 2005, the number of teachers who were 
still teaching was 19 for regularly prepared teachers, 12 for lateral entry, and 17 
for NC Teach. In 2006, the numbers of teachers who were still teaching in each 
category were 19, 9, and 16, respectively. In 2011, the numbers of teachers retained 
in the teaching profession were 19, 7, and 12, respectively.
	 Nine variables were studied qualitatively and quantitatively to determine their 
effects on teacher retention: age, career plans expressed during the first year of 
teaching, having children, ethnicity, gender, level (elementary, middle school, or 
high school), marital status, parents’ occupation, and type of preparation.

Qualitative Data Analyses and Results

	 The focus of the qualitative analysis in this study was to determine if any of the 
variables had an impact on teacher retention. In spring and summer 2006 (Year 3 of 
the study), the “query” function of NVivo 7 was used to generate matrices (similar 
to cross-tabulations) for each the following targeted variables and the outcome 
variable retention: age, having children, ethnicity, gender, school level (elementary, 
middle school, or high school), marital status, and parents’ occupation (education 
vs. noneducation). 
	 We then engaged in a rigorous analysis of the transcript data. We first indepen-
dently coded the transcript data and found a high intercoder reliability (Cohen’s κ 
= .89) between the two coders’ work. We then sought information about respon-
dents’ levels of teaching readiness and looked for patterns in their characteristics 
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and responses related to their retention status. Finally, in refining our findings, we 
relied on an iterative testing process, moving back and forth from the factors that 
we had identified to the details of the interview data and the retention status.
	 First, no clear age pattern was discovered for those who left teaching. Teachers 
who left teaching were young, middle-aged, or older, which indicates that teacher 
retention did not seem to be impacted by age for this group of participants. Simi-
larly, teachers who left teaching varied in terms of gender, ethnicity, school level, 
marital status, parents’ occupation, and whether they had children. In summary, 
none of the background variables (age, having children, ethnicity, gender, school 
level, marital status, or parents’ occupation) appeared to have made a difference 
in retention.
	 However, among the “leavers,” there were proportionally more respondents 
prepared by lateral entry than by the other two teacher preparation types. We further 
discovered that more lateral entry teachers reported being less sufficiently prepared 
to teach in the way that they were expected to teach. They found teaching to be 
unlike what they had expected and experienced greater challenges overall.
	 In addition, the same procedure was followed with type of preparation and 
the outcome variable retention. In this analysis, there appeared to be a difference 
in retention in relation to type of preparation, with lateral entry lagging behind 
the other two types of preparation. Finally, with the assistance of NVivo, reports 
were generated so that interviews of those no longer teaching could be compared 
with interviews of continuing teachers in terms of the career plans they expressed 
during the first year of teaching (and other key questions as well). The result of 
this analysis was the discovery that career plans expressed during the first year of 
teaching were completely unrelated to subsequent behavior regarding staying in 
or leaving the teaching profession. Many lateral entry teachers, although initially 
seeming so positive about careers in teaching, eventually appeared to fall victim 
to the sink-or-swim environment.

Quantitative Data Analysis and Results

Relationship Between Retention and Teacher Preparation

	 Because of the findings linking type of preparation to retention, these data 
were further analyzed using quantitative methods to test whether the association 
between teacher preparation type and retention is statistically significant. To sum-
marize the data collection procedure, during February and March 2004, 60 initially 
licensed teachers in eastern North Carolina were interviewed; the same participants 
were contacted again in spring 2005, in spring 2006, and then again in spring 2011 
regarding their teaching status. Table 1 cross-classifies the second-year, third-year, 
and seventh-year teacher retention data according to type of preparation and reten-
tion status. For the lateral entry type in Year 2, for instance, 12 out of 18 teachers 
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were still teaching and 6 were no longer teaching, whereas for the NC Teach type, 
17 out of 18 were still teaching and only 1 was no longer teaching.
	 On the basis of these data, the retention percentages are calculated and reported 
numerically in Table 2 and graphically in Figure 1. For such data, it is important to 
know whether an association exists between teacher preparation type and retention. 
Is teacher preparation type a factor that impacts teacher retention? Are teachers 
prepared by one method more likely than those prepared by other methods to remain 
in the teaching force, or are teachers equally likely to remain in the teaching force 
regardless of how they are prepared? 
	 A logistic regression model is the appropriate statistical model for binary re-
sponse variables for which the response measurement for each subject is a “success” 
(e.g., retention) or “failure” (e.g., dropout; Agresti, 1996). It estimates the effect 
each explanatory variable has on the categorical outcome variable. In this study, 
using SAS, a logistic regression model was formulated to test for and estimate the 
dependency and predictive relationship between the outcome variable retention and 
explanatory variable teacher preparation type. The explanatory variable teacher 

Table 2
Retention Rate by Teacher Preparation Type

				    Year

Preparation type (%)	 1	 2	 3	 7

Regular			   100.00	 86.36	 86.36	 86.36
Lateral entry		  100.00	 60.00	 45.00	 35.00
NC Teach			  100.00	 94.44	 89.89	 66.67

Table 1
Cross-Classification of Retention in Years 2, 3, and 7 by Type of Preparation

				    Retained in the profession

Preparation type		  Retained		  Left

Year 2		
	 Regular		  19		    3
	 Lateral entry		  12		    8
	 NC Teach		  17		    1
Year 3		
	 Regular		  19		    3
	 Lateral entry		    9		  11
	 NC Teach		  16		    2
Year 7		
	 Regular		  19		    3
	 Lateral entry		    7		  13
	 NC Teach		  12		    6
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preparation type is a categorical variable with three categories: regular, lateral entry, 
and NC Teach. The maximum likelihood estimates of the parameters and the Wald 
chi-squared statistics on the predictors’ effects are obtained. 
	 The results indicate that the retention likelihood for lateral entry teachers is 
significantly lower than the retention likelihood for NC Teach teachers in Years 2, 
3, and 7 (maximum likelihood estimates = −1.289, Wald χ2 = 6.56, p = .01 for Year 
2; maximum likelihood estimates = −1.442, Wald χ2 = 10.656, p = .001 for Year 3; 
maximum likelihood estimates = −1.259, Wald χ2 = 9.415, p = .002 for Year 7). The 
results further suggest that there is no statistically significant difference between 
retention likelihood for regular and NC Teach teachers in Years 2 and 3 (maximum 
likelihood estimates = 0.151, Wald χ2 = .073, p = .787 for Year 2; maximum likeli-
hood estimates = 0.604, Wald χ2 = 1.424, p = .23 for Year 3), but for Year 7, the 
retention likelihood was higher for regular than for NC Teach teachers (maximum 
likelihood estimates = 1.205, Wald χ2 = 6.498, p = .01).
	 To summarize, lateral entry teachers’ retention likelihood is lower than that of 
regular and NC Teach types over both the short and long term (in Years 2, 3, and 
7). During the first 3 years, regular and NC Teach teachers have similar retention 
rates; however, in the long term (at Year 7), regular teachers’ retention likelihood 
is higher than that of the NC Teach teachers. 

Figure 1
Retention Rate by Teacher Preparation Type

Figure 1. Retention Rate by Teacher Preparation Types 
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Retention Probability Based on Preparation Type

	 To facilitate better understanding, the predicted probabilities of retention are 
calculated using the estimated parameter values from the logistic regression analy-
sis. The predicted probability of Year 2 retention for regular teachers is 86.3%. By 
comparison, lateral entry teachers’ predicted second-year retention probability is 
59.8%, and the NC Teach teachers’ predicted second-year retention probability is 
84.4%. The results indicate that NC Teach teachers are roughly 25% more likely to 
be teaching in Year 2 than lateral entry teachers, and regular teachers are roughly 
27% more likely to be teaching in Year 2 than lateral entry teachers (see Table 3).
	 The predicted probabilities of Year 3 retention are 86.3% for regular teachers, 
45% for lateral entry teachers, and 77.6% for NC Teach teachers. Consequently, 
by Year 3, lateral entry teachers’ retention probability is roughly 41% lower than 
that of regular teachers and roughly 33% lower than that of NC Teach teachers.
	 By Year 7, the predicted retention probabilities are 86.3% for regular teachers, 
35% for lateral entry teachers, and 65.5% for NC Teach teachers. Therefore, at Year 7, 
lateral entry teachers’ retention probability is roughly 51% lower than that of regular 
teachers and roughly 31% lower than that of NC Teach teachers. The predicted reten-
tion probability results for all three years are shown graphically in Figure 2.
	 The predictive efficacies of the models are examined by looking at the coefficient 
of determination, the generalized R2. The generalized R2 represents the amount of 
variance in retention explained by type of teacher preparation, that is, how much 
teacher preparation impacts retention. The Nagelkerke adjusted R2 (labeled max-
rescaled R2 in SAS; Nagelkerke, 1991) was used, which overcomes a disadvantage 
of the generalized R2; that is, the generalized R2 cannot attain a value of 1. The 
Nagelkerke adjusted R2 for the Year 2 logistic model is 19.46%, indicating that 
teacher preparation type accounted for 19.46% of the variance in Year 2 retention 
likelihood. Moreover, the Nagelkerke adjusted R2 for the Year 3 logistic model is 
26.37%, suggesting that type of teacher preparation accounted for 26.37% of the 
variance in Year 3 retention likelihood. Similarly, at Year 7, teacher preparation type 
accounted for 25.75% of retention likelihood.
	 Overall, the results suggest that about one-fourth of teacher retention likeli-
hood is explained by teacher preparation. It is evident that teacher preparation has a 

Table 3
Predicted Retention Probability by Teacher Preparation Type

				    Year

Preparation type (%)	 2	 3	 7

Regular			   86.3	 86.3	 86.3
Lateral entry		  59.8	 45	 35
NC Teach			  84.4	 77.6	 65.5
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significant impact on retention; that is, teacher retention likelihood partially depends 
on the type of preparation teachers receive. Although type of teacher preparation 
is an important factor that explains teacher retention, predicting retention is more 
complex and will require further consideration and examination of other factors.
	 In summary, the results reveal that the retention likelihood for lateral entry 
teachers is significantly lower than the retention likelihood for NC Teach teachers 
and regular teachers in Years 2, 3, and 7. Although there is no statistically significant 
difference between the retention likelihoods for regular and NC Teach teachers 
in Years 2 and 3, at Year 7, regular teachers’ retention likelihood is higher than 
that of NC Teach teachers. Specifically, in Year 2, NC Teach teachers are roughly 
25% more likely to be teaching than lateral entry teachers, and regular teachers 
are roughly 27% more likely to be teaching than lateral entry teachers. In Year 3, 
the predicted retention probability for regular teachers is 86.3%, for lateral entry 
teachers is 45%, and for NC Teach teachers is 77.6%. It is clear, then, that at Year 
3, lateral entry teachers’ retention probability is roughly 41% lower than that of 
regular teachers and roughly 33% lower than that of NC Teach teachers. At Year 
7, lateral entry teachers’ retention probability is roughly 51% lower than that of 
regular teachers and roughly 31% lower than that of NC Teach teachers.
	 It is worth mentioning that of all the variables more broadly investigated in the 

Figure 2
Predicted Retention Probability by Type of Teacher Preparation

Figure 2. Predicted Retention Probability by Type of Teacher Preparation  

 



Guili Zhang & Nancy Zeller

87

study (age, career plans expressed during the first year of teaching, having children, 
ethnicity, gender, school level [elementary, middle school, or high school], marital 
status, parents’ occupation, and type of preparation), only type of preparation ap-
pears to have obvious predictive validity for retention in the teaching profession.

Discussion

	 The report of the Education Commission of the States (Allen, 2003) is of spe-
cial interest, especially with regard to the question, “Are there ‘alternative route’ 
programs that graduate high percentages of effective new teachers with average 
or higher-than-average rates of teacher retention?” Short-term retention rates for 
alternative routes, according to the report, can be comparable to those of tradition-
ally prepared teachers, but with regard to long-term retention, “the research on this 
issue has to be regarded as inconclusive.” The current study shows that long-term 
retention gets worse for alternative route teachers. However, this study spans only 
7 years; longer term retention, such as retention over 8–20 years or even longer, 
is still an issue to be addressed by future studies. Additionally, this study only 
included 60 teachers. A larger, randomly selected sample in a future study could 
add to the certainty of the findings and improve the size of the population to which 
the findings can be generalized.
	 One explanation for the lower retention rate of lateral entry teachers can be 
found in the research of Evans (2011), who claims that lateral entry teachers are 
“more likely to work in disadvantaged schools with high populations of poor and 
non-White students, whereas, fully certified teachers are more likely to work in 
more affluent, advantaged schools” (p. 271). The result is that the schools “with 
the greatest needs are staffed by those with the weakest training, leading . . . to 
the reproduction of social and education inequality” (p. 271). Future studies are 
needed to examine the types of schools and the school environments in which 
the teachers teach to assess the effect of disadvantaged schools on the retention 
of lateral entry teachers. Certain aspects of school environments, such as student 
behavior or insufficient school support, are often cited as reasons that teachers 
change schools or leave teaching and can certainly play a role in the career deci-
sions of lateral entry teachers. If a strong effect is found, then one might conclude 
that preparation type is only partially responsible for the high attrition among 
lateral entry teachers.
	 Another explanation may reside in the teachers themselves. Students in teacher 
education programs seek jobs that remind them of their clinical experiences and 
how they were socialized into prioritizing learning and focusing on pedagogy. They 
seek out employers, regardless of student populations, with the same cultures and 
organizational structures of their universities. In contrast, the lateral entry students 
have no experiential base on which to draw when it comes time to seek a job in a 
school. They do not have the experience to expect good mentoring or leadership. 
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The first priority is a paycheck. Is it any wonder that there is a retention difference 
between the two types of teachers?
	 However, the primary reason that lateral entry teachers are retained at a lower 
rate than regularly prepared and NC Teach teachers may be that they simply are 
not as well prepared for the classroom as the other two types of teachers. In com-
parison, the regularly prepared teachers have spent 4 years studying both their 
content area and professional pedagogy and have at least one semester of full-time 
student teaching. The NC Teach teachers have spent a summer in full time, plus 
the two following semesters part time, studying courses in pedagogy. The lateral 
entry teachers have no preparation in pedagogy at all when they begin; only after 
starting teaching do they begin to take pedagogical classes part time.
	 Our study partially confirms the findings of Harris, Camp, and Adkison (2003) 
that the traditional certification program results in greater retention than ACPs 
(i.e., lateral entry). The significance of the results of the current study is apparent: 
Policy makers who invest resources in special alternative licensure programs invest 
wisely, as the specially supported teachers appear to persist in their teaching careers 
at roughly the same rate as regularly prepared teachers, at least during the first 3 
years. At the same time, it seems obvious that the lateral entry alternative licensure 
path presents many obstacles for the novice teacher to overcome. Consequently, it 
would make sense for policy makers and education leaders from universities and 
communities to strengthen existing alternative licensure programs as well as to 
continue to improve special alternative licensure programs such as NC Teach.
	 However, teacher retention and attrition are not solely dependent on method 
of preparation: Access to teaching resources; personal background; competency 
knowledge; and perceived support from school districts, teacher preparation 
programs, and pupils’ parents must also be considered (Lee, Patterson, & Vega, 
2011). For example, Freedman and Appleman (2009) concentrated their research 
on preparation of teachers specifically serving in high-poverty areas and found that 
regardless of method of education, teachers continue teaching if they can adopt 
multiple educational roles inside and outside the classroom and receive professional 
support during the whole of their careers. Whether pathways to credentialing are 
traditional or alternative, teacher preparation programs must examine a variety of 
variables associated with effective teacher performance and retention.
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Appendix
Protocol for Interviews Conducted in Spring 2004

1. What school level do you teach (elementary, middle, or high school)?
2. Are you married?
3. Do you have children?
4. What is it like to teach here? 
5. Has teaching been what you expected? Why? Why not?
6. What did you expect before you entered?
7. How did you decide to teach?
8. Did your parents influence you?
9. What do/did your parents do?
10. People come to teaching by different pathways. What type of teacher preparation have 

you had?
11. Are you certified by the state?
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12. How did you come to teach at this school?
13. Can you describe the types of support you’ve received as a new teacher, within either 

the school or the district?
14. Is the support that you have received what you needed?
15. Do you feel sufficiently prepared to teach in the way that you’re expected to teach here?
16. Do you watch other teachers teach?
17. Do you need to seek information or advice about what and how to teach?
18. Does teaching offer you a “good fit” as a career?
19. How long do you plan to stay in teaching?
20. Will age, gender, or ethnicity influence your plan to stay in teaching?
21. Will family influence your plan to stay in teaching? Will your marital status influence 

your plan to stay in teaching?
22. Will your parents’ occupation influence your plan to stay in teaching? 
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Professional Identity Formation
as a Framework in Working
with Preservice Secondary

Teacher Candidates

By Betina Hsieh

	 Over the last 10 years, a growing body of literature has focused on professional 
identity as related to teachers’ sense of their own roles and their professional think-
ing (Assaf, 2008; Chong & Low, 2009; Cohen, 2008; O’Connor, 2008). The ability 
to construct a teacher self based on one’s experiences, beliefs about teaching, and 
professional environments has been found to be critical to establishing a strong sense 
of self-efficacy among teachers (Settlage, Southerland, Smith, & Ceglie, 2009), 
thereby promoting their likelihood to remain in the profession (Day, Elliot, & Kington, 
2005). Although some work has focused on the role of preservice teacher education 
in providing models for teacher candidates as they establish emergent professional 
identities (Olsen, 2008; Ronfeldt & Grossman, 2008), little explicit work has used 
professional identity as a framework for instruction in preservice education. In this 
article, using the context of a secondary literacy course, I argue that personal experi-
ences, praxis-based reflective opportunities, and pedagogically minded assessments 
are important in shaping an emergent professional identity that effectively integrates 
literate practices with content instruction. This is a particularly relevant area to explore 
given the emphasis of the Common Core State Standards on disciplinary literacy in all 
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content areas (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & CCSSO, 
2010) and in light of the traditional struggle of teacher educators (TEs) to support 
teacher candidates (TCs) in understanding the importance, relevance, and value of 
literacy to their roles as teachers, particularly outside of the humanities (Almerico, 
2011; Barry, 2002; Cantrell, Burn, & Callaway, 2008). Keeping in mind a professional 
identity framework, TEs, both inside and outside of literacy, can better understand 
the influence of personal and professional experiences in shaping TCs’ perspectives 
on classroom instruction to help TCs develop practical knowledge and understand 
the value of particular pedagogical frameworks in their specific contexts. 

Professional Identity Development

	 The field of teacher professional identity is based on a view of teachers as 
professionals engaged in ongoing forms of development to establish a distinct 
sense of what their roles, purpose, and values are as professionals. According to 
two major literature reviews on the field (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard, 
Meijer, & Verloop, 2004), one of the most difficult aspects of understanding teacher 
professional identity is the absence of clear, consistent definitions of this concept. 
Despite the lack of an agreed-on definition of professional identity, Beijaard et al. 
discuss several key features that emerge from the early professional identity litera-
ture, including the ongoing process of identity construction and the importance of 
considering individual and contextual factors related to identity. Factors influential 
in professional identity establishment include personal factors (e.g., experiences 
as students, conception of work), programmatic factors (e.g., teacher education 
contexts), and/or workplace or political contextual factors (e.g., isolationism vs. 
collaboration in the workplace setting, accountability measures that define good 
teaching in particular ways). Teachers, as active agents, continually negotiate their 
professional identities, based on prior beliefs, values, and experiences, in light of 
ongoing experiences and contexts, making choices to integrate and adapt their 
senses of their “teacher selves” or to retain essential elements of their professional 
identities based on their experiences and environments.
	 As noted, personal factors play a large role in shaping one’s teacher profes-
sional identity. Prior works connecting personal and professional identity focus on 
discrete areas such as the roles of experiences (Olsen, 2008), emotion (O’Connor, 
2008; Reio, 2005; Shapiro, 2010), self-efficacy (Settlage et al., 2009), concep-
tion of work (Sutherland, Howard, & Markauskaite, 2010), and knowledge and/or 
passion (Chong & Low, 2009; Hobbs, 2012) as influencing teachers’ professional 
identity development. Taken together, these studies demonstrate that how a teacher 
perceives himself or herself and his or her role in the classroom, based on his 
or her own experiences and sense of self, are critical in the establishment of the 
teacher’s professional identity, particularly upon entering the field, when profes-
sional classroom-based experiences are somewhat limited. 
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	 Preservice teacher education’s role in identity development has been con-
nected to early professional models and theoretical understandings of professional 
identity (Flores & Day, 2006; Olsen, 2008). In preservice programs focused on 
supporting the establishment of a professional identity, TCs may receive support 
in negotiating multiple images of teacher professionalism that they encounter 
(i.e., negotiating personal experiences outside of the program and preprofes-
sional experiences inside and outside of the program) to form their own sense of 
professional identity (Ronfeldt & Grossman, 2008). Programs can also challenge 
candidates to actively examine and discuss beliefs about effective teaching as they 
build professional identities (Breault, 2013). Explicit examination of effective 
teaching beliefs and practices may come through apprenticeship opportunities 
(Van Huizen, Van Oers, & Wubbles, 2005), may involve TCs engaging in con-
versation with one another to reflect on and interrogate previous perceptions of 
professional identity (Doecke & McKnight, 2002), or may involve partnerships 
between TEs at the university level and mentors at sites who introduce content 
expertise, theoretical understanding, and practical experiential knowledge as 
lenses through which preservice TCs can construct their emergent professional 
identities (Burn, 2007). In each of these cases, preservice teacher education 
programs presented TCs with multiple models of teaching and supported their 
negotiation of these models as part of their development rather than focusing on 
skills and strategies divorced from a teacher self. 

Professional Identity as a Framework for Instruction

	 Because professional identity establishment has been viewed as an ongoing, 
iterative, developmental process, it has not been explored as a tool or framework 
with principles to guide pedagogical practice at the preservice teacher education 
level. Negotiating personal educational experiences in light of new instructional 
practices has generally been seen as a pedagogical task or professional learning 
experience (designed to increase professional knowledge) rather than in relation 
to professional identity. However, my previous work (Hsieh, 2015) exploring the 
interplay between praxis (theory-based practice) and personal educational experi-
ences found the negotiation of praxis and personal experience as critical to profes-
sional identity establishment. Furthermore, this initial study found that professional 
identity orientation (or the ways in which teachers negotiated their identities in 
negotiating personal, theoretical, and practical contextual frameworks) was a 
powerful factor in influencing teacher receptiveness to professional development 
opportunities. In relation to secondary TCs’ attitudes toward literacy, Lesley (2011) 
found that personal experience shapes attitudes toward pedagogical learning. In 
combination with my findings about teacher professional identity orientation and 
interest in disciplinary literacy practices, I began exploring the ways in which a 
literacy course designed on principles related to professional identity establishment 
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might impact preservice TC learning in relation to professional development. The 
following research questions thus drive this study:

1. What models of literacy instruction do TCs bring to a content area 
literacy (CAL) course?

2. How do these previous models impact TC perceptions of the relevance 
of literacy to their professional work?

3. How do newly introduced models and practices impact TCs’ emergent 
professional identity as demonstrated through their professional practices?

Methodology

	 This article examines professional identity as drawn from previous models TCs 
bring into a course and as negotiated through the course, as TCs encounter new 
practices, models, and opportunities for reflection. The study focuses on a single 
postbaccalaureate mixed-discipline, CAL course taught over a 15-week semester. 
The course was taught using sociocultural perspectives of literacy (Bakhtin, 1981; 
Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; New London Group, 1996; Rosenblatt, 
1968; Vygotsky, 1978) as a framework for instruction, with a heavy emphasis on 
pedagogy. Language- and literacy-based strategies were drawn in part from two 
course texts, Vacca, Vacca, and Mraz (2011; CAL strategies) and Echevarria, Vogt, 
and Short (2012; strategies for support language development with English language 
learners) as well as being modeled explicitly for TCs during each course session.
	 The course followed a general structure in which candidates were assigned 
readings from the course texts related to a particular aspect of literacy or language 
development (e.g., vocabulary, writing to learn, textbook reading) each week and 
attended a lecture in which several strategies were modeled for students, using 
particular content area material as a model (e.g., gallery walk jigsaw readings on 
systems of the body or a think-aloud that modeled metacognitive thinking in rela-
tion to analysis of a math textbook using text features of the text). Each strategy 
was discussed in one of the course texts, introduced in class by the instructor, 
demonstrated using authentic secondary text material (with TCs taking the part of 
content area secondary students), and then debriefed in partners or small groups 
before being discussed as a whole class. TCs were also asked, in weekly exit slips, 
to reflect on their specific “take-aways” in relation to each topic.
	 In addition to weekly lectures and reading, TCs participated in regular discussion 
boards and had course assignments (e.g., a literacy autobiography, final reflection) in 
which TCs examined their literacy experiences as students. The TCs were also required 
to submit four lesson plans that asked them to apply specific literacy strategies to 
their content area standards and give a rationale for why the strategies were selected 
and five blog posts, each of which asked them to reflect on the way their thinking 
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and practice were being shaped by either the course readings, an outside reading or 
resource, course lectures, or a combination of any of these sources.

Data Sources

	 Drawing from a larger study of 150 secondary TCs across multiple semesters, 
data for this study were examined from 52 secondary TCs enrolled across the 
three sections of the CAL course that I taught in a single semester. Participation 
in the study was voluntary, with an approximate participation rate of 67% across 
all sections. Pre- and post-surveys were administered to determine whether TCs 
reported professional growth and learning in their perspectives on literacy and their 
professional practice in relation to literacy-based practices (see Table 1). Across all 
content areas, in all survey categories, TCs, as a group, showed significant growth. 
The statements related to literacy’s perceived relevance and candidate self-efficacy 
are included in Table 1 for the semester from which the focal cases were drawn.
	 Content areas represented in the sections were diverse (n = 10), with a majority 
of study participants coming from math and English (n = 11 for both). From the 
initial survey data, a closer examination of the nature of change for TCs in relation 
to professional identity was conducted. Evidence and findings of this article were 
drawn from course-based assignments (n = 9) that were designed to reflect ele-
ments specifically related to a professional identity framework. Prior experiences 
with literacy as learners and observers were recorded in literacy autobiographies; 
praxis-based reflective evidence asking students to relate theory and text-based 
learning to pedagogical implications were recorded in five blog posts throughout 
the semester; pedagogical impact and professional thinking were demonstrated in 
TCs’ abilities to integrate literacy strategies into three content-based lesson plans.

Table 1
Paired t-Test Survey Data

									         M (SD)	

Statement							       Presurvey		 Postsurvey	 Two-tailed
															               p-value

Literacy is relevant to my content area.
(relevance)							       4.52 (0.66)	 4.87 (0.34)	 .0003

Teaching literacy is an important part of
my role as an educator. (relevance)			  4.52 (0.69)	 4.89 (0.38)	 .0006

I feel confident in my ability to integrate
literacy skills into my instructional
practice. (self-efficacy)					     3.47 (0.99)	 4.56 (0.60)	 .0001

Note. n = 52.
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Data Analysis

	 Data analysis focused initially on a subgroup (n = 17) of students who showed 
the most growth according to statistical pre- and postdata collected as part of a 
larger study, with 3 focal students selected from this group for closer case study 
analysis: Sophia (English), Kristina (math), and Paul (music). In addition to show-
ing strong growth in the pre- and postsurvey data analysis, the focal students were 
selected to reflect a range of secondary areas (humanities, STEM, and fine arts), 
including the two most represented content areas in the participating group. These 
three cases allowed me to more deeply explore professional identity development 
in relation to literacy, a focus that was not present in content-specific pedagogy and 
methods courses. After selecting the focal students, I used constant-comparative 
analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to examine their literacy autobiographies, 
course blogs, and course lesson plans for precourse experiences related to literacy 
learning (generally and discipline specific), professional understandings related 
to literacy as they evolved throughout the course, and citations related to literacy 
theory. Analysis took place first through general theoretical memos and then using 
codes related to the professional identity framework: personal “experiences” with 
literacy, “classroom learning,” and “praxis”-based1 reasoning. Codes and theoreti-
cal memos were cross-referenced and examined for themes related to professional 
identity development, literacy relevance, and literacy self-efficacy. These initial 
categories were measured by quantitative survey questions (see Table 1) before 
being discussed and refined with a graduate student assistant and research partner 
to promote interrater reliability with data and consistency of findings.

Initial Identities:

Drawing From Prior Ideas and Student Experiences

	 The importance of the cultural, disciplinary, personal, and linguistic knowl-
edge that students brought with them to text- and language-based interactions was 
highlighted in students’ literacy autobiographies. The literacy autobiography asked 
students to tell their history of language and literacy learning, considering home 
experiences with language, literacy development in school, literacy development 
in their disciplines, and whether they considered themselves readers and writers as 
adults. By introducing the concept of funds of knowledge, which Moll et al. (1992) 
discussed as the local- and community-based resources students bring into a class-
room, connections were made between literacy histories and experiences and how 
they shape current understandings of literacy, both for TCs and their prospective 
students. The use of the funds of knowledge framework and literacy autobiography 
connected to professional identity in having TCs specifically draw from their prior 
experiences as a frame of reference from which to begin an examination of the 
relevance of the course concepts to their own future pedagogical practice.
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All three focal students drew powerfully from their literacy histories, discussing ways 
in which their experiences with literacy had shaped their experiences as students 
and perspectives as future teachers. Whereas Sophia had positive home and school 
experiences with literacy that provided her with clear models of literary instruction 
and identity, both Kristina and Paul discussed a lack of connection between home 
and school environments that led to mixed experiences with literacy. Kristina dis-
cussed an absence of adult models from which to base an idea of literacy instruction, 
particularly in her content area of mathematics, and an independent approach to 
literacy generally. Paul, similarly, lacked models of disciplinary literacy integra-
tion in music and was critical toward most of his teachers, who failed to support 
his general literacy development. He did, however, have one particular high school 
teacher who inspired him to see the importance of literacy development and teach-
ing and supporting the development of literacy skills through instruction. Paul’s 
experience with this particular teacher (who was outside of his content area) drove 
him to think deeply about his own role in promoting music literacy development 
with his students as a music teacher.
	 Sophia described in her autobiography an early love of literacy in Spanish in her 
home country that was fostered by her mother but was then interrupted temporarily 
by her immigration to the United States:

Reading for me began at a young age back in Costa Rica when my mom would 
read to me after school. After kindergarten let out she’d sit down next to me and 
read to me the most wonderful stories. It wasn’t long before I wanted to read on 
my own. We practiced daily and I remember the day that I was finally able to read 
Los Pendientes all by myself. A few months after that, my mother, sister, and I 
moved to California and I had to start again.

Sophia’s early model of literacy, with her mother as teacher, revolved around safety 
and repeated practice. Despite the temporary interruption to Sophia’s early literacy, 
she recalled with fondness the patience and dedication of early English as a sec-
ond language (ESL) teachers who supported her literacy transition to English and 
promoted her love of language and literacy in a very similar way:

It was difficult, to say the least, to get a full grasp on the English language. [My 
ESL teachers] sat with me hours on end with repetition techniques and having me 
write short prompts. There were so many rules, and exceptions, and odd memoriz-
ing that I had to do. But their patience and understanding were astounding, and 
when I finally got it, I loved it.

	 Sophia attributed her successful language transition to English directly to the 
patience and understanding of her ESL teachers. Although the skills-based repeti-
tion that Sophia mentioned could have been construed as boring and tedious, she 
portrayed the dedication of her teachers as inspiring and reflective of the patience 
necessary to support language development. With her solid literacy skills in her 
native language that had also been born of repetition and patience, Sophia devel-
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oped a cohesive model of literacy instruction. Sophia’s model of teaching included 
teachers with virtues such as patience and understanding. This view of a teacher’s 
role in providing persistent support for students is a theme drawn from her experi-
ences that provided a clear model for her own practice. Sophia’s thoughts, from the 
beginning of the course, were focused on ways to support her students in seeing 
the value of reading and writing in their own lives and schooling experiences, just 
as her teachers had supported her when she was younger. 
	 Unlike Sophia, Kristina felt that there was an absence of relevant literacy sup-
port from teachers. Although she had a strong literacy background at home, most of 
her personal reading was independent. Kristina discussed the up-and-down journey 
of her literacy development at school, particularly with an early literacy focus on 
oral reading: 

Even though I loved reading as my own personal escape, I was extremely shy . . . so 
I had a lot of trouble reading in front of classes. We frequently moved . . . so each 
time I changed schools I would get retested and put into a different reading level. 
At most schools I was considered to be well above the average reading level, but in 
some classes where they put an emphasis on reading aloud, I was considered to be 
average or even below reading level.

Unlike Sophia and her transition to the United States, which was difficult but 
consistent, with patient teachers who supported the early literacy foundation her 
mother had built at home, Kristina noted how the numerous transitions that she went 
through in her early schooling led to frequent reclassification in reading, sometimes 
based primarily on her oral reading skills rather than on her comprehension levels. 
Although Kristina used reading personally as an escape from difficult childhood 
situations that she faced, her home–school experiences did not consistently validate 
or support her early literacy development, and she did not mention a significant 
adult teaching figure who supported these transitions.
	 Kristina did not initially identify literacy as an important part of her content-
based instruction, based on her own experiences with her content learning: 

I never really felt the need to read math textbooks. For one thing, I was gener-
ally advanced in my class, so I didn’t need to access the information through the 
textbook because I already knew it. The other problem, though, was definitely 
that the information was inaccessible. There wasn’t any interesting story line to 
the text, they [the textbooks] used vocabulary that was too difficult, they tried to 
explain abstract concepts without many useful visuals. As I progressed in school, 
I read my textbooks less and less.

Kristina, in her analysis of her literacy experiences in mathematics, brought forth 
two reasons that she did not use texts in her content area. First, she noted not 
needing textbooks to support her understanding of the information because she 
already knew it. Although she did not specify how she gained this knowledge, 
likely classroom-based instructional methods replaced the textbook as her source 
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of information. Kristina also noted the lack of accessibility of textbooks. Kristina 
found math textbooks to be “less and less” of a resource to her during her second-
ary math experiences.
	 Aside from briefly mentioning her mother, who told her to look things up when 
she had questions and provided resources at home, Kristina did not discuss any 
significant adult literacy models in her autobiography. Rather, Kristina determined 
the relevance of literacy to her life and content based on what she could figure out 
on her own without support. Literacy, in Kristina’s schooling experiences, was 
inconsistent at best and inaccessible or irrelevant at worst, leaving her without a 
strong model on which to construct a professional identity as a teacher of literacy in 
relation to math. Without models of literacy integration in the classroom, Kristina 
entered the course somewhat skeptical of the relevance of literacy in mathematics 
but open to exploring literacy-related strategies as resources to her teaching, even 
if she didn’t know what those might look like in relation to her content area.
	 Whereas Sophia had strong positive literacy teaching models and Kristina did 
not discuss significant literacy teacher role models, Paul, a music teacher candidate, 
characterized his experience with literacy in schools as largely stigmatizing and 
detrimental. In his literacy autobiography, he spoke of the home–school dichotomy 
he felt and how it impacted his identity as a reader and a student:

Reading at home was always enjoyable. . . . Reading in school . . . contained 
anxiety and feelings of inadequacy. . . . Though I enjoyed reading at home, I often 
felt inadequate and lost at school. . . . As my friends and I made the transition 
from elementary school to middle school, I continued to see them succeed while I 
struggled to keep up. . . . I found myself separated from them. My self-esteem took 
a dive and I struggled to pass my classes. . . . Throughout this time I continued to 
read at home for my own enjoyment, yet I could not transfer my reading abilities 
to my work in the classroom.

For Paul, lack of success and feelings of inadequacy with reading at school led to 
a social separation from many of his friends and impacted his own self-esteem as 
he struggled to pass classes and transfer reading abilities from home to work done 
at school. Many of these early experiences were painful and left a tone of anger 
related to literacy in his autobiography. Similar to Kristina, in his early literacy 
development, Paul did not mention a strong example of a teacher or school-based 
adult figure who supported his literacy development. However, unlike Kristina, Paul 
later discussed the impact of a single teacher in high school who held him to high 
expectations (teaching a “regular” class with similar strategies and expectations 
to an “honors” class) and supported him in the development of stronger general 
literacy skills. Because of the impact of this teacher (who was not a music teacher), 
Paul noted the importance of teachers (generally) in impacting and supporting the 
literacy skills of their students in all content areas, including his own. He spoke of 
music literacy in the following way in his literacy autobiography, drawing connec-
tions to his own experiences with literacy:
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As a music teacher, content literacy involves the ability to read, interpret, understand, 
and communicate musical thoughts. The struggles I had in reading and writing in 
school are similar to challenges that many students face in a performance ensemble 
class. They may enjoy music but find the process of reading and performing music 
in class difficult because they have not been given the necessary skills to understand 
what they are (or should be) doing.

Here Paul explicitly connected music literacy as a form of disciplinary literacy that, 
while seemingly different in terms of text type, actually could be seen as similar to 
students’ struggles with any form of literacy. Paul took a view of literacy as skills-
based and teachable, noting that, by developing particular literacy skills, students 
could better “read, interpret, understand, and communicate musical thoughts.” Just 
as Paul’s own experiences struggling with more standard text-based literacy and 
getting support from a single teacher helped him to develop more nuanced general 
literacy skills (and a metacognitive understanding of these skills), his goal, even 
from early in the course, was to support students in developing similar skills related 
to a music literacy context.
	 In each of their cases, the three focal TCs brought experiences with informal 
and formal literacy teaching and learning that shaped their perspectives entering 
the class. Sophia brought powerful and cohesive models of patient, understanding 
language teachers who helped her develop competency in (and eventually a love 
for) her content area. With these strong models, Sophia was eager to learn literacy 
strategies that could provide similar supports for her own future students. Kristina, 
largely left to determine the relevance of literacy on her own without teacher models, 
based her view of literacy’s power on early encounters with literature, entering the 
course with uncertainty about how literacy could authentically connect to mathemat-
ics. Paul, like Sophia, found the role of the teacher in literacy development to be 
incredibly powerful but lacked teacher models in his own content area, similar to 
Kristina. This led him to approach the course thinking deeply about how to adapt 
more general literacy strategies to context-specific applications related to music.

Praxis-Based Experiences:

Connecting Texts and Practice to Impact Professional Identity

	 All three focal TCs brought to the study powerful literacy experiences that 
shaped their initial views of literacy in relation to content teaching; however, these 
personal experiences with literacy were solely one, albeit powerful, part of their 
professional identities. A key objective of the study was to examine the ways in 
which new models for literacy integration in content-based instruction might impact 
students’ professional identity, as introduced through the modeling of praxis-based 
(research-grounded, pedagogical) strategies that took place during the course. 
Through interweaving literacy strategies with an introduction to a sociocultural 
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literacy framework, the goal for TCs was that the course work impact their profes-
sional practice both by drawing from and influencing their professional identities. 
	 For students outside of the humanities, like Kristina and Paul, the general CAL 
strategies found in the textbook (even when modeled with specific content-based 
applications in class) did not occur as authentic models for literacy integration. 
As this happened, both Kristina and Paul looked for outside resources to support 
their disciplinary literacy instruction. Through their interactions with texts, either 
assigned or chosen, Kristina, Paul, and Sophia began developing stronger con-
nections between their professional identities as content teachers and the literate 
practices they were encountering. The focal students demonstrated how, drawing 
from both course texts and outside texts, they were pushed to think about literacy 
in new ways related to their professional practice. In doing so, candidates began 
considering their professional identities in relation to literacy-based instruction.

Intersections of Content-Based Instruction

and Literacy Learning Impact Professional Perspectives

	 Sophia’s strong personal connections with literacy learning, literature, and her 
own teachers led to a deep investment in her professional identity as a teacher of 
students and a teacher of English. Ironically, this sometimes led Sophia to wrestle 
with particular concepts that she felt were important for her future teaching but 
that were not always initially clear. Her deep urgency and desire for greater profes-
sional growth pushed Sophia toward particular texts focused on English language 
learners (ELLs). Referring to her emergent understanding of language development 
strategies for ELLs, concepts discussed in a course text (Echevarria et al., 2012) 
and in lecture, Sophia noted,

These [concepts] aren’t just words on a blackboard but strategies I’ll use in my 
career for the rest of my life. There are students out there who will depend on 
my proper integration of SDAIE [specially designed academic instruction in 
English] strategies and that I am upholding the learning objectives I’ve listed on 
the projection screen. Suddenly the weight of the world is on my shoulders when 
I remember that this is my career that I’m preparing for.

Sophia, in struggling with the “proper integration” of SDAIE strategies, drew on 
her views of the teacher as a central figure in learning and literacy development. 
The importance of her commitment to teaching and to her students’ language 
development was clear, as this knowledge was not just theoretical (or “words on 
a blackboard”) to her but reflected “strategies I’ll use in my career for the rest of 
my life.” Despite her commitments, Sophia struggled with how to embed these 
specific strategies into her teaching. Because Sophia’s initial models of language 
teaching were based on dispositional qualities, like patience and understanding, 
rather than an awareness of specific language-based pedagogical strategies, it seemed 
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to be initially difficult for her to understand and integrate new strategies as they 
were presented to her or as she read about them. Her negotiation with these new 
concepts and adoption of these new ideas proved challenging, possibly because of 
the strength of more traditional models of repetitive drills that supported her own 
learning experiences. Sophia’s negotiation of these new concepts was critical to 
her professional development as she sought to be the best literacy instructor that 
she could be, pushing herself to incorporate a more strategically and pedagogically 
based model of teacher identity into her existing framework of an ideal teacher as 
someone who is patient and understanding.
	 Kristina also encountered a new model of literacy-aware instruction. Interest-
ingly, just as Kristina struggled as a student to relate to textbooks in her content area, 
she initially also struggled as a TC to connect the assigned textbook to authentic 
mathematics-based instruction. However, Kristina found a clear relationship be-
tween the course concepts and her own instructional practice by reading an external 
text and connecting it to the ideas that she encountered in the course. In an early 
blog post, Kristina discussed an epiphany about the importance of literacy-related 
principles in conjunction with content area material: 

In our textbook, Content Area Reading: Literacy and Learning Across the Curriculum 
(Vacca et al., 2011), it is emphasized how it is important to activate prior knowledge 
in order to encourage readers to want to continue reading. They talk about how self-
efficacy, or a student’s judgment of how well he or she is able to understand a text, 
and motivation, a student’s readiness to explore new text, both play a key role in how 
well the student will be able to read and comprehend new information.

Kristina first drew from literacy-related principles found in the text, then connected 
this information on activating prior knowledge to promote content area comprehen-
sion to an online article that she had found (independently) on imaginary numbers 
(Azad, 2013), using the principle of prior knowledge in relating imaginary numbers 
to negative numbers:

In the online article “A Visual, Intuitive Guide to Imaginary Numbers,” the author, 
Azad, first relates the new concept of imaginary numbers to negative numbers. 
He includes a chart comparing the two types of number systems and how they are 
related before diving in and showing why the relationships hold true. Doing so 
helped me to see how imaginary numbers actually can make intuitive sense and 
gave me one of the biggest “AHA!” moments I’ve had in a long time.

In addition to drawing on the idea of relating prior understandings to new learning, 
this article invoked other principles discussed in class, such as graphic organizers 
(charts), visualization, and real-world examples. By engaging with the authentic, 
math-based concept of imaginary numbers and gaining insight into how interacting 
with imaginary numbers could draw from knowledge of other number systems, 
Kristina developed a new perspective on the relevance of teaching math with 
literacy-related strategies:
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Before I’d read that article, I’d only been taught how to use imaginary/complex 
numbers, not what they meant or how they related to me. Relating new concepts 
to prior knowledge improves self-efficacy, makes it interesting, and makes you 
feel like you’re able to tackle a new topic.

Kristina’s final take-away from the article echoed the textbook passage that she 
initially quoted in her blog. Just as activating prior knowledge can improve self-
efficacy with traditional texts, Kristina discovered the ways in which connecting 
prior knowledge can also serve as an important tool in helping students engage 
with and tackle new topics, ideas, and representations (or texts) in mathematics.
	 While Kristina’s main complaint about textbooks was their lack of relevance 
and utility in terms of her (personal) learning, by connecting the course textbook to 
a discipline-specific online article, Kristina demonstrated a praxis-based connection 
that supported her understanding of connecting prior knowledge in mathematics 
and how this literacy-based learning principle could be used in her classroom, thus 
impacting her professional perspectives and professional identity. As in her student 
experiences with literacy, Kristina found authentic connection through a text that she 
read “on her own.” However, in a teacher education setting, this outside reading was 
framed within the context of her professional understandings and models presented 
in the course. Her professional identity was being reshaped by learning experiences 
with texts, as she began to connect literacy-based principles with mathematics con-
cepts, establishing new models and ideas for literacy–math integration. Although 
Kristina constructed her personal understandings semi-independently, blog posts, 
assigned as reflective tasks, provided opportunities to frame her understandings in 
a larger context that connected theory and practice.
	 Entering the course, Paul sought to develop students’ literacy in relation to his 
content area, music, to make a powerful impact on students’ literacy development, as 
his own high school teacher had done for him. However, Paul lacked content-specific 
models for musical literacy development, and he often found the general strategies 
presented in texts to lack clear connections to the music classroom. Because he, 
like Kristina, struggled with the authenticity of examples found in course texts, 
he began to look at texts outside of the course to help support his thinking and 
movement toward his professional goals. In doing so, Paul developed a nuanced 
framework for musical literacy development in response to an online source. Paul 
cited this quote from Afflerbach, Pearson, and Paris (2008), taken from a Grant 
Wiggins (2013) blog critiquing common definitions of reading strategies, which 
he had found on his own: 

The progression from effortful and deliberate to automatic use of specific actions 
while reading occurs at many levels—decoding, fluency, comprehension, and 
critical reading. Beginning readers need to associate visual patterns of letters with 
their phonemic pronunciations. A hoped for consequence of instruction is that 
students’ decoding progresses from deliberate to fluent actions.
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Paul then used these four levels as a starting point to frame his thinking around 
music literacy and performance, forming an argument about levels of music literacy 
and performance development:

Decoding . . . : At this [very basic] level, a musician must be able to look at notes on 
a staff and understand what they are and how to play them on a given instrument. . . .

Accuracy . . . : Prefluency—the ability to play notes and rhythms of an excerpt of 
the music accurately at a steady (not performance) tempo. . . .

Fluency: At this level the musician can play his or her music accurately at or near 
performance tempo. Once a musician can play his or her part fluently, ensemble 
rehearsals can really be effective.

Ensemble: At this level, the musician thinks about other musicians and what they 
play, in addition to what he or she is playing. The parts begin working together 
toward a coordinated, coherent reading of the music.

Interpretation: At this level, the ensemble works beyond mere coordination to 
making a single, unified musical statement. As an ensemble, the musicians address 
issues of balance, articulation, and style.

Paul developed this framework in thinking about literate practice and applied it 
specifically to the disciplinary work that musicians do. His development of this 
music-based literacy framework tied closely to his personal literate identity, in his 
desire to see the big picture of literacy and be able to apply literate practices across 
multiple contexts, as well as connecting to his professional identity as an aspiring 
music teacher. He did not simply adopt an established literacy framework by map-
ping corresponding musical skills onto it; rather, he adapted a reading framework 
to be authentic to stages of ensemble musical performance that were at the core of 
his instructional practice. Because Paul was concurrently teaching at a private high 
school, he was able to implement his framework, noting in his blog that “students 
responded well to it and felt like it gave them a better context for asking questions, 
as well as their own evaluation of how they were performing.” Paul’s professional 
identity and professional practice were informed by his thinking about literacy 
frameworks in relation to content-based instruction, and he felt empowered to take 
steps toward making an impact on students’ musical literacy development through 
his newly developed ideas. 
	 For all three TCs, the opportunity to engage with new perspectives and prac-
tices related to literacy and content instruction impacted professional perspectives, 
thus prompting professional identity negotiation. All three TCs moved beyond their 
anecdotal and personal experiences as students to develop a broader perspective on 
literacy integration through textual interaction. This was supported and observed 
in opportunities for reflection prompted by student professional blogs.
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Students Integrate Literacy Into Lesson Planning: 

Examining the Impact of New Literacy Models and Ideas on Practice

	 Evidence of the expanded literacy perspectives TCs gained in relation to their 
professional identities could be seen in their ability to integrate literacy-based practices 
into content area lesson plans. Authentic disciplinary literacy integration reflected 
evolving models of literacy’s relevance in the content area classroom. Each candidate 
employed literacy and language-based strategies in content-specific lesson plans. 
However, each focal TC did so in nuanced ways reflective of his or her professional 
identity, demonstrating a connection between professional identity and professional 
practice. Sophia, true to her allegiance to the strong professional models from her 
personal experience, often relied on traditional literacy strategies in the English class-
room, trying newer strategies only when they had been modeled in class. Kristina, 
seeking relevant approaches to integrating literacy-based principles into mathematics 
content, used course-demonstrated models exclusively as strategies to supplement 
and support her mathematics instruction. And Paul, true to his stated goals, adapted 
general literacy frameworks and strategies to music-specific texts and contexts. 
	 Sophia, in her vocabulary lesson plan, chose traditional strategies of finding 
words in a text, making vocabulary lists with flashcards, and using a quiz for as-
sessment. These methodologies were consistent with standard instruction in the 
English classroom and with the models of repetition that she had encountered as 
a student. These strategies were also consistent with Sophia’s positive experiences 
with traditional literacy instruction, including repetitive memorization, mentioned 
specifically in relation to her vocabulary learning as an ELL. For her reading com-
prehension plan, Sophia chose to look at a historical, expository text, the Declaration 
of Independence, to help students examine rhetorical strategies. In this plan, she 
used her least traditional strategy, a think-aloud protocol, to model for students how 
to analyze an argumentative text using a rhetorical strategies (ethos, pathos, logos) 
framework. The choice to examine an expository, historical text and integrate a less 
traditional strategy could be tied to Sophia’s desire to push herself beyond her own 
experiences to be a better teacher for students who are not like herself, something 
that she discussed in a blog post related to a comment that her first lesson plan 
was very “traditional.” She incorporated this strategy after a lecture-based model 
of the think-aloud protocol in relation to an expository (math-based) text. In her 
third lesson plan, Sophia returned to a more traditional narrative, creative writing 
prompt in response to literature, again showing a loyalty to traditional forms of 
literacy instruction in the English classroom. Although Sophia consistently saw the 
importance of integrating explicit literacy instruction into her practice as a core part 
of her professional identity, her lesson plans demonstrated her struggle to move 
away from more traditional strategies central to her own learning experiences and 
professional models, despite the introduction of alternative strategies and models.
	 In Kristina’s lesson plans, there was a focus on scaffolding authentic content 
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through language-based and literacy-informed strategies. Like Sophia, Kristina 
used the think-aloud protocol to help students understand how to analyze text using 
a content-based framework; however, Kristina’s texts were percent-mixture word 
problems based on real-world scenarios rather than traditional literary or expository 
texts. Kristina’s other language- and literacy-based strategies included guided or 
scaffolded (CLOZE-based) notes, think-pair-shares, and graphic organizers, all of 
which were used to support student thinking about and understanding of mathemat-
ics content. Each plan was clearly a math lesson plan first that used language- and 
literacy-based tools (in the form of strategies) to support understanding, a reflection 
of Kristina’s commitment that literacy integration be relevant to mathematics and 
practical and useful in supporting students’ understandings related to the content. 
Unlike Kristina’s personal experience of having to seek out and find connections 
completely on her own, however, all of the strategies incorporated into her lesson 
plans were ones demonstrated at least once (and often used more frequently) in 
lecture. Once Kristina initially developed a connection between math content and 
literacy-based strategies to promote understanding, she was able to integrate these 
strategies in ways that allowed her to create relevant mathematical applications 
despite having no professional models from which to draw prior to entering the 
course. Her ability to connect the importance of ideas like background knowledge 
(schema) and expanded notions of text as symbolic language to be interpreted 
helped Kristina to use more general CAL strategies in ways that supported students’ 
organizing their thinking in mathematics. Kristina’s ability to integrate literacy into 
math demonstrates the importance and potential impact that praxis-based modeling 
can have on professional practice through integrating new professional models and 
pushing professional identity integration.
	 Finally, Paul, consistent with his desire to focus on music-specific disciplin-
ary literacy, used authentic music-based texts, particularly in his vocabulary and 
comprehension lesson plans, both of which revolved around musical scores. In 
using scores, Paul was able to adapt traditional text-based strategies (e.g., graphic 
organizers, exit slips, examining text features, and reflective journals) in nuanced 
ways to help students understand key score-based structures and vocabulary, thus 
supporting their decoding, fluency, and interpretation of these musical texts. In 
his third lesson plan, rather than having students compose, Paul used an authentic 
example of writing to learn in having students metacognitively analyze and respond 
to their own performance through the use of a role-audience-format-topic prompt 
asking students to write a letter to the conductor (Paul) noting the strengths and 
weaknesses of the performance based on specified evaluation criteria. Consistent 
with his initial professional identity in relation to literacy, Paul adapted general 
literacy strategies to a music context, using disciplinary understandings to shape 
traditional strategies in ways that supported his music students to become stronger 
not only in musical performance but also in music literacy. This focus on music 
literacy was clearly central to Paul’s professional identity and his commitment to 
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support his students’ overall development. The course supported Paul’s professional 
identity through enabling him to enact his initial commitments and providing re-
sources and models that extended beyond his personal experiences as a student.

Connecting the Dots:

Professional Identity and (Literacy-Based) Teacher Preparation

	 While all three focal students initially drew from diverse personal experiences 
to frame their professional identities and perspectives toward literacy instruction 
in their content areas, the experiences, models, and texts presented in the context 
of preservice course work prompted negotiation of their professional identities in 
powerful ways. The impact of a single course on emergent professional identity, 
as seen through these focal students, holds important implications for the field of 
teacher education more broadly and calls for further investigation.
	 Sophia’s personal identification with cohesive models of literacy instruction led 
to a deep conviction about the importance of literacy instruction but also resulted 
in a struggle with new ideas presented in the class, as indicated by her gravitation 
toward more traditional literacy-based instruction. Kristina’s lack of professional 
models who effectively integrated literacy and mathematics made her initially 
skeptical of connecting literacy and mathematics, but her independent association 
with literacy and emphasis on relevance led her to look for practical applications 
of literacy that were grounded in supporting authentic content-based understand-
ing. Paul’s general difficulty with school-based literacy combined with the impact 
of one high school teacher who supported his own literacy development led to his 
desire for future students to have a well-established foundation in music literacy, 
a belief that helped him establish a lens through which to adapt literacy strategies 
that he encountered to specific music-based contexts. Each TC drew from his or 
her personal identity in his or her interaction with materials in the TCs’ preservice 
education to move toward a professional identity that integrated literacy-based 
strategies with professional practice.
	 In looking at the three case studies presented here, several key implications for 
TEs’ practice and research emerge. First, this study demonstrates the importance 
of explicitly integrating assignments that allow for various forms of reflection by 
TCs. When TCs are encouraged to discuss previous models of teaching that they 
have encountered as students and interrogate those models in light of new ideas 
presented in course work, they begin the process of actively negotiating a profes-
sional identity. Given that models of teaching are highly influential on professional 
identity, it is important to understand TCs’ prior experiences with their own learn-
ing (and the new models presented in various course work) to address and present 
key ideas to support their development. These opportunities for reflection lead to 
deeper understandings of the growth and impact of teacher education course work 
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on individual TCs and can be a powerful tool for TEs in promoting professional 
dispositions of reflection and growth among candidates.
	 Additionally, this study demonstrates the importance of providing theoretically 
contextualized demonstrations of practice to support the development of teaching 
models central to professional identity. Just as reflecting on previous models of 
teaching encountered as students is important, for TCs, experiencing alternative 
(or reinforcing) models in preservice teacher education is equally important in 
establishing an emergent professional identity. TCs who may not have had strong 
pedagogical models can benefit from both theoretical background behind various 
methods and forms of instruction as well as the demonstration of new pedagogical 
strategies with content-relevant texts and contexts in class. To prompt the negotia-
tion of teacher professional identities, new practices and ideas must be introduced 
explicitly to TCs. 
	 Finally, more research must be done on the impact of preservice teacher 
education course work on establishing an emergent teacher professional identity. 
While this study indicates the potential impact that an identity framework can have 
in instructional design of a preservice course (i.e., allowing for opportunities for 
reflection, providing alternative models, assessing impact through praxis-based 
assignments) and demonstrates the ways in which TCs actively negotiated their 
professional identities in relation to new and/or additional ideas that contrast with 
previous personal experiences as students, it leaves questions about the long-term 
impact on this type of course work on professional identity. To investigate this, 
longitudinal studies would need to be conducted, following teachers from their 
preservice course work through student teaching and early teaching practice. 
Further research also might expand the idea of using professional identity as an 
instructional and analytical framework beyond the impact of a single course in a 
single area (literacy) to examine ongoing opportunities for reflection on new models 
presented throughout a program and the impact on emergent professional identity. 
This line of research may provide nuanced perspectives on the value of teacher 
education for new teachers entering the field.
	 Educator preparation and teacher professional identity are complex fields. 
However, looking at the concomitant development of professional identity with 
professional practice allows TEs to think about and intentionally draw from TCs’ 
personal experiences, as well as research and classroom-based practical experiences 
to make the preservice experience more cohesive and relevant for candidates. In 
this way, TEs can encourage more “AHA!” moments as TCs explicitly build on the 
schema acquired through their own student experiences, examining those experiences 
reflectively with the lens of future educators, and apply their new understandings to 
their pedagogical practice. Furthermore, TEs can equip TCs, through texts, modeling, 
and reflection, to reconsider their student experiences as well as addressing gaps in 
student experiences as TCs establish their emergent professional identities. Using a 
professional identity framework can thereby be a powerful tool in both practice and 
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research. as the field explores ways to make preservice teacher education relevant 
and effective for all preservice candidates.

Note
	 1 Praxis refers to the intersection of theory and practice or the use of theory to justify 
particular practices.
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