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SSHRC STANDARD RESEARCH GRANT PROPOSAL

Literacy Teacher Educators: Their Backgrounds, Visions, and Practices 
2. Detailed Description of Program of Research




 

Objectives

(1) Primarily, to study in depth a group of literacy teacher educators, with special attention to their backgrounds, views, and practices and their experiences, induction, and support within the university. 
(2) To examine the ways literacy teacher educators conceptualize their literacy methods courses and the pedagogical strategies they use in relation to seven priorities for teacher education.
(3) To investigate factors that affect literacy teacher educators’ views and practices initially and over time, including transition to university teaching, pre-service program structures, and official curricula.

 (4) To contribute to emerging theory on the pedagogy of teacher education and develop specific recommendations on the selection, induction, and support of literacy teacher educators.

Context


Relevant scholarly literature. Criticism of teacher educators has a long history (Goodlad, 1990; Holmes, 1986; Labaree, 2004). In 1986, Lasley observed: “Education professors are the most maligned of academics. Their research is often viewed as lacking scholarship, their classes as devoid of substance, and their intellectual focus as too practice-based.” More recently, Levine (2006) criticized teacher educators for being “disconnected from schools,” and for being “disconnected from the rest of the university because their research is considered lacking in academic rigor by their faculty peers” (p. 4). Ironically, although education professors are maligned, they are still seen as a key to improving education. According to Ducharme and Ducharme (1996), teacher education programs and faculty are viewed as “both the cause of all school problems and the source of many of its solutions” (p. 705). On the latter point, Cochran-Smith (2003) calls teacher educators “the linchpins in educational reforms of all kinds” (pp. 5-6), while Hoban (2005) refers to them as the “missing link” in education.


In both criticism and praise, all teacher educators tend to be lumped together, but in fact they are not a homogenous group (Ducharme & Ducharme, 1996) and in particular do not all have the same goals (Goodwin, 2008). Martinez (2008) notes: “Little systematic research has been undertaken to inform us about fundamental characteristics of the professional lives of this occupational group--their qualifications, their recruitment, their career pathways into and through the academy, their teaching and research practices, the problems they encounter, or their professional needs and practices” (p. 36). Crocker and Dibbon’s (2008) survey of Canadian teacher educators affords some general information: 71% had taught in K-12 schools; 57% were female; and 94% held a doctoral degree. The dramatic increase in part-time or contract instructors (Tierny, 2001) is of special interest because, as Cochran-Smith (2005) notes, “adjunct faculty, supervisors, and group leaders are seldom regarded as teacher educators, and issues related to their ‘education’ are virtually absent from the literature” (p. 22). Beck and Kosnik (2003), Kosnik and Beck (2008), and Badali and Housego (2000) studied contract instructors in Canada and painted a picture of a highly marginalized group.  


An emerging strand of research on teacher educators that sheds light on the complexity of their work is the study of the transition from teacher to teacher educator. Dinkelman (2002) observes that “[b]ecoming a teacher educator involves more than a job title. One becomes a teacher educator as soon as one does teacher education, but one’s professional identity as a teacher educator is constructed over time” (p. 1). Pinnegar (1995) describes the loneliness she initially felt; Kitchen (2005) discusses how he needed to reframe his own personal practical knowledge; and Dinkelman, Margolis, and Sikkenga (2006a; 2006b) outline the challenges of creating new identities as teacher educators. 

Across these studies and others (John, 2002; Koster et al., 2005; Loughran & Berry, 2005), the following challenges of the transition from teacher to teacher educator are identified: structural (e.g., navigating an institution much larger than a school); conceptual (e.g., self-identification as university

faculty); and practical (e.g., acquiring new teaching strategies, dealing with resistant pre-service students). Murray and Male (2005) studied 28 new teacher educators in England as they made the shift from expert classroom teacher to novice teacher educator and novice researcher. The participants reported being stressed, feeling de-skilled, and seeing themselves masquerading in higher education. They had to extend their expertise “through the acquisition of a more generalized and scholarly knowledge of education” (p. 73). Murray (2005) concluded that “while the transition between school teaching and higher education work may look like a small shift of occupation and setting to the casual observer of education, individuals often experience the change as challenging and stressful” (p. 69). Wimmer and da Costa (2007), in a study of Canadian teacher educators, found they were often unprepared to conduct research. Lunenberg and Hamilton (2008) describe the multiple layers of being a teacher educator, many of which are invisible to new teacher educators. 


In trying to raise the status of teacher educators, various sets of standards for the field have been put forward. Both the Association for Teacher Education (ATE, 2008) and the Dutch Association of Teacher Educators (VELON, 2007) have developed standards for teacher educators. The Higher Education Academy Education Subject Centre has provided guidelines for the induction of new teacher educators (Boyd, Harris, & Murray, 2007). The International Reading Association in Prepared to Make a Difference (2003) identifies eight features of excellent reading teacher preparation programs. The Canadian Association of Deans of Education has proposed 12 principles for initial teacher education. Taken together, these standards documents are helping to professionalize teacher education in the broadest sense; however, they tend to be too generic (Buchberger et al., 2000). As Cochran-Smith (2003) argues, there needs to be “more attention to what teachers of teachers themselves need to know, and what institutional supports need to be in place in order to meet the complex demands of preparing teachers for the 21st century” (p. 6). 

Regarding literacy in particular, in the study Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children, Snow (1998) found that enhanced teacher preparation was "a key strategy in improving reading instruction and thus reading outcomes” (p. 1). Many writers concur that, in order to meet the demands of literacy instruction for the 21st century, new teachers must be more adequately prepared (Bransford, Darling-Hammond, & LePage, 2005; Grossman & Schoenfeld, 2005; Hoffman et al., 2005; Maloch et al., 2003; Pahl & Rowsell, 2005; Shulman, 2004). This in turn requires that teacher educators have a broad knowledge of literacy learning and effective teacher education skills.


Theoretical approach/framework. The central theoretical stance we bring to the proposed research is that our field needs to go beyond school pedagogy and develop a "pedagogy of teacher education," one with definite priorities and corresponding strategies. Korthagen (2001) observes that being a teacher educator is difficult because rarely do teacher education staff "collaboratively work on the question of how to improve the pedagogy of teacher education” (p. 8). John Loughran (2008), currently the most prominent exponent of the concept of a pedagogy of teacher education, states that such pedagogy “involves a knowledge of teaching about teaching and a knowledge of learning about teaching and how the two influence one another in the pedagogic episodes that teacher educators create to offer students of teaching experiences that might inform their developing views of practice” (p. 1180). Darling-Hammond (2006) argues for a pedagogy of teacher education, stating that there has been “increased discussion of the structures of the [pre-service] program” but “much less discussion about what goes on within the black box of the program” (p. 19). Zeichner (2005) notes that teacher educators have tended to see their role as transmitting knowledge about good teaching to student teachers, which he feels is an inadequate pedagogy. These analyses of the problems of teacher education, although useful, simply do not go far enough in detailing: the content of teacher education programs, who should be selected to deliver such programs, and how these teacher educators should be prepared and supported.


The few longitudinal studies following literacy teachers from pre-service into their work as beginning teachers can help us develop a pedagogy of teacher education. Grossman, et al. (2000) found that many of the teaching practices advocated in teacher education were not used in the first year of teaching yet emerged in the second year. McElhone et al. (2009) note that new teachers coming with very idealistic visions for their literacy program struggle to make sense of teaching because their vision does not match the reality. They argue that teacher educators should try to help student teachers develop more realistic visions of teaching. The National Commission on Excellence in Elementary Teacher Preparation for Reading Instruction was “created to address some of the important gaps in [the] research literature on teacher preparation” (Hoffman et al., 2005, p. 267). According to their research, “participation in a high quality teacher preparation program had a positive influence on the transition of teachers entering the profession and on the adoption of effective teaching practices” (p. 267). 


In our recent SSHRC-sponsored research, in which we followed 22 beginning literacy teachers for six years and another 24 for three years, we identified seven priorities for teacher education: program planning; pupil assessment; classroom organization and community; inclusive education; subject content and pedagogy; professional identity; and a vision for teaching (Kosnik & Beck, 2009). This approach--developing priorities--builds on the work of Goodlad (1994) who noted that teacher education programs are often so fragmented that the student teachers are reduced to “filling a large handbag with discrete bits and pieces of know-how” (p. 225). We see the seven priorities as the framework for a pedagogy of teacher education because they begin to detail the content and approach of a teacher education program. 
To date, we have found that most new teachers struggle with developing a coherent literacy program (program planning priority). Those who lack knowledge of reading and writing theory (subject content and pedagogy priority) tend either to follow a textbook or program slavishly or “cherry-pick” activities from a wide variety of sources. For each priority, we provide a definition, key principles, a case study of a new teacher, and implications for pre-service teacher education. Some of the priorities are fairly practical (assessment) while others are more conceptual (vision), but we see the seven priorities as interconnecting to form what Goodlad (1994) calls a clear concept of teaching and learning.


In light of our findings, we have begun to flesh out pedagogical principles for teacher education and make changes to our own pre-service courses. In Teaching in a Nutshell: Navigating Your Teacher Education Program as a Student Teacher (Kosnik & Beck, 2011, in press), we guide student teachers through the priorities to help them capitalize on their program. However, much more development of theory (e.g., broad goals for programs) and practice (e.g., video clips of actual strategies) is required, based on detailed study of teacher educators and their programs. In the proposed research, we will identify key readings and assignments that help student teachers develop an effective,  inclusive approach to literacy. Further, we will study how teacher educators from very different contexts prepare student teachers to teach literacy. Linking the work of teacher educators to the experiences of new teachers, as we propose, is important in developing a pedagogy of teacher education that genuinely helps beginning teachers understand literacy development and acquire effective strategies for literacy teaching. 


Connections to ongoing research. Over the past 14 years, we (Kosnik and Beck) have developed a research program in the field of teacher education. This has resulted in 6 books, 22 refereed articles, 9 book chapters, and 53 refereed conference presentations specifically in this field (see listings in Section 4, below). Our research has focused especially on literacy teaching and teacher education. We have carried out provincially-funded large-scale research (with Hart) on the literacy teaching practices of teachers in Grades 3 and 6 throughout Ontario (Beck, Hart, & Kosnik, 2002), and on literacy pre-service instruction by teacher educators in Ontario universities (Kosnik et al., 2002). We have conducted the small-scale SSHRC project Effective Program Structures for Teacher Education (2001-03) (on which Innovations in Teacher Education was based) and the large-scale SSHRC projects Teacher Education for Literacy Teaching (2003-06) and Key Components of Learning to Teach Literacy (2006-10) (on which Priorities in Teacher Education and Teaching in a Nutshell were based). We have received many invitations from universities and other organizations in Canada and beyond to present on the research. Since the interest in our research has been considerable we have created a website (www.cbandck.com) with information about publications, research instruments, and our team. 

The above two large-scale SSHRC projects had two components: study of teacher education and study of beginning teachers. Our central goal was to study the impact of pre-service education on two groups of new teachers: 22 who began teaching in 2004 and 24 who began in 2007. We established a team of (including ourselves) 15 researchers to study these teachers. The teachers have been very willing to participate in the research and, remarkably, all 46 are still in the study. The inclusion in the second cohort of 9 U.S. participants--graduates of Teachers College Columbia University (5) and Rutgers University (4)--was an important development and has increased interest in our research in the United States and elsewhere. Although our initial study of literacy teacher educators was quite broad, we found that: all developed their literacy courses as survey courses; all wanted to build on the student teachers’ own literacy experiences; attention to theory of reading and writing development varied considerably; many were not comfortable with integration of technology into their teaching; and none felt there was adequate support for them in their university. The proposed project would build on, yet go beyond, our previous two large-scale SSHRC projects, including the following elements: (a) conduct an in-depth study of the previous sample of literacy teacher educators plus an additional group to a total of 30, including U.S. and UK participants (who often have very different experiences and views from Canadian teacher educators); (b) study the background and present work setting and responsibilities of these teacher educators; (c) examine in detail the approach to pre-service literacy instruction of these teacher educators, with a focus on the seven priorities (and others that may emerge); (d) create an on-line community for these teacher educators which would also be open to others; (e) re-interview some of the new teachers we have studied, focusing on their pre-service literacy preparation; (f) continue to deepen our proposed pedagogy of literacy teacher education; and (g) develop specific recommendations on the selection, induction, and support of literacy teacher educators (both contract and tenure-stream).   

Importance, originality, and anticipated contribution to knowledge. Teacher education is a vast enterprise, one that undergirds much of the research and teaching on education that takes place in universities. All too seldom, however, is teacher education itself researched. Apart from its sheer extent, teacher education has great importance due to of its potential impact on pupil learning (a potential not always realized, in part because of the lack of research). Researchers on schooling generally agree that effective teachers can significantly enhance pupil learning (Futrell, 2008; Moir et al., 2009; Strong, 2009) and such enhancement is cumulative and lasting (Gordon, Kane, & Staiger, 2006; Sanders & Rivers, 1996). Accordingly, research of the kind we propose--on the selection, support, and development of teacher educators--is crucial, since it can provide a basis for improved teacher education. 


Preparation of literacy teachers is a key sub-area within teacher education. Snow et al. (2005) state that “[v]irtually every teacher finds a need to teach reading as part and parcel of teaching students from kindergarten to grade twelve” (p. ix). These authors go on to identify major gaps in the study of literacy teacher education, resulting in lack of a research base for “the optimal design of teacher education to ensure adequate preparation for all teachers in literacy” (Snow et al., 2005, p. 2). Maloch et al. (2003) agree with Anders, Hoffman and Duffy (2005) that the question of how teachers should be taught to teach reading "has received little attention from the reading research community…. Relatively few researchers have asked questions about the processes that teachers go through as they learn and continue to learn to teach reading” (p. 719). 

Our research is original because, as discussed earlier, it focuses to an unusual degree on the pedagogy of teacher education and on priorities in teacher education. It is also original in the extent to which it links inquiry into pre-service preparation with study of beginning teachers, and in the depth in which it studies teacher educators themselves, a group about which little is known. Furthermore, in addition to publications and conference presentations, we plan a distinctive method for distributing the findings of our research. Using the example of Shulman’s work at the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, which show-cases teachers and teacher educators, we will make available, through our web-site, ideas and practices of literacy teacher educators using video clips of interviews, postings of course outlines/syllabi, and presentations of research relevant to new and experienced literacy teacher educators. For example, we will show how these teacher educators are addressing the seven priorities identified in our previous research. In addition, an on-line discussion board will allow new and experienced teacher educators to develop a community of practice (Wenger, 2002) where issues are discussed and effective practices shared. 

Because this proposed study bridges two areas--teacher education and literacy education--it has the potential (as noted earlier) for considerable impact on literacy teaching practices and in turn on children's literacy learning. Improving literacy levels requires able teachers, which in turn requires effective literacy teacher educators. With a focus on literacy, we intend to respond to Murray and Male’s (2005) questions: What professional knowledge do teacher educators need? What pedagogical understandings do they need? What skills do they need? (p. 136). 
Methodology 


Research methods, strategies, and activities in relation to objectives; and justification of methods/methodologies. Much of our methodology will be qualitative as defined by Merriam (2009) and Punch (2009). We believe qualitative inquiry in our field is justified since it provides depth of understanding and enables exploration of questions that do not on the whole lend themselves to quantitative inquiry (Guyton & McIntyre, 1990; Guzzetti et al., 1999; Merriam, 2009). Especially, it opens the way to gaining entirely unexpected ideas and information from participants in addition to finding out their opinions on pre-set questions. This proved to be the case in our 2003-06 and 2006-10 SSHRC projects. Triangulation is central to our methodology; we will use a variety of methods to enable cross-checking of evidence. We have found, for example, that interviews are an essential complement to observation because they provide understanding of the purpose and precise nature of practices revealed through observation. Other forms of triangulation include comparison of the views of the teacher educators to common ideas found in the research literature, and cross-nation and cross-case comparison of teacher educators. Individual case studies will provide rich detail on the visions of teacher educators, the logistics of their practice, and their views on themselves as teacher educators and researchers. 


Being qualitative, our research will involve in-depth interviews, semi-open observation, and document collection. Analysis of the resulting transcripts and other data will require considerable interpretation on our part. In qualitative vein, our research approach will be a type of grounded theory (Glaser 1992; Punch, 2009), but one that does not preclude influence of prior ideas. Our theory will develop during the study and be continually modified through back-and-forth "constant comparison" with the data. As we refine our theory, we will refer to the seven priorities for teacher education we have identified in previous research. With much of the data, we will use NVivo9 software to facilitate analysis and organization, and this will often generate quantitative findings. Nevertheless, the research will remain qualitative since different participants will make the same points using different terminology, and hence the data analysis will involve creating themes or codes and then judging which data items come under a given code. In order to increase the validity and reliability of our code development and the assignment of data to codes, we will use frequent team meetings to reach common understandings and conduct inter-coder reliability checks on key items. 

We will interview and observe the 30 literacy teacher educators on four occasions over a three-year period and collect samples of their their syllabi and instructional materials. The participants will be from different types of universities (e.g., teaching-focused, research-intensive), have different status (notably, tenured and contract), and be from different countries: Canada (with representation of at least three regions), the U.S., and the UK. Having representation from countries with different approaches to teacher education will help us refine our position on sound teacher education pedagogy and who should be selected as teacher educators. In the U. S. (Zeichner, 2005) and England (Murray & Male, 2005), teacher educators almost always have had extensive experience as classroom teachers, while in Canada (Crocker & Dibbon, 2008) this is not a steadfast requirement. Some of the teacher educators we will interview are currently doing research on their graduates and we expect this will have informed their practice. Further, teacher educators in the three countries have to attend to radically different provincial-state-national curricula and standards. It will be useful to see how teacher educators address and respond to these differences. The observation of the teacher educators will be informative in itself and also serve as a means of understanding and verifying what is said in the interviews; we will use a standard protocol for all observation sessions, while leaving room for unanticipated types of phenomena. In the interviews, we will to a large extent ask the same questions of all participants, in order to aid analysis and comparison, but will also ask probe questions and invite further comment. As in our book Priorities in Teacher Education, in addition to general and specific findings, we will develop case studies of exemplary teacher educators--one for each priority--indicating how and why they addressed the given priority. The four interviews of the teacher educators will each have a different focus, but certain key questions (e.g., about the content and pedagogy of their courses) will be repeated. 


Interview # 1--Main focus on exploring personal history (especially related to objective # 1): (a) Background (e.g., experience as a classroom teacher). (b) Identity (e.g., as teacher educator, literacy researcher, or a hybrid teacher and teacher educator). (c) Experiences with research. (d) Other experiences (e.g., writing literacy textbooks for students).  


Interview # 2--Main focus on investigating the vision, content, and pedagogy of their literacy courses (especially related to objective # 2): (a) Framework and goals for their course. (b) Pedagogies used and reasons for using them, including assignments and readings. (c) Technology (teaching about and their own use of). (d) How and why their views and practices have changed over the years. 


Interview # 3--Main focus on key factors that have affected their work (especially related to objective # 3): (a) Transition to full-time faculty work (e.g., challenges). (b) Involvement in research. (c) Pre-service program structure and how it impacts on them. (d) Views of the seven priorities. (e) Impact of provincial/state/national curricula (and standards) on their course development and identity.

Interview # 4--Main focus on selection and support of teacher educators (especially related to objective # 5):  (a) Criteria for selecting teacher educators. (b) Support for new and experienced teacher educators. (c) Involvement in schools. (d) Specific issues of teaching literacy courses. 


Communication of results: Dissemination activities will include the following: (1) Papers presented at scholarly conferences, notably AERA, CSSE, AACTE, NRC, IRA, ATEE. (2) Publication through academic books, book chapters, and journals, as well as more practical texts and materials designed for student teachers and new teachers. (3) Presentations at professional conferences, e.g., NCTE, Reading for the Love of It, and conferences and workshops sponsored by teacher federations, ministries of education, and faculties of education. (4) Presentations to policy groups, program directors, and administrators responsible for teacher education. (5) Presentations to community groups and public media. (6) Postings on our web-site, including research findings, case studies of teacher educators, practical strategies for teacher education, and short videos of interviews and pre-service teaching activities. (7) Modeling of approaches in our own pre-service and in-service work at OISE/UT. (8) Induction and mentoring of our colleagues--especially new faculty--in pre-service education at OISE/UT, notably in the two-year Master of Teaching program, of which Kosnik is the Director. (9) Sharing of findings with our graduate students, both those involved in our research and others whom we supervise. (10) An international symposium for literacy teacher educators in 2012.

