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Introduction

In this paper I would like to reposition the staple component of teacher education, the student teaching practicum, by placing it inside the framework of communities of practice. By unmooring student teaching from its ‘dock’ in the professional discourse of educational practice and tying it up with notions of learning within communities of practice and exploring the way the continuity-displacement contradiction inherent in legitimate peripheral participation operates within student teaching, a new picture of student teaching emerges.  This new positioning allows the contradictions in the student teaching experience to become more evident and suggests new ways to conduct the student teaching experience.  In addition, such a repositioning has the possibility of helping us think in new ways about the preparation of teachers, thus breaking the stalemate that has existed in the field since the beginning of the twentieth century. In short, we will be looking at what happens when student teaching is explored as a prime example of the situated learning of a newcomer engaging with a community of practice.  

Fault Lines

My Los Angeles-based university is in the middle of restructuring the teacher education program. We are moving from a traditionally organized program with three-eight week student teaching placements to building a network of Professional Development Schools (PDS). Currently, our students complete a year of intense coursework and their student teaching and earn a masters degree as well as their teaching credential. Some faculty are proud of our program which has a reputation with the schools where we place our student teachers for having “well trained students,” who are sometimes hired by the schools where they student teach. At a recent faculty meeting, some of our faculty questioned why the teacher education program needed to change. In their view our students like the program, principals hire them and we get good marks on our graduate follow surveys.

Other faculty ask different questions and have a different view.  We question how well we are preparing our students if they are so able to “fit into” the schools that exist. We look at the fact that fewer than 50% of students of color in the Los Angeles district graduate from high school and wonder how we should teach our students to think about what is happening in these schools. Is it “good enough” to prepare our middle class students to be successful in the middle class schools of Los Angeles? We wonder if we are preparing our students for the few white schools in the otherwise brown world of the Los Angeles basin. Are teachers in the schools where our students have their clinical experiences really able to prepare the next generation of teachers to meet these challenges or are our students being prepared to continue the status quo, which condemns students of color to school failure?  In part our questions have to do with a belief that teacher education programs must take a stand on how much the existing structure of schooling should be taken for granted. For many of my fellow faculty members, that question is simply not on the table. The questions they have are technical -- how to get our students prepared to take their first teaching jobs. 

The debates in my university are no different from those in any teacher education program around the country. These debates typically run along the fault lines in the field of education. These deep divisions are the result of philosophical and political differences over questions of the very nature of the educational enterprise and the role schools should play in ameliorating social inequality.  These debates have historical dimensions and in many ways constitute the basis of on-going debates in the field and cause the confusion that many students suffer during student teaching. 

One fault line in education centers on a set of questions about what constitutes good teaching and how to define and assess learning. On one side is the belief that teaching can be reduced to discrete demonstrable behaviors, which can be measured and assessed on standardized tests.  This view is rooted in the philosophy of technical rationality, which has gripped Western thought since the Enlightenment. Others argue that testing measures cannot account for the essence of teaching and learning which centers on comprehension, reflection and transformation, all of which are tied up with identity issues for the teacher and learner. This view comes from a very different place and is rooted in a philosophy of phenomenology rather than rationalism. (Beyer, et.al., 1989; Zeichner, 1986) The tension between these two views is widely accepted as one of the defining fault lines in the field of education in general and teacher preparation in particular.  Many would say that the debate between these two competing views has kept the field in check. Educators refer to the swings between the two ends on this educational thought continuum as the pendulum phenomenon and often say, just wait, the pendulum will shift back. For many today, the pendulum seems stuck at the technical rationality end of the continuum. 

The other fault line is defined by competing notions of the role of schools in changing society:


“One who visits the universities and liberal arts colleges today senses a widespread inertia among those who are training our teachers. This inertia should really cause little wonder. It is the product of recognizable forces in the culture and the perpetuation of the basic pattern that has been fastened on teacher education for fifty years. The forces surrounding the teachers have conspired to make them timid about making over the schools, or the teacher-education program. The communities in which they went to school and the climate of opinion in their colleges warned them not to be too active. The standard pattern of teacher education taught that the schools was to pass ON the social heritage; it was not to appraise the social order let alone try to change it. Teachers were to fit into society….They were practical men. 










Harold Rugg, 1952

Rugg is here suggesting that it is in fact the teacher education programs that participate in keeping schools from taking on a more activist role in changing society. He answers one of the perennial questions about schooling in this country, namely why is it so hard to change schools by suggesting that it is both societal pressure on teachers and the education they receive in teacher education program that keeps them from taking a stand. 

Rugg was perhaps answering his fellow educator, George Counts, who before Rugg, was arguing that schools must be involved in changing the social order and that teacher education was an impediment to any kind of change, social or in the schools. He decried the lockstep process of the teacher education curriculum, the conservative nature of the organizational structure of schooling and the control of schools by local school boards. (Counts, 1936) The Counts critique of teacher education was echoed throughout the twentieth-century as waves of reform of teacher education have swept the country. (Cuban, 1987)  And the essential question that Counts raised: dare the schools change the social order, has remained unanswered throughout the century. Scholars in the 70s and 80s went beyond Counts and raised the specter that schools in fact participate in structuring the inequality that exists in society today. Rather than merely not acting, schools from this point of view further stratify society through the very structure of the schools and through the hidden curriculum of schooling.  (Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Apple, 1979 )

In addition to those who see the school’s culpability in our unequal social order are those who would argue that our economic health depends on a systematic overhaul of the nations’ schools, including its teacher education programs. The Nation At Risk report of the mid-80s, argued that the nations’ schools were limiting economic growth and were so bad it was as if an invading army were on our shores. (National Commission for Excellence in Education, 1983). That report spawned the most recent sustained criticism of teacher education beginning with the 1986 Holmes report, Tomorrows’ Teachers, which called for increased professionalization of teaching. The report and those that followed shortly thereafter recommended, for the most part, more subject matter emphasis, more time in clinical practice and more rigor. (Carnegie Forum on Education and Economy, 1986; The Holmes Group, 1986; National Commission for Excellence in Teacher Education, 1985). Notable is this flurry of criticism and the accompanying recommendations is the acknowledgement that schools cannot change unless we change the way we prepare teachers.

The recognition that schools and teacher preparation institutions are hinged at the hip has been a significant emphasis in the current thinking about educational reform and has led the field to embrace the concept of the professional development school (PDS) as a new structural form of the preparation of teachers. The PDS is modeled on the teaching hospital and has had some promising results. (Tietle, 2004) But even with some of the good news about the PDS model, teacher educators are bracing for the publication of a four-part report by the Education Schools Project, headed by Arthur Levine, President of Teachers College, Columbia University. Levine’s first report on the preparation of school administrators is a searing indictment of current school administrator preparation programs. (Education Schools Project, 2005) Educators expect the same sharp arrows directed toward teacher preparation programs when that section of the report is published this fall.

Clinical experience in the schools

The historical fault lines in the field of education have a profound impact on the experience of students during the clinical component of teacher education. In place since the inception of modern teacher training programs in the early part of the twentieth century, today the practice puts thousands of young people into schools to learn to teach, to become enculturated into schooling practices and to prepare them for their profession. 

Because educational thought shifts between competing views of teaching and learning and the role of schools in social change, the vast majority of teacher education programs experience schizophrenia around their mission. The essential contradictions in the clinical component of learning to teach can be seen as a result of a program’s unwillingness to take a stand on these issues. As a result, students learn that they must both change the schools and fit in. These mixed messages often lead students to reach a crisis point during their student teaching experience. The very structure of the clinical component suggests to students that we are preparing them to enter schools as they exist. Success in the student teaching component of the program does not prepare teachers to be critical educators in order to change the schools, in fact it works against the development of critical reflection. And yet, these students have been taught in most of their education course work that current schooling practices condemn  poor students to an inferior education and that the achievement gap is in large part a result of ineffective teaching practices. These contradictions are played out by students as they struggle with their newly forming identity, with issues of using the outdated schooling practices of master teachers and questions about the responsibility of the teacher and school for narrowing the achievement gap.

What does the student teaching experience look like? Typically, student teachers work under the direction of master teachers who turn their classrooms over to the teachers in training. This process is overseen by a university supervisor who visits weekly and typically completes an evaluation form that is based on the state’s teaching standards. Rarely do students have space in their weekly seminar reflect critically on considerations of moral and ethical issues in the classroom. More often, the seminar time is taken up with the housekeeping details of the credentialing process. If reflection exists at all, it is most often at the lowest level of reflection, a form of technical rationality where questions of efficiency and expediency are discussed. Questioning the ends and purposes of education, challenging the status quo and helping students tackle the identity questions that emerge in the process are not on the table. As a result student teachers tend to view schooling practices a natural and given. (Zeichner, 1986)

The student teaching equation or clinical triad of master teacher/supervising teacher/ student is a classic practice-oriented learning experience. National reports, recommendations for changes to teacher preparation and the literature in the field talk around the student teaching experience but rarely discuss some of the essential contradictions inherent in the practice.  Most teacher educators acknowledge that prospective teachers need to answer central questions having to do with the definition of good teaching, the role of the teacher in educational reform and the nature of reflection on the clinical experience. (Hoffman and Edwards, 1986, Popkewitz, 1987) Few programs offer students a chance to work at this level and many of the case studies of student teaching confirm a rather dismal picture of the practice.  (Britzman, 1991)

The student teaching experience is often one that shakes the very ground that student teachers walk on. Idealistic, optimistic and living in the 21st century, these prospective teachers enter the profession because they want to make a difference in the life of young people and in our society. In their university coursework, students are introduced to cutting edge research in learning theory, expected to use technology in their coursework, challenged to think about internalized forms of racism and taught to think critically about their craft. They study restructured schools where constructivist practices predominate. They learn the importance of situated learning, of the social component of learning and how to structure communities of practice among their students and prepare portfolio demonstrations of their own learning. Armed with the latest thinking and an appreciation for how technology can improve their practice, they are prepared to enter schools. 

On the other side of the equation are the public schools. Faced with mounting federal pressures for accountability and test results, these schools often complain that student teachers come to them having learned nothing that applies to the daily life of schools today. Schools often lack even the rudimentary technological infrastructure that most student teachers had in their dorm rooms. With the exception of a relatively few reformed elementary schools, instruction in schools remains teacher centered, test-driven and focused on the acquisition of a certain body of knowledge even in the face of mounting research that suggests learning happens in a vastly different way. 

These un-restructured classrooms force student teachers to teach against their own knowings and learnings. They have been taught a critical awareness of schooling practices, many accept that schools have a responsibility to narrow the achievement gap and most have been taught a rich view of teaching and learning. They must chunk knowledge into discrete pieces and orchestrate teacher-directed classrooms due to a lack of computers and commitment to the social dimensions of learning. The gap between what student teachers learn in their university course work and what is practiced in most public schools represents a fundamental problem for this essentially practice-oriented education experience.  This is especially critical because advances in the past 25 years in the fields of cognition and learning have tremendous implications for practice. In addition, technology has the potential to revolutionize education but has yet to have made much of a dent in the way schools are organized and run. 

In addition, master teachers, who have primary responsibility for directing the field work of education students are often designated ‘expert teachers’ and selected by their principals. Years of practice and advanced training places these teachers in a position to mentor young teachers. But years of teaching have often jaded these practitioners. Their teaching practice, honed on trial and error, is often reliant on behaviorist learning theory and paper and pencil technology. Sometimes teachers are being rewarded for their service by being given student teachers to “lighten their load.” Far from mentoring young teachers, these “expert teachers,” often lack the skills and vision to prepare the next generation of teachers. 

Current thinking in the field suggests that prospective teachers need more time in schools and less time in university classrooms. The PDS model is, in part, built on that assumption. But if the experience in the school isn’t fundamentally different, we have no reason to believe that the outcome will be any different.  We will continue to teach our prospective teachers how to work in schools as they exist, rather than teaching them to help create schools for a new century.

From student teaching to legitimate peripheral participation
I believe that one way to begin to re-envision the student teaching experience is to formulate a new way of thinking about the clinical experience of learning to teach. By changing the way we talk about the experience we could move a long way toward helping those in the field understand what students should be learning during their time in the classroom as they prepare to teach.  Rather than viewing this period as one in which apprentice teachers take on the role of teaching, we could understand the experience in the framework provided from a field outside of teacher education.

In their groundbreaking work, Situated learning, legitimate peripheral participation, Lave and Wenger introduce a new theory of learning. The emerging theory suggests that learning is a by-product of the interaction of an agent, an activity and the world. For them, learning is one characteristic of social practice.  In their work, they are clear about the fact that their concern is not with the kind of learning that we associate with schooling, but rather with developing a new way of understanding the kind of learning that exists in communities of practice. Their work directs our focus away from an individual as a learner to the social world in which learning occurs, away from the concept of cognitive process to a focus on social practice. By looking at a range of apprenticeship systems, they find that learning involves the construction of identities,  that learning communities are shaped by their interaction with newcomers and that learning occurs less through direct teaching than through the unfolding of opportunities for engagement in practice. They go on to suggest that in fact learning occurs most powerfully in the relations between apprentices. (Lave and Wenger, 1991)

Exactly how do these formulations about learning and the role of newcomers work when we use them as a framework through which to think about the experience of student teaching, especially in the context of a PDS, where interns are seen as members of the school community rather than locked in the clinical triad relation that has defined student teaching for a century? 

For one, questions of identity development are at the core of most student teaching experiences. Discussed sometimes in terms of competing notions of the role of teachers, student teachers are taught that their job is to fit into the school culture. The identity crisis that most often accompanies the student teaching experience is sidetracked when discussions of dress, hairstyle and demeanor substitute for questions about identity and the subjectivity of student teachers.  Rarely do teacher educators move the discussion of these issues into the realm of questions of identity.  Learning to be a teacher is really learning to become a teacher in the fullest sense of the term becoming. One student teacher discussed this tension by describing how she had to think of herself not as a teacher but as a human being who happens to be teaching in order to deal with the tensions she felt between who she was and what she was expected to do as a teacher. (Britzman, 2003) 

One aspect of the Lave and Wenger formulation that seems particularly descriptive of the clinical experience in teacher education is their discussion of the continuity-displacement contradiction. They argue that within any community of practice, an essential tension exists between old-timers and newcomers around the issues of practice: 

“Newcomers are caught in a dilemma. On the one hand, they need to engage in the existing practice, which has developed over time: to understand it, to participate in it, and to become full members of the community in which it exists. One the other hand, they have a stake in its development as they begin to establish their own identity in its future.” (Lave and Wenger, 1991)

This process they describe is perhaps a central piece of why schools don’t change. Newcomers are caught in the cross-fire of this dilemma. If they fail to engage in the practice as it exists, they will most likely not become members of the community. If they see themselves in the community in the future, they must choose between acquiescing to current practice and being an outcast. The decision seems untenable.

A recent student teacher of mine reported in our seminar that she thought she was going to “travel” once she finished her student teaching. After a little probing she revealed the following incident from her day’s work. While she was introducing a new unit on evolution  a student asked, “Who gives a s---- about evolution?” Immediately her master teacher removed the student from the class and suspended him. The school’s new zero tolerance policy mandated that if students swore in the presence of a teacher they were automatically suspended for two weeks.  My student felt the policy was all wrong and that the student had a legitimate question that she thought could form the basis for a much richer introduction to evolution than the one she had prepared. While the incident provided us with subject matter for a robust discussion about zero tolerance policies, student discipline issues and using student questions to guide instruction, my student was clearly shaken. To her, a school “like that” was not a place where she wanted to be. As it was, she became a victim of the policy as much as the student whose education was being short-changed. 

Central to the continuity-displacement contradiction is an acknowledgement that:  “learning is never simply a matter of the “transmission” of knowledge or the acquisition of skill; identity in relation with practice, and hence knowledge and skill and their significance to the subject and the community, are never unproblematic.” (Lave and Wenger, 1991)

How does this framework help us understand the student teaching experience in new ways? For one, it frames the experience in all is complexity and reminds us that learning to teach is vastly more complex than the state standards which frame the experience would have us believe. One problem is one of where the line is drawn between what is admissible for discussion between a master teacher and student teacher and what is a closed topic. In the case of the evolution lesson, the master teacher taught the student teacher that school policy was set and to be followed. 

But in practice that isn’t how teachers operate. If my student teacher had been a teacher she would have had choices: to keep her door closed and not follow school policies with which she disagreed; to take on the policy and try to change it or to honor student’s question before she suspended him. And most teachers weigh these choices daily. That complexity needs to be part of the preparation of new teachers.

Lave and Wenger suggest that the learning that occurs during legitimate peripheral participation is not one way. Yes the newcomers learn, but the community of practice itself changes because of the continuity-displacement contradiction. Teacher educators hear this all the time from master teachers who are grateful for the new knowledge that student teachers bring into their classrooms, especially in regards to technology. Some of the most powerful aspects of the PDS model is that teachers in the school become learners in a new way. This aspect of the clinical experience needs to be highlighted and brought to the surface so that both school leaders and student teachers know that they are there to share their new knowledge and not just to be sponges of their master teacher’s practice. 

The PDS model also allows for an important aspect of Lave and Wenger’s notion of legitimate peripheral participation. They talk about learning emerging less from direct teaching and more from, unfolding opportunities for engagement in practice. This notion suggests to me that the more informal opportunities for student teachers to experience different aspects of school life, the better. 

And lastly, they remind us that learning occurs most powerfully between apprentices. This should remind us that student teachers need extensive opportunities to interact with each other, both formally and informally. They need to talk with each other about their experiences and reflect together, outside the watchful eye and ear of their master teachers and university supervisors. This experience might best be facilitated by university faculty who taught these students to be critical thinkers in the first place. 

With the upcoming debate about teacher education about to heat up. I would like to suggest that the field needs to look elsewhere for some new ideas about the essence of the preparation of teachers, namely the student teaching component. We could do no better than invite Lave and Wenger into our conversation about what student teaching ought to look like. I would like to suggest that we begin to use their language to talk about an experience that might best be described as legitimate peripheral participation
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