Practice Teaching Overview

IMPORTANT NOTE: Student teachers are responsible for their transportation to their student teaching placement. We strongly recommend that they have access to a reliable car.

Practice teaching is the major clinical experience for undergraduates who are completing the sequence of courses leading toward secondary-school certification (grades 7-12) in the state of Pennsylvania. This twelve-week experience is the first stage in a career-long effort to become a skilled and knowledgeable teacher. The certification candidate’s induction is supervised principally by the Cooperating Teacher to whom he or she is assigned. The College Supervisors, who observe in Student Teachers’ classrooms once a week, play an important role as well in guiding certification candidates through the process of “thoughtful trial and error” that characterizes this practicum experience. A major goal of student teaching is the development of what is commonly referred to as “pedagogical content knowledge,” i.e. the ability to reshape and present the subject-matter knowledge in a way that makes it understandable to learners. During student teaching, certification candidates will be encouraged to experiment with a broad set of strategies so that they will become familiar with a repertoire of pedagogical approaches appropriate in a range of classroom settings.

Practice teaching is an extremely demanding, all-consuming, and challenging experience. While other seniors are completing their classes and reveling in their last months of semi-responsible young adulthood, Student Teachers must be at schools every day all day, assuming the role of responsible adults. All participants in the certification program must be prepared to devote full attention to student teaching during the second semester of their senior year (this includes working through the colleges’ spring break).

Practice teaching at Bryn Mawr and Haverford is counted as a three-credit course (two credits for Practice Teaching (Education 303) and one credit for the concurrent Practice Teaching Seminar (Education 302)) and lasts for a minimum of twelve weeks. For Practice Teaching, students receive a grade of “S” or a “U” rather than a numerical grade and must successfully fulfill this requirement for certification. Based on the evaluations of the Cooperating Teacher and the College Supervisor, this grade reflects the student teacher’s development in relation to the program expectations and State competencies.

Certification candidates are placed with Cooperating Teachers the fall semester prior to their practice teaching. During the fall semester, students observe in the Cooperating Teachers’ classrooms once a week, gradually gaining more teaching experience. The Program Administrator, together with the certification candidates themselves, arranges for the practice teaching placements in both urban and suburban schools. Certification candidates may need to (informally or formally) interview with a prospective Cooperating Teacher before the placement is confirmed. Some schools ask to see a transcript and resume.

Occasionally, placements have changed during the practice teaching semester as a result of a) a request by the Cooperating Teacher or school to be relieved of the responsibility of the Student Teacher; b) a recommendation by the College Supervisor that such a change is in the best interest of the Student Teacher; or c) unforeseen events such as illness, strikes, etc. If such a change is necessary, it is made as early in the semester as possible and, when necessary, the Student Teacher teaches beyond the required twelve weeks to demonstrate competency in the new setting.
The Student Teacher's Responsibilities

1. Student Teachers spend 12 weeks full time in the school. They begin by observing their Cooperating Teacher and other teachers within their discipline and across grade levels. They should observe classes outside of their discipline as well (see appendix for more information). Student Teachers gradually assume responsibility for classes by the end of their second week (usually) and, under the direction of the Cooperating Teacher and College Supervisor, assume complete responsibility for two to four classes (depending on the type of schedule used by the school) as soon as possible. (Note: If a significant amount of time is lost because of absenteeism or weather-related closings or if a student is seeking dual certification, the practicum may extend beyond 12 weeks; it must include at least 10 weeks of active teaching).

2. Student Teachers follow their placement school calendar, not the college calendar. They are expected to be in school every day during the hours when teachers must be in school (generally 7:30 a.m. until 3:00 p.m.) unless they have arranged otherwise in consultation with their Cooperating Teacher and Supervisor, with permission of the Education Program.

3. Student Teachers should reduce or eliminate other responsibilities (course requirements, work, co-curricular commitments) during their student teaching semester.

4. Student Teachers prepare curriculum, lesson plans, tests, and other materials in consultation with their Cooperating Teacher and College Supervisor. They coordinate student evaluations with their Cooperating Teacher and, when appropriate, communicate with parents about student progress. Early in the student teaching semester, Student Teachers should rely on their Cooperating Teachers for guidance on these points. By the midpoint of the student teaching experience, Student Teachers should have full responsibility for all of them.

5. Student Teachers confer regularly with their Cooperating Teachers on their progress and discuss ways to strengthen and improve their teaching. Meetings with the Cooperating Teacher should be scheduled at least once per week (if not more frequently). 

6. Student Teachers must write thorough lesson plans for every day they teach (see Appendix for Sample Lesson Plan). These lesson plans must include objectives, PA academic standards met, a set of activities for the day, assessment, and (if appropriate) evaluation. While the lesson plans must be well conceptualized and thorough, Student Teachers should think of them as works-in-progress and feel free to write questions or comments about the lesson on the lesson plans. These questions as well as the lesson plans themselves will be integral to Student Teachers’ discussions with their Supervisors and Cooperating Teachers.

7. Student Teachers meet with the College Supervisor following each weekly observational visit and whenever the need arises. For each meeting with the College Supervisor, Student Teachers must submit on the day of the visit thorough lesson plans for (1) the day of the visit, (2) the previous day, and (3) the following day. One goal of this planning and conferencing is for students to learn to prepare for and reflect on their own progress in teaching and to develop ways to improve. Student Teachers should be sure to give to Supervisors any other materials they will be using on the day of the visit (handouts, books, etc).

8. Student Teachers should become familiar with their schools’ administrative, guidance, and special education personnel as well as libraries and materials centers (see Field Work Record at the end of the syllabus for the Practice Teaching Seminar). They should also attend faculty meetings and departmental meetings and, when appropriate, participate in other school activities. When possible, students should take responsibility for other aspects of teaching and school life, such as homeroom, study hall, lunch duty, etc.

9. Student Teachers participate in a three-way evaluation conference with their Cooperating Teacher and College Supervisor midway through the practice teaching semester and again at the end. Prior to and in preparation for these meetings, the Student Teacher, the Cooperating Teacher, and the College Supervisor should all complete the Student Teaching Evaluation and Narrative Assessment Form (available from the Education Program in hard copy or electronic format). If, at the midpoint of the student teaching semester, a Student Teacher is not making acceptable progress, he or she may be dismissed from the certification program.

10. Student Teachers must arrange to be observed by a member of their major department at the College (or the department in which they will be certified). The observation should be preceded and followed by a conference with the college faculty member. Student Teachers should provide for the visiting faculty member clear directions to the school, a copy of the lesson plan and any accompanying materials (handouts, etc.) for the day, and any other relevant materials and information. The college faculty member who observes is asked to write a letter to the Director of the Education Program evaluating the Student Teacher’s performance in the classroom.

11. As part of the Curriculum and Pedagogy Seminar and the Practice Teaching Seminar, students must meet with Subject Area Specialists (e.g., specialists in English, Social Studies, Math, etc.). These meetings are held throughout the year. 

12. Student Teachers must take Education 302: Practice Teaching Seminar at the same time that they are student teaching.

13. Student Teachers are responsible for their own transportation and for a portion of the transportation costs. The Education Program reimburses Student Teachers for all their travel to their student teaching sites in the fall, but reimburses for only 20 round-trips in the spring.

14. Student Teachers must have functioning email addresses, telephones, and voicemail and must check these regularly and respond promptly to messages.

15. Student Teachers must inform their Cooperating Teachers and Supervisors if they plan to be absent from school. They must make their absence known BEFORE it happens (i.e., in the morning if they are sick or whenever they know ahead of time). 

16. Communication with program personnel is vital. Student Teachers must notify their Supervisor and/or the Director of the Education Program if any problems of safety or other important concerns arise en route to/from or at their placement.

The Cooperating Teacher's Role

Cooperating Teachers play a very important role in the student teaching program, working closely with Student Teachers on a daily basis in the classroom and school. The Pennsylvania Department of Education requires that Cooperating Teachers have a minimum of three years of successful teaching experience and at least one year working in the school in which they are currently employed. We also look for teachers who are interested in working with a Student Teacher, who serve as models of successful teaching, and who will allow a Student Teacher to experiment with a range of methods and styles within the bounds of classroom and school requirements. We rely on Cooperating Teachers to help guide students in recognizing and developing competence in areas of planning, teaching, and evaluation.

Students come to student teaching with strong preparation in the discipline in which they seek certification. This preparation may be fairly broad or it may concentrate in a specific area. They have also taken a series of education courses, described earlier, most, if not all, of which include a field experience component. For the most part, however, most students have had little experience in taking complete responsibility for a classroom for an extended period of time. 

Responsibilities

1. The Cooperating Teacher coordinates the Student Teacher's work in the classroom, with the goal of giving increasing responsibility to the Student Teacher. By the midpoint of the student teaching experience, the Student Teacher should be fully responsible for all planning, designing and administering of tests, and other classroom activities.

2. The Cooperating Teacher orients the Student Teacher to school personnel, facilities, policies, schedules, and routines. 

3. The Cooperating Teacher works with the Student Teacher as needed to develop lesson plans, activities, and methods of student evaluation, providing on-going guidance as well as weekly conferences. As suggested above, while the Student Teacher may require substantial guidance at the beginning of the student teaching experience, he or she should be fully responsible for all classroom activities by the midpoint, and at this point the weekly conferences should focus on improving the Student Teacher's own plans.

4. The Cooperating Teacher works with the College Supervisor in providing the student with feedback and developing strategies to help the student gain further experience. If there are any concerns at any point, they should be communicated to the College Supervisor.

5. The Cooperating Teacher completes the Student Teaching Evaluation and Narrative Assessment Form (available in hard copy or electronic format from the Education Program) midway through the student teaching experience and at the end of the 12-week practicum and also participates in three-way conferences based on these evaluations. If, at the midpoint of the student teaching experience, the Student Teacher has not made acceptable progress, it is essential that the Cooperating Teacher make that known.

6. The Cooperating Teacher writes an evaluation of the Student Teacher's performance at the end of the experience that becomes part of the Student Teacher's file. There are two letters the Cooperating Teacher writes: one to the Director of the Education Program and one to prospective employers (see Appendix for Guidelines for Writing Letters of Recommendation).

The College Supervisor's Role

The College Supervisor is responsible for coordinating and overseeing the practice teaching experience. The Supervisor serves as the link between the College’s Education Program, the Student Teacher, and the Cooperating Teacher and the school. The College Supervisor is either a member of the Education faculty or an experienced educator who has worked in the area of professional development of teachers.

The College Supervisor is, for the student, an important source of information and support during the student teaching semester. He or she is in the classroom frequently, ensuring that the experience is working for the student and providing appropriate feedback and guidance. Student Teachers who experience any difficulties in their school assignment or are facing other personal or academic problems that affect their ability to function effectively in the classroom should discuss these matters with their College Supervisors.

The Supervisor’s role will necessarily vary depending upon her or his personality and pedagogical convictions, the Cooperating Teacher’s personality and pedagogical convictions, the school culture in which the practice teaching occurs, and the Student Teacher’s needs. Therefore, the following are meant as guidelines that should be adapted to the variables of each situation.

The Supervisor’s role is to support Student Teachers as they negotiate the complexities of learning to teach with the implicit shift in role from student to teacher. This includes:

· Mediating between the Student Teacher and the Cooperating Teacher (if necessary) and the school community;

· Helping Student Teachers learn who their students are and how to respond to their needs as learners as well as understanding the dynamics of the school and classroom and what role to play in that context and set of circumstances;

· Helping Student Teachers put into practice their pedagogical beliefs and approaches and to negotiate in reality issues they have studied in theory (such as gender, race, and class inequities);

· Providing constructive, critical feedback to Student Teachers and helping them give themselves similar feedback by learning to articulate and critically examine what they do;

· Offering specific models, suggestions, and strategies for practice; and

· Helping Student Teachers redefine what they think they can do, who they believe they can be as teachers, and how they can see teaching as an ongoing process of learning as they plan for what they will do when they have their own classrooms.

Responsibilities

1. The Supervisor meets with the Student Teacher and Cooperating Teacher at the student teaching site prior to the beginning of the student teaching semester. This meeting gives the Supervisor an opportunity to become familiar with the school and classroom context, meet the Cooperating Teacher, and discuss and coordinate responsibilities, roles, and requirements.

2. The Supervisor makes explicit to the Student Teacher the Supervisor’s role as an experienced teacher there to support Student Teachers as they negotiate the complexities of learning to teach as outlined above.

3. Once a week for at least 10 visits, the Supervisor observes the Student Teachers’ practice (visiting one class per week and ultimately observing all classes for which the Student Teacher is responsible [as opposed to visiting the same class exclusively and repeatedly]).

4. The Supervisor uses a clinical model of supervision and observes the Student Teacher in the classroom once a week. Each observation is followed by a conference during which the Student Teacher and Supervisor reflect on the observed class and make plans for future classes. In these debriefing conferences, it is often effective to focus first on what the Student Teacher feels went well, to which the Supervisor may add commendations, and then to focus on two to three things the Student Teacher feels need improvement. After the Student Teacher has shared his or her perspective on the lesson, the Supervisor may have specific suggestions for improvement or alternative approaches.

5. At each weekly observation and conference, Supervisors should receive from students complete lesson plans for the day of the visit, the previous day, and the following day (see Appendix for a Sample Lesson Plan format). The Supervisor gives ongoing feedback to the Student Teacher about these plans. The Supervisor will be asked to recommend a grade for the Student Teacher’s lesson plans at the end of the semester that will be incorporated into the grade for the Practice Teaching Seminar.

6. The Supervisor may want to have more ongoing contact with the Student Teacher than the weekly conferences allow. If appropriate, the Supervisor may call or email the Student Teacher during the week to check in on his or her progress, particularly if the Student Teacher has been experiencing any difficulties. 

7. The Supervisor confers with the Cooperating Teacher about the Student Teacher’s strengths and weaknesses and works with the Cooperating Teacher and Student Teacher to devise strategies for development and improvement.

8. The Supervisor completes the Student Teaching Evaluation and Narrative Assessment Form (available in hard copy and electronic format from the Education Program) at the midway point and end of the semester and coordinates three-way conferences based on these evaluations as well as the ones completed by the Student Teacher and the Cooperating Teacher.

9. The Supervisor evaluates the Student Teacher’s performance at the end of the experience and determines a grade (Satisfactory or Unsatisfactory) for the Student Teacher’s work.

10. The Supervisor writes two letters of recommendation for the Student Teacher: one to the Director of the Education Program and one to prospective employers (see Appendix for Guidelines for Writing Letters of Recommendation). The former becomes a part of the Student Teacher’s file.

