OVEROUE_FINES:
25¢ per day per item
RETURNING LIBRARY MATERIALS:

Place in book return to remove
charge from circulation records




Copyright by
Janet Parent Sitter
1981



THE STUDENT TEACHING EXPERIENCE FROM THE
PERSPECTIVE OF THE STUDENT TEACHER:

A DESCRIPTIVE STUDY

By

Janet Parent Sitter

A DISSERTATION

Submitted to

Michigan State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

College of Education
Department of Elementary and Special Education

1981



o/l

Janet Parent Sitter

ABSTRACT
THE STUDENT TEACHING EXPERIENCE FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE STUDENT
TEACHER: A DESCRIPTIVE STUDY
by
Janet Parent Sitter

The purpose of this study was to examine and describe the student
teaching experience from the perspective of the student teacher. Numerous
studies have been conducted on student teaching but few have investigated
the experience from the perspective of the student teacher. A perspective
is a combination of beliefs and behaviors composed of (a) definitions of
various situations, (b) actions, and (c) criteria of judgement. This
study described the beliefs and behaviors of five undergraduate senior
interns engaged in student teaching over a period of 20 weeks. The interns'
definitions of situations, their actions and criteria of judgements pro-
vided evidence for describing the studént teachers' perspective of the stu-
dent teaching experience.

This study was designed as an interrelationship of three variables:
(1) the context of the event, (2) methodology, and (3) conceptual frame-
work. The event studied was a 20 week internship in which the subjects,
participants in the Towards Excellence in Elementary Education (EEE) pro-
gram at Michigan State University, assumed increasing responsibility for
the instruction and management of the classroom milieu to which they were
assigned. All of the subjects were located in an elementary (K-4) school
and were supervised during their internship by the researcher in her role
as clinic professor. Six interns also engaged in the EEE student teaching

experience, who were not supervised by the researcher and who were located
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in elementary schools other than that of the subjects, served as
informants for the study.

Through the method of participant observation, interviewing and self
report data, the researcher came to understand how these student teachers
defined their student teaching experiences and how they constructed their
actions. Five exploratory questions guided the study: (1) How does the
student teacher perceive her role in the learning environment? (2) What
does the student teacher identify as the goal of student teaching? (3) What
actions or series of actions does the student teacher take to reach the
goal? (4) What are the consequences for the student teacher of.reach—
ing her goal state? and (5) For the student teacher, what is the outcome
of the student teaching experience?

The study was based on the theory of symbolic interaction. In accord
with this theory, in order to understand a subject's world, the researcher
must discern her process of interpretation. A suitable way to do this is
to observe the subject as she encounters situations and events, interprets
these events, and constructs her social reality. Hence, the researcher
participated actively through her role as clinic professor in the subjects'
internship experiences. The researcher observed the interns in various
situations, interviewed them formally and informally, and took an active
role in many classroom activities. Over the course of 20 weeks, extensive
field notes were taken of observations and interviews, questionnaire data
were collected and daily journal information was gathered for each of the
five subjects. The case data were then analyzed on a weekly basis in
order to discover patterns, relationships and indices of behavior which

would direct further investigation. Through the process of linear
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and comparison' interpretations by the researcher the case data were
organized into case records (i.e., a parsimonious condensation of the
case data). Final analysis of the case records was completed following
the field work. This ethnographic method allowed for proximity to the
social situation of student teaching as it naturally occurred and
enabled the researcher to describe and explain the student teachers'
perspectives of the student teaching experience.

Five major elements emerged as indicative of the interns' perspective
of the student teaching experience. First, the role of the student
teacher during the student teaching experience was perceived as that
of a junior partner. Second, proving oneself became the goal towérd
which the student teacher directed her actions and behaviors. The
attainment of the goal had both cognitive and affective dimensions
and included attention to both in-classroom and beyond classroom con-
cerns. Third, reaching the goal consisted of a configuration of
movements defined by the intern as four identifiable, interdependent
objectives. To achieve the goal, the intern believed she had to
(a) develop teaching proficiencies, (b) attain leadership/control, (c)
modify personal propensities, and (d) acquire a teacher identity. The
four objectives were present simultaneously and depended on one another
for achievement of the goal. Fourth, consequences of reaching the goal
via attainment of the objectives were cognitive and affective changes
in the student teachers' knowledge, perceptions, attitudes and actions.
Fifth, an outcome of the student teaching experience for the subjects was
a readiness for autonomy that was evidenced by dissassociation with the

Junior partner role.
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When combined these student teaching elements represented the
perspective of the student teacher. Consequently, the researcher
concluded: (1) that the experiences of the subjects of this study
do not support stage theory, (2) achieving the goal had both cognitive
and affective dimensions that were of concern to the subjects, and
(3) the process of analytic thinking and reflection that resulted from
Clinic Professor intervention and intern participation in the study
contributed to the personal and professional growth of the student

teachers.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction and Purpose

Student teaching is widely viewed as one of the most important
aspects of professional training for teachers. For instance, Conant
(1963) cited student teaching as '"The one indisputably essential
element in professional education." John Dewey, as early as 1904,
advocated some form of practice teaching in public school classrooms
as being necessary to the development of teachers. Practitioners
themselves, who have gone through this experience, rate student
teaching as the most valuable aspect of their preservice professional
preparation (Bennie, 1964; Hermanowicz, 1966). Student teaching is
usually the culmination of a teacher preparation program and is
undoubtedly the most common element of teacher education.

The philosophy of student teaching has undergone a transformation
in recent years. Historically student teaching was considered '"practice

teaching;'" a time for the education major to practice the methods and
techniques she had been taught in her professional courses. More
recently, however, there is a trend to view student teaching as a
developmental stage in the education of a teacher. It is a time for
studying teaching. '"No longer does she 'practice' what she has

been taught, but she is encouraged to experiment, to probe, to inquire,
and to learn for herself how the theory previously studied applies to
real pupils in actual classrooms" (Bennie, 1966, p.2). This newer
concept of student teaching recognizes that the college student does

not learn all there is to know about teaching and how to teach during

1
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this relatively short period of time. Rather, the development of a
teacher is a process involving many years of teaching and studying
teaching.
The definition of student teaching most frequently found in the
literature, is "the period of guided teaching when the student takes
increasing responsibility for the work with a given group of learners

' For the student who assumes this

over a period of consecutive weeks.'
increasing responsibility, it is often a compelling and personally
demanding task. Glassberg and Sprinthall (1980) state that for the
student engaged in this task, '"the responsibility is substantial,
the role demands are real, and the experience is rigorous." For the
student teacher this practicum is often characterized by stress,
pressure and great excitement (Caruso, 1977). Each student teaching
experience is unique (unique to the individual; unique to the setting)
and is usually an experience that few teachers forget.
Researchers have studied student teaching frequently over the
years, yet little is known about the experience from the perspective
of the student teacher. Andrews states, 'despite the enormous quantity
of literature on student teaching, there are few careful analyses of the
nature and value of the experience'" (Howey, 1977, p.76). Glassberg
and Sprinthall (1980) concur, for "the empirical data to support what
is done in preservice training is minimal" (p.3). Critical reviews of
the state of the field (e.g. Cope, 1970; Peck and Tucker, 1973; Fuller
and Brown, 1975; Turﬁer, 1975) state similar conclusions.
A review of the research in this field leaves one with a great
feeling of urgency to expediate the study of student teaching;
given its ascribed importance in Teacher Education, it is alarming

to find so little systematic research related to it. Discussion
and descriptive reports are plentiful, but comprehensive basic
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study of the processes involved is lacking. Studies

of what really happens to the student teacher are vital.

(Davies and Amersheck, 1384,1969)

This study was designed to investigate the student teaching
experience from the perspective of the student teacher. We need
to know more about what really happens to the student teacher; how
she makes sense of what happens to her; how her actions and reactions
relate to this sense-making process. How does she perceive her
student teaching experience? (In this study all of the participants

were female). Becker, et. al. (1962) define perspective as:

!
a coordinated set of ideas and actions a person uses in
dealing with some problematic situation...These thoughts
and actions are coordinated in the sense that the actions
flow from the beliefs and the beliefs justify the actions
(p.34).

Describing this 'coordinated set of ideas and actions' used by the

student teacher to make sense of what happens to and around her was

the purpose of the study. Shibutani (1967) further expands the definition
of perspective as:

...an ordered view of one's world-what is taken for granted
about the attributes of various objects, events, and human
nature. It is an order of things remembered and things
expected as well as things actually perceived, an organized
conception of what is plausible and what is possible; it
constitutes the matrix through which one perceives his
environment. The fact that men have such ordered perspectives
enables them to conceive of their ever changing world as
relatively stable, orderly, and predictable. As Reigler
puts it, one's perspective is an outline scheme, which
running ahead of experience, defines and guides it (p.161).

By describing the student teaching experience from the perspective
of the student teacher, the researcher attempted not to, "tell it like
it was," but to, "tell it like it felt to be in it;" that is, as it

phenomonologically was (Stenhouse, 1979).

Learning more about what happens to a student teacher during
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the course of her experience, investigating how she makes sense
of the things that happen to and around her, studying how she
reacts to the things that happen, may enable researchers to better
understand the nature of the experience. Increasing our understanding
of the nature of the experience, as perceived by the student teacher,
may assist teacher educators in creating educational programs that
help student teachers achieve positive personal and professional

growth.

Components of the Study

The mode of studying the student teaching experience from the
perspective of the student teacher was to observe the behavior of the
participants as they naturally occured and to attempt to discover the
meaning that these behaviors had for the participants. This study
was designed as an interrelationship of three components: (1) the
context of the event studied, (2) a methodology suitable for studying
the event, and (3) a conceptual scheme that provides a theoretical frame-
work for viewing the event. Each of the components will be briefly

discussed in this section.

The Context of the Event

In this study the event of student teaching was examined in the
context in which it naturally occured. As Doyle (1979) points out,
"In the final analysis, classroom knowledge can only be gained by
experience as a teacher in the classroom environment. Research is
needed therefore, on the complex processes of learning to be a
teacher in the classroom"” (p.15).

The student teaching experience of five undergraduate students at

Michigan State University was studied. Observations and interviews
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immediately following the observations were made in the field (i.e.
the actual classroom setting). Additional data in the form of
journals and questionnaires were collected. The five subjects provided
the core data for the study. To insure validity and to provide further
insights into student teaching, data were collected, via questionnaires,
from six additional undergraduate interns during their student teaching
experiences. All of the participants (the five subjects plus the six
informants) were volunteers from the Towards Excellence in Elementary
Education (EEE) program, an alternative teacher preparation program at
Michigan State University. During the time of data collection, the
participants were engaged in a twenty-week experience called an
internship in which they (the interns) assumed increasing responsibility
for the instructional design, instruction and management of the children
and the classroom milieu to which they were assigned. The interns were
supervised on a regular basis by a university specialist called a
clinic professor. The five subjects were supervised by the researcher
in the role of clinic professor; the six informants were supervised

by three other clinic professors.

A Methodology for Studying the Event

The research tools employed by anthropologists, namely those of
ethnography, are useful in looking more carefully at the world of
the student teacher. Ethnographers are concerned with understanding
and describing an existing social phenomena. In the words of Koehler
(1979) the intention of this type of research is to "understand or
produce knowledge about a phenomenon...with an aim of theory develop-
ment to be used in understanding what is happening, and/or how or why

things happen the way they do" (p. 9 ). Participant observation is
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a field strategy used by ehtnographers to 'record the ongoing
experiences of those observed, through their symbolic world...such
a strategy implies a commitment-either conscious or unconscious-by

the observer to basic principles of symbolic interactionism

(Denzin, 1977, p.135).

According to Blumer: (1967)

Insofar as sociologists or students of human society are
concerned with the behavior of acting units, the position
of symbolic interaction requires the student to catch the
process of interpretation through which they comstruct
their actions. This process is not to be caught merely

by turning to conditions which are antecedent to the process.
Such antecedent conditions are helpful in understanding

the process insofar as they enter into it, but...they do
not constitute the process merely by inferring its nature
from the overt action which is its product. To catch the
process the student must take the role of the acting unit
whose behavior he is studying. Since the interpretation

is being made by the acting unit in terms of objects de-
signated and appraised, meaning acquired, and decisions
made, the process has to be seen from the standpoint of the
acting unit (p.161).

To understand the student teaching experience from the
perspective of the student teacher it was necessary to understand
this process of interpretation. Actively participating in the lives
of the participants was an adequate means of capturing this process.

Participant observation is a complex blending of methodolo-
gical techniques: subjects are interviewed, documents and self report
data are analyzed, informants are found, and direct observations of
ongoing events in the form of field notes are made. The participant
observer, as Geer (1964) points out:

...18 at once reporter, interviewer and scientist. On the

scene, he gets the story of an event by questioning partici-

pants about what is happening and why. He fills out the

story by asking people about their relation to the event,

their reactions, opinions and its significance. As interviewer

he encourages the informant to tell his story...as scientist,
he seeks answers to questions by setting up hypothesis and



7

collecting data with which to answer them (p.383).

As clinic professor the researcher was able to actively
participate on a daily basis in the internship experience of the
five subjects. Field notes were collected by observing the subjects
in the setting and informally and formally interviewing them to
discover "their relation to the event, their reactions, opinions
and its significance" (Geer, 1964, p.383). To assist the researcher
in understanding the perspective of the subjects further, the internms
kept a daily journal of what happened to them, their feelings and
thoughts about what happened as well as their actions based on what
happened to them. Interviews were extended in the form of weekly
questionnaires in which all of the participants (the five subjects
and the six informants) commented on the events that occurred, their

reactions, opinions and the significance of the event.

As the field notes were collected and analyzed, new insights were
gained that focused further observations and interviews. The new
insights formed the basis for the questions asked on the weekly question-
naires. Journal data was searched for supportive/nonsupportive evidence
of the insights., This process often led to more specific questions
which renewed the analysis procedure. Gradually, tentative hypotheses
were formed that further directed data collection and analysis.

Becker (1969) explains the inquiry process as a concurrent enactment

of data collection and data analysis. It is an interactive, cumulative
and cyclical process as patterns, relationships and indices of behavior
are discovered. As the patterns of behavior and relaticnships

emerge the data sources are again checked for supportive/nonsupportive

evidence. Wolcott (1977) contends that the strength of this method

of inquiry lies "in its triangulation, obtaining information in many
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ways rather than solely on one." Based on this process of cross
checking: (1) matching consistency with the meaning and purpose of
the subjects (Erickson, 1978) and (2) triangulation of data; the
tentative hypotheses were revised and subjected to further testing.
In final form, the hypotheses were not of a casual nature but, as is
typical of this type of inquiry process, included "propositional
sets of an all-inclusive nature...developed so that the total arena
of behavior under analysis [could] be incorporated in an explanatory
network" (Denzin, 1977, p.185).

An explanatory network, also referred to as a descriptive model,
is a representation of a process or system. As such, the model
provides a descriptive account of the patterns and relationships
within the system or process. For this study, the model developed
presents a descriptive representation of the student teacher's

perceptions of her student teaching experience.

A Conceptual Framework

This study was based on the theory of symbolic interaction
as laid out by Meltzer, Petras, Reynolds and Blumer. They define
symbolic interaction as a process of interpretation. In the conceptual
scheme of symbolic interaction, as a person encounters elements of
his environment, he interprets and gives meaning to them. He judges
the suitability of his actions and makes decisions based on his
judgement he then constructs his actions based on the decision. Blumer,

(1967) further explains this process of interpretation:

Whatever the action in which he is engaged, the individual
proceeds by pointing out to himself the divergent things
which have to be taken into account in the course of his
action. He has to note what he wants to do and how he is
to do it, he has to take account of the demands, the
expectations, the prohibitions, and the threats as they
may arise in the situation in which he 1is acting. His
action is built up step by step through a process of such
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self indication. The human individual pieces together and

guides his action by taking account of different things and

interpreting their significance for his prospective action

(p.141).

This concept: the interaction of an individual consists of
meeting a series of situations in which he must act and that his
action is based on what he takes into account, how he assesses and
interprets what he takes into account and what kind of action he
devises as a result, formed the basis for three areas of inquiry
for this research.

The inquiry began by focusing on what the student teacher
takes into account while engaged in student teaching. Symbolic
interactionists believe that the things an individual takes into
account include his wishes and desires, his goals and objectives, the
available means for attaining their achievement, the actions and
anticipated actions of others, his image of himself and the likely
result of a given course of action. The focus of this line of
inquiry was on the actions and events that had meaning for the

student teacher.

Secondly, attention was directed at the interpretive process in
which the student teacher made meaning of the things that happened to
her. This process of assigning meaning is based on two distinct
concepts, (1) "worlds" exist for human beings and are composed of
"objects" and (2) each human being possesses a "self" which allows
him to be an object to himself. The meaning that an object has for
a person as well as the view that a person has of himself is formed
through the social process of interaction with others. Looking at
how the student teacher assigns meaning to objects and how the student

teacher views herself as object focused this area of inquiry.



10
A third area of inquiry looked at how the student teacher formed
her actions based on her interpretations. A tenet of symbolic inter-
action is that a person's conduct is formed and possibly altered by
the process of indication and interpretation. The focus here was
on describing and analyzing the actions of the student teacher that

occured as a result of her interpretive process.

An Overview of the Study

To understand the student teaching experience from the perspec-
tive of the student teacher we need to answer some basic questions.

What does it mean to be a student teacher? What is the role/task of the
student teacher in the learning environment? What are the dimensions
of the task?

To answer these questions, literature was reviewed on (1) what is
known about student teaching and its impact on an individual, (2)
current research that views professional preparation and the continuing
education of teachers as a developmental progression, and (3) field
methodology as a strategy for doing research in schools. The review

is presented in Chapter Two of this dissertation, Review of the

Literature.
The three components of the study: the context of the event, the
methodology, and the conceptual framework are detailed in Chapter Three,

Methods and Procedures. The process of inquiry is presented and discussed

including a description of the participants, the EEE program, the setting,
the methods of data collection and analysis procedures.

In Chapter Four the findings of the research are presented and
discussed. After the introduction, in which a visual representation of

the model is presented, a narrative description and explanation of the
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elements contained in the model is given. The Chapter concludes with
a brief summary of the findings.

The findings of the inquiry presented in Chapter Four become the
basis for the summary and conclusions discussed in Chapter Five.
Implications of the findings and suggestions for practice and further
research are presented.

The expected outcomes of this study were three-fold. First,
the study will increase our understanding of the complex process
involved in learning to be a teacher in a classroom. Second, this
research will contribute to a need for descriptive data on teaching
and may demonstrate the usefulness of ethnographic approaches, such
as participant observation in the field of education. Third, this
research will contribute to that body of knowledge on student teaching
that assists teacher educators in assigning preservice programs that

promote personal and professional growth in its neophyte teachers.
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CHAPTER TWO

Review of the Literature

This study was conducted to describe and explain the student
teaching experience from the perspective of the student teacher
using the participant observation method. The review of the
literature, was, therefore drawn from and arranged into two major
categories. The first category, studies of preservice education,
reviews three areas of literature: (1) what is presently known
about the impact of student teaching experiences on student teachefs,
(2) studies that view teaching (student teaching) as a developmental
progression and (3) studies that examine student teaching in the
context in which it occurs.

The second category deals with studies in schools which use
ethnographic strategies and techniques in varying degrees, particularly
those of participant observation. Participant observation requires
the researcher to become a member of a social situation over time
in order to describe and explain that social situation from the
viewpoint of the members under study. Hence, the studies in this
section include those in which student teachers, teachers or admin-
istrators were observed or interviewed in their classrooms and schools.
They are studies which display the strengths and problems of
ethnographic techniques. Furthermore, they demonstrate the usefulness
of ethnography in classrooms for certain types of questions. Thus,
both categories in the review serve to acquaint the reader with

studies on preservice education, particularly those that report an
12
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impact on the student teacher and those that look at the process
of becoming a teacher in the context in which it occurs. Given the
purpose of this study, these categories seem both necessary and

sufficient for the literature review.

Studies on Preservice Education

The literature reported under this first category has been
arranged into three sections: (1) what is presently known about the
impact of student teaching experiences on student teachers, (2) research
studies that view teaching (student teaching) as a developmental
process and (3) studies that examine student teaching in the context
in which it occurs. The first set of studies reviewed, address the
issue of the impact of student teaching experiences on student teachers
and investigated such variables as (a) self concept and personality
characteristics, (b) anxiety and stress, (c) attitudinal changes in
student teachers and (d) the socialization of student teachers.

The sécond group of studies reviewed under the category of preservice
education are those which view teaching as a developmental progression.
This literature has been arranged into three subsections according

to approach or conception of teacher development. The three sub-
sections are: (a) a developmental theory of teachers, (b) the
application of developmental theories to practice, and (c) descriptions
of practice related to development. In the third and final section
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