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Editorial: Transitions, Thank Yous, & Introductions

Kristen Cuthrell, Director, Rural Education Institute
Laura Levi Altstaedter, Executive Editor, TPRE

This is our fourth year publishing Theory &
Practice in Rural Education. Our editorial leadership
is honored to work with our authors, reviewers, and
you, our readers, in fulfilling our mission to
disseminate  high-quality articles addressing
theoretical, empirical, and practice related issues in
rural education. We are pleased to welcome Dr.
Amy Swain, East Carolina University, Foundations

of Education, as our next Executive Editor
and Jennifer Williams, East Carolina
University, Elementary Education, as our Journal

Manager. As Amy and Jennifer transition into their
new roles, | want to share my deepest
appreciation to Dr. Laura Levi Altstatedter and Dr.
Diane Kester for serving as the journal’s inaugural
executive editor and journal manager for the past
four years. Their expertise and commitment to the
journal has been invaluable and certainly a labor of
love. Best wishes to both as they begin their next
chapter.

As you view this issue, you will find our authors
exploring timely topics across and among rural
education stakeholders. We present a featured
article highlighting the work of researchers in NC on
rural equity principal preparation. Next, our authors
in the Research Forum report on studies carried out
both in K-12 and higher education contexts, focused
on the following areas: rural principals’ evaluative
practices, preclinical field experiences with special
education teachers, and community college’s
impact on developing human capital and social
capital. Our authors in the Practice Forum explore
the following themes, within teacher education and
mental health contexts: implementing a teacher
residency program, mobilizing community
resources while integrating a trauma-informed
intervention, and teacher candidate perceptions of
instructional rounds. This issue also includes a book
review on overcoming personal challenges of rural
students with college-going systems.

TPRE is hosted by ECU Library Services and its
publication is supported through East Carolina
University’'s Rural Education Institute. All
manuscripts submitted to TPRE undergo a
doubleblind review process, which involves the

coordinated efforts of the staff, including the
Journal's Executive Editor, Journal Manager,
Assistant  Editors, Associate  Editors, and
Reviewers.

The following people and their continuous
support for TPRE have contributed to the publication
of this issue: Jan Lewis, Director J. Y. Joyner
Library; Jennifer Williams, Journal Manager; Dr.
Diane Kester, Journal Manager Advisor; Dr. Robert
Quinn, Associate Editor for the Research Forum; Dr.
Martin Reardon, Associate Editor for the Practice
Forum; Hannah Grant, Assistant Editor; Emily
Cheney, Assistant Editor; Joseph Thomas,
Assistant Director for Collections and Scholarly
Communication, Joyner Library; and Nick Crimi,
OJS Administration, Joyner Library. We are
especially grateful for the reviewers on our editorial
board and the authors who contributed their work to
this issue.

We are currently considering manuscripts for
our next general issue, which we publish every
Spring, and our guest-edited special issues on
STEM Education (forthcoming in Fall 2022) and
Transformative Trauma-Informed Practices
(forthcoming in Fall 2023). We invite scholars and
practitioners in the field of rural education to
contribute their work for the Research Forum, the
Practice Forum, the Digital Projects Forum, or the
Book Reviews Forum. Manuscripts for our general
issues are typically due in the fall with publication
dates expected in May. Manuscripts for our special
issues are typically due in late winter with
publication dates expected during the fall.
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The Second Most Important Decision:
Protocol for Partnering for Intern Placement

Kimberly Kappler Hewitt, University of North Carolina Greensboro
Mark Alvis Rumley, University of North Carolina Greensboro

For principal preparation program success, the selection of an aspiring school administrator’s
internship placement/mentor principal is second in importance only to the decision about whom to
select into the program. In this article, we review the scant literature on internship placement
assignment processes, none of which are specific to rural places. We then describe the Principal
Preparation for Excellence and Equity in Rural Schools (PPEERS) program — a partnership of 12
rural districts and a large public university — and explain the process by which the partnership co-
designed their internship placement protocol and Assignment of Internship Placements tool. We then
introduce the protocol, which involves program leaders traveling to each rural partner district across
a wide geographic area to meet with the superintendent and District Point Person — the cabinet-level
administrator who is the lead district liaison for PPEERS — to consensually select a mentor
principal/internship site for each Intern, using the internship tool, which identifies factors to select for
and to avoid. After describing the protocol and introducing the tool, we outline our action research
methods. Utilizing a two-phase reflective inquiry process, we drew on perceptions of leadership
coaches, district partners, and program leaders to reflect on contextual considerations, the impact of
the tool, and ways to improve our placement practice. Contextual considerations reflect realities of
rural districts, including limited placement choices in small districts, limited number of principals who
fit the mentor principal criteria, and micropolitical considerations. Improvements to our process
include considering the entire leadership team of a school when selecting placements; including
additions to the tool regarding consideration of equity, diversity, and inclusion, as well as addition of
a “Goldilocks school” element; and ideas for increasing mentor principal readiness and intern
knowledge of curriculum and pedagogy when placed in a school level that is unfamiliar to them. In
these ways the partnership can leverage rural partner assets and address contextual challenges.
We conclude with implications for rural school leader preparation programs.

Keywords: principal preparation, internship, mentor principal, partnership, intern

placement

For principal preparation program graduate leadership preparation program. This

is the

success — measured in terms of placement in an
administrative position, positive evaluation by
supervisors, and promotion — the selection of an
aspiring  school  administrator's  internship’
placement/mentor principal is second in importance
only to the decision about whom to select into a

1 Within our program, we capitalize the roles Intern,
Leadership Coach, and Mentor Principal as a sign of

understanding that our team has come to after six
years of leading a two-year, partnership-based,
grant-funded rural leadership preparation program
that centers on a full-time, yearlong internship.
Based on this understanding, district partners and
university program leaders have collaboratively

respect, but we recognize that they are typically not
capitalized in the literature.
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designed a protocol and tool for making the most
advantageous internship placement assignments.
Drawing on the scant literature regarding internship
placement assignment processes, none of which
centers on rural leadership preparation, we describe
the Principal Preparation for Excellence and Equity
in Rural Schools (PPEERS) program, explain the
process by which we have developed our internship
placement protocol, and introduce the protocol and
tool. We then outline our action research methods
and share our findings. We conclude with
implications for leadership preparation programs
and future research.

Review of the Literature
Rural School Leadership

Rural schools offer bountiful assets. They are
often centers of their communities (Tieken, 2014).
They are advantaged by “abundant social capital”
(Redding & Walberg, 2012, p. 31) and provide a
strong sense of place and belonging (Convery et al.,
2012). Rural communities have greater cohesion
than their urban counterparts (McShane & Smarick,
2018) and “place emphasis on family blood lines,
kinship relationships, family preservation, and a
cultural emphasis on taking care of kinfolk” (Curtin
& Cohn, 2015, para. 3). Rural students typically
have higher reading and math scores than their
urban counterparts on National Assessment of
Educational Progress tests (Malkus, 2018).

Rural schools also face challenges, including
“‘deep and persistent poverty” that is often
intergenerational (LaValley, 2018, p. 4) and higher
rates of child poverty. Rural communities often have
low population density and geographic isolation as
well as racial segregation (Fusarelli et al., 2018).
Rural schools often struggle with high teacher
turnover, low teacher quality, and poor working
conditions (Fusarelli et al., 2018). Rural principals
contend with a lack of resources, multifaceted roles
and responsibilities, and the pressure associated
with high visibility within the community (Klocko &
Justis, 2019; Preston & Barnes, 2017; Wieczorek &
Manard, 2018). Rural principals must “emphasize
cultural responsiveness and attentiveness to place
and context” (Johnson & Reynolds, 2011, p. 1).

Further, shortages of principals are particularly
acute in rural areas (Browne-Ferrigno & Allen, 2014;
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Versland, 2013), and rural districts struggle to
recruit and retain effective principals, especially for
high-needs schools (Pjanowski et al., 2009). Rural
schools receive significantly fewer applications for
principals (Pjanowski et al., 2009) and have higher
rates of attrition than those of suburban and urban
districts (Lochmiller et al., 2016; Versland, 2013).
The challenges rural districts face recruiting and
retaining principals are expected to grow more
acute in coming decades (Cruzeiro & Boone, 2009).

Rural School Leadership Preparation

The unique qualities of rural communities and
schools, as outlined in the paragraphs above,
require unique rural school leadership (Hewitt &
Rumley, 2020). As such, “growing your own” school
leaders is the best solution for rural districts (Wood
et al., 2013). Such programs should reflect research
about exemplary principal preparation.

Key features of exemplary principal preparation
programs include “quality internships that provide
intensive developmental opportunities to apply
leadership knowledge and skills under the guidance
of an expert practitioner—mentor” (Orr & Orphanos,
2011, p. 22). Internships differ in structure and
duration, often varying widely in required hands-on
hours from 110-300 or more (Campbell & Parker,
2016). Reyes-Guerra and Barnett (2017) identified
three types of field experience designs for principal
preparation: (1) full-time job-embedded internships
that involve full engagement in the internship
experience, typically for a semester or full school
year; (2) detached internships — the most common
— that are completed by educators working full-time
as certificated professionals and completing
internship tasks in snippets of time outside of their
regular duties; and (3) course-embedded
internships, which involve a number of field-based
experiences integrated into various courses.

Beyond the structure of the internship itself, the
Mentor Principal plays a crucial role in growing the
intern. Mentoring, defined as an “intentional,
strategic relationship to support and guide”
(Swaminathan & Reed, 2020, p. 219), involves
helping an intern assimilate into the role of leader
and establish their professional network;
contributing to the professional growth and
satisfaction of interns; serving as a confidant; and
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engaging in a reciprocal relationship such that the
mentor grows in skills and satisfaction (Geismar et
al., 2000). Research (Thessin et al., 2020) indicates
that the degree to which administrative interns are
assigned meaningful, authentic roles and tasks
during the internship is based at least in part on the
degree to which interns and Mentor Principals
(MPs) develop a productive partnership marked by
relational trust. Further, effective mentoring involves
socialization into the role, constructive feedback,
and reflection (Adams, 2013; Geer et al.,, 2014;
Schechter, 2014). Yet, while there is evidence that
the internship is an “important ingredient” (Reyes-
Guerra & Barnett, 2017, p. 241) of leadership
preparation and that MPs are key to effective
internships; “much of the internship literature tends
to ignore or gloss over the selection, training, and
monitoring of mentors” (p. 244).

Indeed, the existing literature offers little specific
description or documentation of how mentors are
selected, and “despite its importance to the success
of the internship . . . mentor selection is often based
more on convenience than on considerations of
effectiveness” (Geismar et al., 2000, p. 235) and is
“heavily dependent on district leadership and
politically expedient criteria” (Reyes-Guerra &
Barnett, 2017, p. 242). Additionally, “rural schools
may face a shortage of expert practitioners to
mentor” interns (Versland, 2013, p. 16). As an
exception to these generalities, Woodrum et al.
(2014) described the process used for selecting
Mentor Principals for the Alliance for Leading and
Learning (ALL) program, a grant-funded leadership
preparation program involving a partnership among
the Albuquerque Public Schools (APS), the
University of New Mexico, and the New Mexico
School Leadership Institute:

Interns complete an interest inventory, which
identifies their strengths, goals, leadership
characteristics they value, programs with which
they hope to work . . . and school grade level.
Principals interested in serving as mentors also
apply for their positions . . . Faculty members . .
. also offer insights about the interns’ strengths,
needs, and dispositions. The ALL management
team assembles the [materials] . . . and makes
tentative matches of interns and coopering
principals. APS associate superintendents
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make the final decision about the placements.
(p. 58)

In this model, all members of the partnership
played a role in internship placement assignments,
with associate superintendents making the final
decisions. This process is in sharp contrast to that
of detached internships in which an intern’s principal
typically serves as de facto Mentor Principal. In the
following section, we describe the PPEERS
program, which centers on a full-time, job-
embedded internship under the guidance of an
expert practitioner—mentor.

Principal Preparation for Excellence and Equity
in Rural Schools (PPEERS)

PPEERS is a “grow your own” (Wood et al.,
2013) program centered on the specialized
educational leadership needed by rural principals to
leverage the assets of rural places and address the
challenges faced by rural schools (Hewitt & Rumley
2020). Launched in 2016, PPEERS is a mutualistic
research-practice partnership of 12 rural districts
and a large public university in the Southeastern
United States that is focused on a persistent
problem of practice in partner districts — a shallow
and insufficient pool of educators to serve as
effective school leaders, especially in high-needs
schools. The partnership works to recruit, select,
prepare, and place diverse administrators for high-
needs rural schools. PPEERS is a two-year, grant-
supported program that recruits high potential
certified educators from partner districts (e.g.,
teachers, instructional coaches, counselors) into the
leadership preparation program. The program — co-
designed with rural district partners — results in a
Masters of School Administration degree and initial
principal licensure. The partnership began in 2016
and is currently preparing its fourth cohort of 20
school leaders.

Our 12 districts span a large geographic area in
the Piedmont area of North Carolina and vary in
demographic composition from those that are nearly
all White (~90%) to some schools that are majority
Hispanic. Overall, our partnership includes 222
schools serving more than 100,000 students. Of the
12 districts, two are in counties categorized as rural
distant by the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES), and 10 are in counties
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categorized as rural fringe, meaning that they are
near (less than five miles) from urbanized areas
(National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.).
Because of their proximity to urban areas, it is not
uncommon for teachers and administrators to be
lured to better-paying positions in large urban
districts. This is one of the challenges faced by most
of our districts and one of the reasons for their
commitment to our “grow your own” program that
allows districts to cultivate leaders who have deep
and enduring ties to their rural areas.

PPEERS centers rurality in numerous ways.
These include coursework (including a required
course, Rural School Leadership) and readings
across classes (e.g., Tieken's Why Rural Schools
Matter). Additionally, across classes we utilize rural-
focused case studies, simulations based on real
situations in our rural partner schools, internship
placements in high-needs rural schools, and an
equity-change leadership project based on a
persistent problem of practice in an intern’s rural
school. Additionally, during the second year of the
program, we hold Internship Seminars biweekly on
Thursdays, hosted on a rotating basis in partner
districts. Interns and district leaders help to co-
design these seminars, featuring innovations,
curriculum programs, and experts from districts on
topics such as serving Hispanic students and
parents. Further, all PPEERS courses have a rural
practitioner element, whether it is a partner district
administrator who teaches or co-teaches the
course, practitioner co-design of project-based
learning, guest speaker(s), panel of rural school
leaders, etc.

A central component of the PPEERS program
is a full-time, yearlong paid internship under the
guidance of a Mentor Principal. Additionally, interns
benefit from the support of a grant-funded
Leadership Coach, who is external to the partner
district; is a retired educator with extensive
leadership experience, including as a highly
effective principal; and serves as a non-evaluative,
critical friend to the Intern. Leadership Coaches
make two site visits per month to each of their
interns, conducting classroom walk-throughs and
debriefs with them; checking in with their Mentor
Principals; supporting them on their individual
Leadership Growth Plans; listening; helping interns
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to problem-solve and navigate challenges; and
reflecting with interns.

The final member of the triad of support — the
internship support team — is the clinical internship
supervisor — a faculty member with experience as a
principal. Supervisors plan and oversee internship
seminars, conduct at least two site visits per
semester, formally evaluate the intern, and provide
additional resources as needed for each Intern. All
members of the triad of support for interns — MP,
coaches, and clinical internship supervisors — while
serving in distinct roles, make themselves available,
approachable, and affirming.

Internship Placements: Lessons Learned that
Informed Development of the Placement
Protocol

For our first cohort, district partners placed
interns in high-needs rural schools. Similar to the
findings of Whitaker et al. (2004), we learned from
our first cohort that the experiences of interns in the
internship were uneven. In some cases, interns
were seen as an extra pair of hands to assist a
principal who was in over their head, a principal who
was struggling, or a principal who was new to the
principalship or the building — or both. In these
situations, interns often did not experience strong
“elbow learning” (Crawford, 2011). Key to intern
development, especially early in the internship, is
elbow learning that interns experience by literally
and figuratively learning at the elbow of their Mentor
Principal through observing, engaging in meaning-
making, and reflecting. Mentor principals use think-
alouds (van Someren et al., 1994) to make explicit
their leadership moves and decisions and engage
interns in reflective discussion. Elbow learning is an
important component of the broader development of
interns over the trajectory of the internship by
observing, then participating, and — finally — by
leading (Thessin et al., 2020). We learned that MPs
who were neither new to the role nor their school
and whose schools were stable — even if struggling
— were better positioned — and had much greater
capacity — to provide meaningful think-alouds, to
model adroit leadership, and to promote intern
analysis and reflection.

Additionally, some MPs were more willing and
able than others to distribute leadership and assign
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interns meaningful, substantive leadership roles,
such as leading an effort to implement and support
a social-emotional learning curriculum, working with
professional learning communities (PLCs), leading
an effort to support new teachers, and leading a
group of teachers in designing and implementing an
initiative to increase student attendance. Other
interns were more likely to be assigned the “three
Bs” — books, busses, and butts (discipline). While
this type of service added value to the school, it
provided very limited opportunities for interns to
develop the skills and competencies needed to be
equity-focused change agents.

Other interns, conversely, had amazing
experiences in which their principals engaged with
them as valued colleagues, discussing challenging
issues, working through problems, and explaining
their leadership moves and priorities. In these
situations, the bond between MP and Intern was
strong and tended to endure beyond the internship
either as a valued professional relationship in the
graduate’s professional network or as supervisor
when the Intern was hired as an assistant principal
for the school. Given the isolation that rural school
administrators often experience (Versland, 2013),
this enduring relationship is particularly important.

As the PPEERS leadership team, we observed
a stark difference among interns’ experiences
across placements. Fortunately, our funder pushed
us to work with our partner districts in the future to
select the best internship placements possible.

Partnering to Develop a Protocol for Selecting
Internship Placements

Within the framework of our partnership, the
PPEERS leadership team and District Point
Persons (DPPs) from our partner districts meet
monthly (via Zoom, due to the large geographic
distances covered by the partnership). DPPs are
senior-level  administrators  (e.g.,  Assistant
Superintendent of Human Resources) who
represent the district in the partnership. During
monthly DPP meetings, we engage in a co-design
segment during which we redesign some element of
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the PPEERS program. Within this infrastructure, we
developed a protocol and tool (see Figure 1) for
selecting internship placements for interns. This
process has been used for subsequent cohorts to
place interns as described in the Appendix and
summarized in Figure 1.

Internship Selection Process

The Internship Placement Selection Tool is part
of a larger process through which we engage rural
partners in placement decisions. The University
team travels to each partner district in January or
early February prior to the commencement of the
yearlong internship in August to meet with the
superintendent and DPP to match each intern with
a highly effective Mentor Principal in a high-needs
rural school. Because our partner districts are
spread across a large geographic area, travel to
these rural places is time- and cost-intensive, taking
upwards of over two hours to drive to some districts.
The commitment to meet in person reflects the
importance of these placement decisions and the
value we place on consensual decision-making.
Prior to this meeting, DPPs and superintendents
have conversations to determine a pool of strong
potential MPs. When we meet, we discuss
placement options and use the tool (see Appendix
and Figure 1 below) to inform selection decisions.
After making a tentative placement decision
consensually, the superintendent reaches out to the
prospective MP to discuss the opportunity and,
hopefully, to secure the person’s commitment to
serve as an MP.

MPs are not paid for their service in the role.
From the onset of PPEERS, superintendents felt
strongly — and continue to feel — that serving as an
MP is an honor and an opportunity. As such,
superintendents have advocated that MPs not be
paid for their service. To date, the partnership has
not struggled to secure principals to serve as MPs.
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Figure 1

Internship Placement Selection Tool

The Second Most Important Decision

Priorities/Considerations

Concerns/Things to Think About

Highest priority: Selection of best Mentor Principal
possible (accomplished leader, encouraging,
reflective, supportive, strong instructional leader,
change agent, collaborator, embodies distributed
leadership, etc.).

Priority: Demonstrated record of increased student
achievement and/or growth in the schools principal
has led.

Priority: Demonstrated record of instructional
leadership that is documented in principal’s annual
evaluations.

Consideration: Placement in high-needs school with
a strong leader who can serve as Mentor Principal.

Consideration: Principal interest in serving as a
Mentor Principal and capacity to devote the time
and energy necessary to devote to the Intern.

Consideration: Mentor principals who will be mindful
that Interns are students who are learning to be
school leaders. The Mentor Principal should learn
the Intern’s strengths, knowledge, skills, and
dispositions and be willing to provide opportunities
for learning.

Avoid placing Interns based on building need
(another person in the building, because the
principal is new to role or building, school is
struggling, etc.).

Avoid placing Interns in the same school where
they have been teaching.

When possible, avoid placing Interns in a school
their children attend or family members work.

When/Where anticipated, avoid placing Interns
with principals who may be promoted during the
year such that a change in placement and/or
Mentor Principal can be anticipated.

Excellent principals are excellent for all sorts of
reasons, but they may not have the capacity or
interest to serve as a Mentor Principal.
Determining whether the principal can devote the
time and energy to the Intern and whether the
principal is willing and able to delegate
responsibility to the Intern are important
considerations.

Interns are not assistant principals. They have the
same legal standing as student teachers. Mentor
Principals should take care to assign tasks and
supervise Interns closely.
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Priorities/Considerations

Concerns/Things to Think About

Consideration: Making sure Interns get K-12
experience throughout the internship, shadowing,
switch experience (2-week period — around April,
2022 — during which the Intern serves at another
school), etc. UNCG leadership will work with
Superintendents and District Point Persons to
ensure a comprehensive K-12 field experience. For
each Intern, we will develop a plan for obtaining
those additional experiences s/he needs at other
levels.

Consideration: District needs in terms of succession
planning (e.g., secondary leaders needed).

Avoid placing elementary teachers in secondary
internships or secondary teachers in elementary
internships, purely because they need to broaden
their experience. Although some teachers may
adapt to a level shift quite well, it is important to
consider the capabilities and needs of the Intern
before a level shift is considered.

Introduction to the Selection Tool

The tool (see Figure 1) includes a column of
priorities/considerations (things to select for), as
well as a column of concerns/things to think about
(things to avoid). The highest priority is “Selection
of the best Mentor Principal possible (accomplished
leader, encouraging, reflective, supportive, strong
instructional leader, change agent, collaborator,
embodies distributed leadership, etc.).” The main
thing to avoid in selection is “placing Interns based
on building need (another person in the building
because the principal is new to the role or building,
school is struggling, etc.).” As we consider
internship placements, our first priority is assuring
that Interns are placed with principals who have a
proven track record as accomplished leaders, who
will devote the time and energy necessary to
mentor an Intern, and who are strong instructional
leaders. A second consideration is placement in a
high-needs school where Interns can experience
the challenges and opportunities presented and
can serve struggling students and those who come
from low-income  backgrounds, often of
multigenerational poverty. We also take into
consideration the future leader’s past experiences
(e.g., 15 years in an elementary setting) and what
experiences that person needs (e.g., middle or high
school) as well as the person’s strengths/expertise
(e.g., experience in a dual language immersion
school) to inform placement decisions based on the

selection tool (e.g., placement in a middle school
that is starting a dual language immersion program
under the guidance of an experienced principal with
strong instructional and external leadership skills).

Our team engaged in action research to identify
strengths and affordances of the internship
Placement Protocol and Tool as well as constraints
to identify ways to improve the process and
effectiveness of internship placements for
successive cohorts. The following section outlines
our action research process.

Methods

With our rural partners, we used an action
research approach (Efron & Ravid, 2020; Mills,
2011; Sagor, 2000) to examine the use of the
placement tool and protocol. Our focus was to
improve our placement practices, and the study
was conducted by “insiders” to the partnership
(Efron & Ravid, 2020), namely the PPEERS
leadership team consisting of the director, co-
director, and project manager as well as Leadership
Coaches and District Point Persons. We used a
reflective stance, including a “willingness to
critically examine” our practice to improve it (Mills,
2011, p. 8). Through the two-phase inquiry process
described below, we engaged in reflective practice.
Reflective practice is the process of intentionally
reflecting on one’s practice in order to refine,
enhance, or further articulate our strategies and
practices moving forward (e.g. Schoén, 1983; Smith
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et al.,, 2015; Smith & Skolits, 2021). Reflective
practice requires the practitioner to question their
own behaviors and actions, take space to listen to
and/or consider different perspectives, theorize,
and deliberate regarding how to move forward in
their practice, and take action based on their
reflections, repeating the cycle for continued
improvement or renegotiation of practice.

The question that guided our inquiry was this:
How has the use of the placement protocol,
centered on the placement tool, impacted the
quality of rural intern placements, and how can the
process and tool be improved? To address this
question, we engaged in a multi-step inquiry.

Inquiry Process
Phase 1: Reflective inquiry with Coaches

To begin, the PPEERS Program Director met
individually with each Leadership Coach for a
reflective conversation, termed such because both
director and coach reflected upon previous
placements, and — while the coach mostly talked
and the director mostly listened — there was
dynamic interaction between the two. Because
Leadership Coaches are typically on-site in the
Intern’s school twice a month and speak with the
Mentor Principal during visits, Leadership Coaches
often have the most frequent and richest
opportunities to gauge the effectiveness of the
internship placement.

During these conversations, the director
methodically reviewed each Intern whom the
Leadership Coach had served over previous
cohorts, and for each asked: (1)Was this

Figure 2

Sample Notes from Phase 1 Reflective Conversation

The Second Most Important Decision

placement, in retrospect, strong, acceptable, or
weak? Why? (2) What thoughts do you have about
this placement? The terms “strong,” “acceptable,”
and “weak” were intentionally left undefined by the
director in order to tease out during the discussion
what characterized each category in the Leadership
Coach’s mind. Definitions of these categories
began to emerge organically through conversations
with the coaches and have informed the drafting of
a Placement Rubric that is being constructed by the
team, based on extant research, data from these
conversations, and input from DPPs. The rubric
itself is beyond the scope of this paper; however,
the data from the conversations with coaches
helped to examine how we make sense of the
quality of an internship placement.

The director scripted notes from the Leadership
Coach’s responses (see Figure 2 for sample) and
asked clarifying and probing questions, such as
“You described the MP as ‘supportive.” How was
she supportive?” Additionally, the director would at
times share her own observations about a
placement and ask the Leadership Coach if their
perceptions were similar or different. For example,
“My sense was that while the MP wasn’t particularly
strong in instructional leadership, he recognized
that strength in [Intern] Erin2 and gave her the
opportunity and support to take on a lot of
instructional leadership roles and duties, which
helped him [the principal]. What are your thoughts
on that?”

MP as good as it gets; well planned; had plan for Kirsten day she walked in; reviewed
plan with Kirsten; whole [administrative] team supported her; everyone's charge to
get Kirsten ready to be principal; MP still interested in growing in her own career.
Learner alongside Kirsten. MP focused on leading school and leading change;
released [duties and responsibilities to Kirsten] at right time; slow release. Increased
responsibilities at great pace and rate. One of best -- if not best — [MP] ever seen.

2 All proper names are pseudonyms.
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The reflective conversations with coaches were also
cumulative, in the sense that with each successive
conversation, the director shared musings,
hypotheses, and ideas from preceding coaching
conversations to get feedback on them during
successive conversations. For example, in one
reflective conversation, the coach concluded that
each placement of her Interns for the second cohort
was a good principal but not all good principals were
strong mentors. Through dynamic interaction
between Coach and Director, an idea emerged to
begin working with MPs earlier, prior to the
commencement of the internship, and to provide
more structured expectations for early mentoring
activities. This idea was then shared during the next
reflective conversation. During that successive
conversation, the second Coach affirmed the idea
and built upon it by recommending that program

Figure 3

The Second Most Important Decision

leaders “be more direct and assertive about our
expectations” for MPs and include the Coaches in
the MP training to start to build relationships among
MPs, Coaches, and program leadership even
earlier. Through dynamic interaction, the Director
and Coach discussed the possibility of coaches
collaboratively facilitating preparation of MPs. The
two agreed that — at the very least — Coaches should
attend to observe, participate, and build
relationships.

Phase 2: Reflective inquiry with DPPs.

Key takeaways from reflective conversations
with Coaches were then summarized and shared
with DPPs during the co-design segment of their
monthly meeting. See Figure 3 for a list of the
takeaways from Phase 1, which were presented by
the director to DPPs.

Takeaways from Phase 1 Conversations with Coaches

principal.

school).

e Over time, we're doing better (but not perfect) at ensuring that each Intern is with a strong

e Being a strong principal does not necessarily entail being a strong mentor.

e The placement tool is a good guide and should continue to be used — and refined (e.g., Goldilocks

e What distinguishes good MPs from great MPs tends to be 1) focus on instructional leadership;
2) action for school improvement; 3) building the capacity of others, including Intern; and
4) investment in Intern’s learning and success.

e The main area for improvement is in the support and explicit guidance of MPs — and earlier in the
process (in the spring semester that placements are made instead of waiting until July).
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During the co-design segment, DPPs were then
broken into three Zoom breakout groups for
reflection. In each group was a member of the
PPEERS leadership team who took notes. DPPs
were asked to reflect using the following prompts:

1. What has been your experience
participating in the internship placement
process? (plus/delta) [positives and things
to change]

2. What are your thoughts on the takeaways
from reflection discussions with coaches
[as reflected in Figure 3]?

3. Beready to share out.

The following section reflects findings from
phases 1 and 2 of the action research process
regarding the impact of the placement protocol and
tool upon the program. The succeeding section then
outlines reflections on how to refine and improve the

quality of internships, based on the inquiry
processes outlined above.
Findings
The key takeaways from  reflective

conversations with Leadership Coaches, which
were listed in the Methods section, are discussed
below, as are the findings from the reflective
conversations of the DPPs. From these two phases
of the inquiry, we identify multiple strategies for
improving the placement process. Interestingly, the
takeaways from reflective inquiry with Coaches do
not center rurality while takeaways from inquiry with
DPPs do, reflecting the importance of engaging
rural partners in reflective inquiry and improvement
processes.

Takeaways from Reflective Inquiry with
Coaches

Over time, we’re doing better (but not
perfect) at ensuring that each Intern is with a
strong principal. With our second cohort, for the
most part, each Intern was placed with a good
principal. While not all of those principals were
strong mentors, they did — for the most part — model
strong leadership across dimensions (e.g., strategic

leadership, instructional leadership, cultural
leadership, human resources leadership,
managerial leadership, external leadership,

micropolitical leadership, and leadership for school
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improvement; North Carolina Department of Public
Instruction, 2006, 2009, rev. 2013). While we are
committed to doing “ever better,” one Coach pointed
out:

Whenever you're dealing with humans, it's not
going to be perfect. There is alchemy, not
science, in this. You can get better, but you're
never going to be 100% perfect. You can't be.
We're dealing with humans. There are so many
variables . . . it's very complex.

She gave as an example of an MP who was a
stellar mentor to an Intern from Cohort 1 and served
again as a mentor for Cohort 2. While she was a
solid mentor to her Intern in Cohort 2, the two were,
in retrospect, too alike. The Mentor was reserved
and cerebral as was her Intern. The Intern could
have grown more from someone who more
proactively engaged with various stakeholder
groups and modeled more visible empathy-based
leadership. It is difficult to match for personalities
when selecting internship placements and — indeed
— that consideration is not on the placement tool.
Given the limited selection of MPs and sites in some
of our rural districts, it may be difficult to add an
additional layer to match for personalities.

Being a strong principal does not
necessarily entail being a strong mentor. This is
a key takeaway. While one might conjecture that
what makes someone a good principal (e.g., strong
social-emotional skills, ability to give feedback,
ability to scaffold support and provide gradual
release of responsibility, etc.) would translate
smoothly to the role of mentor, that is not always the
case. Regarding one placement, a Coach spoke
about an MP who did not feel comfortable being
vulnerable to her Intern about what she was
struggling with and therefore “kept things” from her
Intern that the Intern really needed to know. In
another case, an MP released responsibilities to the
Intern too quickly, and the Intern “got burned” from
the experience and then had to work to shift some
people’s early negative opinions of her. Conversely,
another MP was too slow to release to the Intern
meaningful, substantive leadership roles and, in
doing so, constrained the Intern’s learning. As a
program, we must recognize that MPs do not
automatically become great mentors as a function
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of being strong principals. As such, as a program,
we must rethink when and how we train and support
MPs. We revisit this in the following section.

The placement tool is a good guide and
should continue to be used and refined. While
the placement tool has been incredibly helpful in
providing clarity of expectations regarding
placement sites and MPs, it should be seen as a
living document that is refined over time as we learn
more about what works and what does not work in
terms of rural internship placements. One such
example is the concept of a Goldilocks school. This
is a term we coined after a reflective conversation
with a Coach in which she discussed one placement
at which everything was going so swimmingly at the
small rural elementary school where an Intern was
placed that the principal was not doing much
leading for school improvement. Efforts were
focused on refining practices that were — for the
most part — effective as reflected in the school’s
data. Because this school was “too good,” there was
less opportunity for the Intern to learn about change
leadership and school improvement work. On the
other hand, a current Intern is in a school that is in
crisis, and the principal is mostly in reactive mode
and struggling to shift from reacting to proactively
leading intentionally for targeted school
improvement. As such, we coined the term
“Goldilocks school” to refer to an internship site that
is neither too small and thriving nor that is too
chaotic and in crisis. The larger point is that the
placement tool should be seen as a living document
that is refined based on data from and reflection
upon placements. That said, as discussed below,
DPPs feel that sometimes there is a dearth of
Goldilocks schools in rural districts.

What distinguishes good MPs from great
MPs tends to be (1) focus on instructional
leadership; (2) action for school improvement;
(3) being a collaborative and distributive leader
focused on building the capacity of others; and
(4) investment in an Intern’s learning and
success. In trying to tease out what makes a
placement “acceptable,” as opposed to “strong,” the
distinguishing elements of strong placements seem
to be — at least in part — the aforementioned. Most
of our MPs, for example, are strong cultural leaders
who have built a positive rural school environment

The Second Most Important Decision

that centers student learning. All are solid
managers. MPs are generally adroit at navigating
micropolitical environments in serving their rural
school communities, which can often involve
complex webs of relationships where everybody
knows everybody. Not all the MPs, however, are
particularly strong at instructional leadership. Some
are regularly in classrooms, analyzing instruction
and moving the needle forward on teaching
practice, such as collaborative small group
instruction, using math talks, etc.; others tend to
lean away from instructional leadership, instead
relying on the school’s instructional coach to
facilitate Professional Learning Communities,
analyze data with teachers, and support planning
and assessment. While some MPs center school
improvement throughout the year, working toward
and measuring progress on learning goals, others
are more focused day-to-day on managing. While
some MPs invest in growing the capacity of faculty
as teachers and leaders — and work specifically to
grow the leadership capacity of the Intern — others
evaluate teachers — and the Intern — as required but
tend to stop their efforts there. While some MPs
work intentionally to build the Intern’s identity as a
rural school administrator and socialize them into
the role by, for example, helping them build their
professional network (which counters the isolation
that rural school leaders often feel), others see the
Intern as a temporary addition to the building whom
they allow to take on roles and tasks and complete
their required leadership projects (e.g., equity
change leadership project). While as a program we
need to examine more closely and more
methodically what distinguishes good from great
MPs and — ultimately — how we as a program can
help lift all MPs toward being great ones, these
initially identified areas give us a place to begin that
focus.

The main area for improvement is in the
support and explicit guidance of MPs -- and it
needs to happen earlier in the process. Largely
as a conclusion from the previous key takeaways,
the Coaches identified our main area for
improvement in earlier and more explicit guidance
of MPs. As one Coach put in, we need to be “more
assertive about our expectations” and “build that
relationship even earlier” between MPs and the
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program, as well as between MPs and Coaches.
When this idea was shared in a successive
reflective coaching conversation, the Coach agreed
and suggested that Coaches participate in any work
with MPs earlier in the process to observe and build
relationships and even collaboratively facilitate
sessions with MPs. She encouraged the PPEERS
leadership team to “at least have coaches attend to
hear what is said” in order to be on the same page
and use the same language regarding expectations
for MPs and to “begin to build those relationships”
with MPs.

Currently, once MPs are selected in February
(before the internship begins in August), the clinical
internship supervisors reach out to each by phone
to introduce themselves, welcome MPs to the
program, and thank them for their willingness to
serve as an MP. That initial contact is followed by
sending MPs a short video about the PPEERS
program and - specifically — the format and
expectations of the yearlong, full-time internship.
Then, the Intern reaches out to the MP during that
spring semester to get acquainted and conducts
field work in the school as part of coursework in two
classes (ELC 688: Rural School Leadership and
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ELC 694: Cultural and Political Dimensions of
Schooling) and conducts projects within their
(future) internship sites to start to get to know the
stakeholders and culture of the school as well as the
culture and assets of the community. In July, we
hold a four-hour Internship Orientation, the
objectives of which are featured in Figure 4. Based
on the takeaways from Coaches’ reflective
conversations, we need more explicit learning
opportunities for MPs regarding the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions of strong MPs and what new
MPs can do specifically, before the internship, early
in the internship, and throughout the internship to be
great mentors. What is clear is that selecting MPs is
the start, and not the end, of the placement process.
Once MPs are selected, the real work of preparing
and supporting them begins.

Interestingly, the takeaways from reflective
conversations with Coaches focused little on the
particularities of rural contexts. Phase 2 of the action
research process, with DPPs, was different in this
respect, reflecting the importance of engaging rural
district partners in reflective inquiry and
improvement processes.

Figure 4

PPEERS Internship Orientation Objectives

Objectives

Identify PPEERS’ conceptual framework;

Internship Supervisor;

projects)
® Address questions.

.
e Build relational trust and communication between Mentor Principals and Interns;
o Identify key practices of effective mentors;

o Identify key aspects of roles: Mentor Principal, Intern, District Point Person, Clinical

e Introduce elements required for licensure: assessments and e-portfolio (hallmark
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Takeaways from Reflective Inquiry with District
Point Persons

Consensually selecting placements is an
important process that should continue. One
DPP stated, “I love the consensual process for
selecting” placements. Another DPP, who has been
involved with the placement selection process for all
cohorts since PPEERS began, endorsed the
process, explaining, “It's a strategic process that
involves considering the school, the experiences of
the Mentor Principal, and the best fit. We want
people to be successful so that we can hire them.”

Realities of rural districts impact placement
decisions. In reflecting with district partners, the
high standards for Mentor Principals and internship
placements met with the realities of their rural
districts in several ways: (1) In the cases of small
districts, MPs/site selections are limited. One DPP
explained that they have three Interns currently and
six schools total in the district. Placements were
made in February preceding the commencement of
the internship in August, but shortly before the
internship began, one MP left the district for a
position in another district. The DPP explained that
they felt “hamstrung” and had to then place the
Intern in a less than ideal situation, given limited
options. He explained, “The Goldilocks school
doesn’t always exist . . . we have what we have.” (2)
While all partner districts strive to have an excellent
principal leading each school, sometimes there are
a “limited number of principals who fit’ the PPEERS
MP/site selection criteria. That limited number of
principals is tapped for placements not only for
PPEERS Interns but also for placements for other
employees in other leadership preparation
programs and for those needing placements as
counselor Interns. (3) Micropolitical elements add
extra complexity to placement decisions in at least
two ways: (a) As one DPP explained, the “same
principals seem always to get Interns,” which
causes some disgruntlement amongst other
principals, in that they feel slighted by the decisions;
(b) as another DPP explained, even though the
district is committed to the PPEERS internship
Placement Process, the superintendent still pushes
sometimes to “place an Intern at a site where help
or assistance is needed.” He stated that you “can’t
always get away from this superintendent request,”
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and it is “somewhat inherent

decisions.”

in placement

Districts engage in preparation work before
meeting with the PPEERS leadership team to
select placements. Multiple DPPs spoke about the
steps that they and their superintendent take prior
to meeting with the PPEERS leadership team to
collaboratively select internship placements. For
example, in one district, the superintendent and
cabinet members bring the PPEERS Intern in for an
interview to get to know them better. From there,
they consider what principal would be a good match
for the Intern based on their personalities. Thus,
while rural districts may have limited placement
options, it is possible to consider the additional layer
of personality match between Intern and Mentor
Principal.

Another DPP shared that the superintendent
and she “consider the trajectory” of where they
anticipate the Intern will end up, based on district
succession planning, and consider how to give the
Intern a different experience from what they are
used to. They also discuss what placement will
“stretch the Intern skill-wise.” Another DPP shared
that he and the superintendent “collectively come up
with three choices” — a placement at the elementary,
middle, and high levels — for each Intern to bring to
the discussion with the PPEERS team. Another
DPP shared that when considering placements,
they discuss “what opportunities [they] and the
school have to offer the Intern.” Thus, district
partners invest additional time and steps into
planning for placement decisions above and beyond
the PPEERS placement protocol.

Districts consider their needs when
selecting placements. Multiple districts spoke
about their main need for school administrators
being at the secondary level. This identified need
informs where they look for placement options for
Interns. This is an element of the selection tool
(“Consideration: District needs in terms of
succession planning (e.g., secondary leaders
needed).”). However, some districts think more
broadly about placements based on succession
planning. Two districts specifically have looked at
middle school and high school placement options
and considered not only the principal of those
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buildings but also the entire leadership team when
considering placements. While the formal
placement tool focuses on selecting the Mentor
Principal, these districts also look at site level
(middle and high) and the composition of the entire
leadership team to determine where the Intern will
learn the most and have the most support. For
example, in one case, the DPP and superintendent
were not convinced about the principal of the
building being an MP, but the other members of the
leadership team were very strong, and they knew
the Intern could learn from and be supported by the
two assistant principals, one of whom was expected
to become a principal within the year. As such,
looking at the entire leadership team of a potential
internship site may be one way to address limited
options for selecting Mentor Principals in rural
districts.

While placing Interns in a new school level
is meaningful, they need preparation in the
curriculum and instruction of that level. As an
element of the selection tool, we seek to ensure that
Interns get K-12 experience (elementary, middle,
and high) throughout the internship through the
placement itself as well as through shadowing/site
visits and a differentiated “switch” experience to

Figure 5
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another school, which can be up to two weeks in
April-May of the internship year. Interns, DPPs, and
Clinical internship Supervisors (the latter of whom
are university faculty) develop a switch/shadow plan
for each Intern (see Figure 5). Thus, while we often
place Interns in a level that is new to them (e.g., a
former high school teacher in a middle school
placement), we avoid placing an Intern in a specific
level solely to give them a novel experience. While
the PPEERS approach is generally lauded by
stakeholders, one DPP voiced an important
concern: “With the instructional leadership piece, it
can be difficult to throw people in [to a new school
level] when they do not know the curriculum.”
Instead of recommending that we rethink placing
Interns in unfamiliar school levels, he instead
suggested that prior to entering their internships that
Interns “need a short course in secondary
curriculum 101 or elementary curriculum 101” that
is targeted and supplementary to their courses on
instructional leadership. Doing so would help
Interns enter their placements with at least an initial
grounding in the curriculum of the school that they
could then build from. Preparing Interns to lead at
all school levels provides rural district leaders with
greater flexibility regarding hiring PPEERS
graduates.

Placement in a New School Level as an Element of the PPEERS internship Placement Tool

Consideration: Making sure Interns get K-12
experience throughout the internship,
shadowing, switch experience (2-week period —
around April, 2022 — during which Intern serves
at another school), etc. UNCG leadership will
work with Superintendents and District Point
Persons to ensure a comprehensive K-12 field
experience. For each Intern, we will develop a
plan for obtaining those additional experiences
s/he needs at other levels.

Avoid placing elementary teachers in
secondary internships or secondary
teachers in elementary internships, purely
because they need to broaden their
experience. Although some teachers may
adapt to a level shift quite well, it is
important to consider the capabilities and
needs of the Intern before a level shift is
considered.
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In summary, reflective inquiry with Leadership
Coaches and DPPs yielded new insights about
placements and new ideas for how to improve them.
While the collaborative placement protocol and tool
are generally respected and considered strong,
these elements are living documents that need to be
refined, such as by including a Goldilocks school
criterion. Selecting strong principals to serve as
mentors is the beginning and not the end, as we
need to work earlier and in a more structured way to
help strong principals be strong mentors. Realities
of rural districts — in terms of limited placement
options and micropolitical dynamics — inform
placement decisions beyond the placement tool.
Rural partner districts consider their needs and
invest in various activities prior to meeting with the
PPEERS leadership team to be ready to select the
best placements possible for Interns. Finally, Interns
may need targeted instruction in the curriculum and
pedagogy of a different level of schooling prior to
starting their internship.

Overall Impact

The selection tool has without doubt helped to
improve placement decisions. No more do we have
Interns placed with first-year administrators or with
those who are in over their heads and need an extra
set of hands. Nonetheless, the tool and selection
process are not a panacea, and we continue to be
challenged — especially during the time of Covid —
with securing a highly productive placement for
each Intern. For example, with our current cohort,
we have an Intern named Anesha originally placed
with a Mentor Principal who — prior to the internship
commencing — was moved to turn around a high
school in the district. Because the MP would be new
to the school and would be taxed with turnaround
efforts, Anesha’s placement was changed to an MP
— Silvia — who had served as a strong MP for our
program in the past. Our DPP in the partner district
did not realize that an Intern from another program
had requested placement — and been approved for
it — with Silvia by the new head of human resources
(HR) in the district. Silvia made neither the DPP nor
head of HR aware that she had agreed to mentor
two Interns. This oversight was discovered at the
district’'s administrative retreat in early August, at
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which time both Interns were introduced as working
with Silvia. Given the late realization of the double-
placement, we originally decided to move forward
with the placement, given that Anesha had already
completed multiple tasks for the school over the
summer. However, within the first weeks of the
internship, it was clear that Anesha was not getting
the elbow learning and investment of time and focus
that are needed for an Intern. Complicating this
situation was race: Anesha is a Black woman, Silvia
is a White woman, and the other Intern is a White
man. It is highly problematic to shift the placement
of a Black woman twice while honoring the original
placement of the white man. It seemed a testament
to deep and enduring — and often denied — racial
inequities in rural areas (Billings, 2016; Tieken,
2014). Silvia did not feel that she was favoring the
other (White) Intern and believed that if serving as
MP to two Interns was not feasible that she should
mentor the White man, Conroy, since she had
committed to him first. The program director and
assistant director read this situation as one of
implicit bias and race (Banaji & Greenwald, 2016;
Irving, 2014). We held many conversations amongst
ourselves and with the DPP about the micropolitical
and racial dynamics and what was best for Anesha,
who felt strongly that she cared less about her
placement than about taking great care not to “burn
bridges.” The team ultimately decided that the
situation was untenable and that Anesha’s learning
was suffering under the double-placement. We
worked with the DPP to shift Anesha’s placement to
another MP in October. Her new MP welcomed her
into the school community, was highly engaged in
mentoring Anesha, and invested a great deal of
care, time, elbow learning, and trust by assigning
authentic leadership experiences to Anesha.
Consequently, Anesha is now thriving. Thus, while
the placement tool and protocol have substantially
improved placement success, they are not
guarantees, which this example demonstrates, and
racial and micropolitical challenges within rural
contexts will continue to require thoughtful decision-
making. Further, to date there has been no element
of the placement tool that speaks to issues of
diversity, equity, and inclusion. As such, the
following addition has been made to the Placement
Tool: “Consideration: Consider issues of race,
gender, and other dimensions of difference when
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making placement decisions. Reflect on how implicit
bias may inform decisions and work to disrupt such
bias.”

Ideas to Build On

In addition to speaking candidly about
challenges associated with enacting the MP/site
placement process, DPPs and Leadership Coaches
also surfaced ideas that the partnership can use to
refine and improve our practice. One of these is in
the area of curriculum readiness for Interns. While
the partnership generally works to ensure that
Interns are placed in a level where they have not
previously served (e.g., an Intern with elementary
experience may be placed at a middle school) and
then have a “switch” experience in another level, as
needed (e.g., high school), we can go above and
beyond our initial instructional leadership
coursework (one course pre-internship and the
other during the first semester of the internship) by
providing a mini-course or intensive experience
shortly before the commencement of the internship
that dives into the curriculum of that level. We can
leverage the assets of rural partner districts by
tapping district curriculum leaders, principals, and
building instructional coaches to co-design and
facilitate the short courses — one for each level
(elementary, middle, and high). As one DPP
explained, “With the instructional leadership piece,
it can be difficult to throw people in when they do not
know the curriculum.” This can be especially
problematic because there are “lots of principals
who don’t know curriculum and instruction,” so
having curriculum specialists lead short courses
before the internship may be a way to supplement
coursework in a targeted, intensive way to allow
Interns to hit the ground running in their internship.

Additionally, we can consider the entire
leadership team of a school — and not just the
principal — when making placement decisions,
which can help to address limited options of Mentor
Principals who meet selection criteria. Another key
idea to build on involves preparation for MPs that is
earlier and more structured such that they enter the
internship experience not only as strong principals
but also as strong mentors. We can co-design this
support with Coaches and some of our strongest
rural MPs from past/current cohorts. Other more
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minor ideas include tweaks to the placement tool
itself, including adding an element about Goldilocks
schools, although we need to be mindful that such
schools may not always exist within rural partner
districts.

Implications

The internship placement protocol and tool are
invaluable for establishing strong internship
placements for full-time, job-embedded internships;
they may also be productive in establishing strong
course-embedded internships (Reyes-Guerra &
Barnett, 2017). Their utility for detached internships,
which often occur, de facto, in an Intern’s own
school under their supervising principal, is less
certain.

While the placement protocol and selection tool
have resulted in much stronger placements for
Interns, the selection of the MP is the beginning, and
not the end, of work to build a strong internship.
Indeed, beyond the will to be an excellent mentor,
MPs also need the skill (Jackson, 2013). As
Wilmore and Bratlien (2005) found, over 60% of
MPs received no formal training. MPs must know
the expectations for the role and build skills in
conducting think-alouds, promoting reflection, and
scaffolding support through the gradual release of
responsibility as Interns take on more substantial
leadership roles. Additionally, Interns themselves
play a role in cultivating a successful internship
experience in which they are given substantive
leadership roles by demonstrating a strong work
ethic and making value-added contributions to the
school to build trust and credibility in their skills
(Thessin et al., 2020) — all of which increase their
opportunity to lead.

Thus, within the rural partnership structure, we
can leverage assets (e.g., curriculum leaders to
provide intensive short courses on curriculum;
entire leadership teams to mentor an Intern) and
solve for challenges (e.qg., limited placement options
in districts with few schools). Additionally, the
commitment of program leaders to travel great
distances to meet with rural partners and partners’
additional work beyond the placement protocol
(e.g., interviewing Interns before placement
meetings to inform placement decisions) reflect the
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joint commitment to and value for internship
placements.
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Appendix: Internship Placement Selection Tool

Assignment of Internship Placements

As we consider internship placements for PPEERS Interns, our first priority is assuring that Interns are
placed with principals who have a proven track record as accomplished leaders, who will devote the time
and energy necessary to mentor an Intern, and who are strong instructional leaders. A second
consideration is placement in a high-needs school where Interns can experience the challenges and
opportunities presented and can serve low-performing students and those who come from low-income
families.

As we consensually choose Intern placements, we should think about the priorities, considerations, and
concerns listed below, which were generated from co-design among leaders in our partner districts and
PPEERS personnel during District Point Person meetings and are also informed by research (e.g.,
Reyes-Guerra & Barnett, 2017).

In preparation for the internship placement meeting in your district (which will include the Superintendent,
District Point Person, and Hewitt, Rumley, and Jordan from the UNCG leadership team), please begin
thinking about which great leaders in your district reflect the characteristics in the table below. You can
use this document, as you wish, to check off considerations and concerns as you think about who would
be the best Mentor Principal for each Intern.

As we consider internship placements for PPEERS Interns, our first priority is assuring that Interns are
placed with principals who have a proven track record as accomplished leaders, who will devote the time
and energy necessary to mentor an Intern, and who are strong instructional leaders. A second
consideration is placement in a high-needs school where Interns can experience the challenges and
opportunities presented and can serve low-performing students and those who come from low-income
families.

As we consensually choose Intern placements, we should think about the priorities, considerations, and
concerns listed below, which were generated from co-design among leaders in our partner districts and
PPEERS personnel during District Point Person meetings and are also informed by research (e.g.,
Reyes-Guerra & Barnett, 2017).

In preparation for the internship placement meeting in your district (which will include the Superintendent,
District Point Person, and Hewitt, Rumley, and Jordan from the UNCG leadership team), please begin
thinking about which great leaders in your district reflect the characteristics in the table below. You can
use this document, as you wish, to check off considerations and concerns as you think about who would
be the best Mentor Principal for each Intern.
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Priorities/Considerations

Concerns/Things to Think About

Highest priority: Selection of best Mentor Principal
possible (accomplished leader, encouraging,
reflective, supportive, strong instructional leader,
change agent, collaborator, embodies distributed
leadership, etc.).

Avoid placing Interns based on building
need (another person in the building,
because the principal is new to role or
building, school is struggling, etc.).

Priority: Demonstrated record of increased student
achievement and/or growth in the schools that the
principal has led.

Avoid placing Interns in the same school
where they have been teaching.

Priority: Demonstrated record of instructional
leadership that is documented in principal’s annual
evaluations.

When possible, avoid placing Interns in a
school their children attend or family
members work.

Consideration: Placement in high-needs school with
a strong leader who can serve as Mentor Principal.

When/When anticipated, avoid placing
Interns with principals who may be
promoted during the year such that a
change in placement and/or mentor
principal can be anticipated.

Consideration: Principal interest in serving as a
Mentor Principal and capacity to devote the time and
energy necessary to devote to the Intern.

Excellent principals are excellent for all
sorts of reasons, but they may not have
the capacity or interest to serve as a
Mentor Principal. Determining whether the
principal can devote the time and energy
to the Intern and whether the principal is
willing and able to delegate responsibility
to the Intern are important considerations.

Consideration: Mentor principals who will be mindful
that Interns are students who are learning to be
school leaders. The Mentor Principal should learn
the Intern’s strengths, knowledge, skills, and
dispositions and be willing to provide opportunities
for learning.

Interns are not assistant principals. They
have the same legal standing as student
teachers. Mentor Principals should take
care to assign tasks and supervise Interns
closely.
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Priorities/Considerations Concerns/Things to Think About
Consideration: Making sure Interns get K-12 Avoid placing elementary teachers in
experience throughout the internship, shadowing, secondary internships or secondary
switch experience (2-week period — around April, teachers in elementary internships, purely
2022 — during which the Intern serves at another because they need to broaden their
school), etc. UNCG leadership will work with experience. Although some teachers may
Superintendents and District Point Persons to ensure adapt to a level shift quite well, it is
a comprehensive K-12 field experience. For each important to consider the capabilities and
Intern, we will develop a plan for obtaining those needs of the Intern before a level shift is
additional experiences s/he needs at other levels. considered.

Consideration: District needs in terms of succession
planning (e.g., secondary leaders needed).

Our Process for Selecting Mentor Principals:

DPPs and superintendents will have conversations and determine a pool of strong potential MPs/sites
with preferences identified. Then discuss thinking/reasoning with UNCG team and come to consensus on
placements.

The timeline we will follow:

Nov/Dec/beginning of Jan: DPPs and superintendents discuss MPs/sites for pool and identify their
preferences.

e Jan. 14—Feb. 8: UNCG folks (Kim Hewitt, Mark Rumley, and Onna Jordan) will meet with DPP
and superintendent via Zoom meetings for 45-90 minutes (depending on how many Interns the
district has) to discuss and decide on placements. Due to Covid we are unable to conduct these
meetings in person.

e Feb. 2-15: DPPs/superintendents speak to selected MPs.
e Feb. 9-21: Upon final confirmation with districts, UNCG leadership will announce to cohort
members where their intended (tentative) placements will be.

Please avoid:
Making an Intern school testing coordinator. An Intern can serve as assistant testing coordinator.
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Successful schools are led by influential leaders
who enhance student academic success by
empowering their teachers and staff with the
necessary tools, motivation, and ownership to
support the mission (Clifford et al.,, 2014). This
leadership responsibility is daunting, especially with
the demands of teacher evaluations. The historical
purpose of teacher evaluations is to measure
teacher effectiveness accurately (Fan, 2022). The
surge of reform in teacher evaluations has
"expanded the role of principals as instructional
leaders, but little is known about principals’ ability to
promote teacher development through the
evaluation process" (Kraft & Gilmour, 2016, p. 1).

School reform has focused on the redesign of
teacher evaluations. Most research in this area has
been conducted in urban and suburban settings
(Giles, 2016). However, in rural settings, challenges
occur for school leaders, such as a lack of time for

personnel management (Hansen, 2018),
inadequate financial resources (du Plessis, 2017),
and demands and expectations from the community
(Hansen, 2018; Parson et al.,, 2016). These
challenges also include limited capacity and a lack
of alignment between policy demands and the
realities of rural school communities (Battelle for
Kids, 2016). These present several issues for rural
school leaders, especially in the area of teacher
evaluations. While conforming to teacher evaluation
policy reforms, are these evaluations producing
results that lead to practices that will enhance
instruction and student achievement?

Purpose of the Study

"Despite major changes to teacher evaluation
since 2009, scant research examines how
principals enact these policies" (Donaldson &
Woulfin, 2018, p. 531). This qualitative study aimed
to identify the strategies and practices that Texas
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rural principals employ in the teacher evaluation
process to improve instructional practices. Texas
uses the Texas Teacher Evaluation and Support
System (T-TESS) as a teacher evaluation tool. The
purpose of this tool is to improve instructional
practices on their campuses. While most public
school districts in Texas use some form of the T-
TESS, there is a wide array of practices that take
place in this process between the teacher and the
evaluator in different districts and campuses across
the state. Bearing in mind how vital school
improvement is, rural schools in Texas are
confronted with the dilemma of making the most of
the interaction that occurs between the teacher and
evaluator. Training is in place in Texas to certify that
principals, assistant principals, and other
designated campus leaders are qualified to
evaluate teachers. However, there is room for
improvement. To best understand this challenge
and potential room for improvement, this study
sought to answer, "What are the strategies and
practices rural teacher evaluators in Texas employ
in the evaluation process to improve instructional
practices on their campuses?"

Theoretical Framework

The sensemaking theory is the guiding
framework for this study. The sensemaking theory
addresses how people and organizations interpret
and implement policies and reforms (Coburn, 2005;
Halverson et al., 2004; Rigby, 2015; Spillane et al.,
2002). Weick (1995) introduced the idea of
sensemaking in organizational studies. He
elucidated that sensemaking involves the process
of giving meaning to the situations that people
encounter.  According to  Weick  (1995),
sensemaking theory recognizes that past
experiences and prior knowledge shape learning
and that learning occurs through our social and
situational context. The theory seeks to analyze
how people process, understand, and respond to
change (Halverson et al., 2004; Spillane et al.,
2002; Weick, 1995) and attempts to explain how
and why social learning occurs (Weick et al., 2005).
Empirical and theoretical research proposes that
school leaders, such as principals, often engage in
sensemaking to understand their role and
responsibilities better (Bengston et al., 2013;
Cottrell & James, 2016).

A Study of Rural Principals

Sensemaking theory is suitable when
attempting to answer questions about how
individuals attempt to resolve policy demands and
then implement those policies. This theory is
applicable to this study due to the conflicts that
principals face when juggling the demands of how
to evaluate teachers. While principals determine
their strategies for the evaluation process
implementation, they are "situated precisely at the
accountability nexus between education policy and
practice" (Magno, 2013, p. 179). Principals are
confronted with the conundrum of using the teacher
evaluation process as performance accountability,
resulting in rewards or dismissal, or using the
evaluation process as a means of support and
feedback to improve instructional practices. The
various paths one takes while making sense of a
policy is a reason why sensemaking theory provides
another critical lens to analyze the data in this study.
Principals in Texas implement the T-TESS, a state-
developed tool mandated by several schools in
Texas. The parameters of the T-TESS are set, and
principals are required to follow those parameters
(Teach for Texas, 2022). How they choose to use
the T-TESS process reflects the sensemaking
theory.

Research Literature

The literature review addresses rural schools
and their effect on student outcomes, rural school
leadership, the teacher evaluation process, and the
practices and strategies employed in evaluation
feedback. In addition, a review of the literature on
rural school leadership and the challenges and
opportunities that rural schools present will be
conveyed.

Rural Schools

According to the Why Rural Matters 2018-2019
report, there are more than 9.3 million, or nearly one
in five, students in the United States attending a
rural school (Showalter et al., 2019). This means
"that more students in the U.S. attend rural schools
than in the nation's 85 largest school districts
combined" (p. 1). Texas certainly contributes to
these numbers. According to the U.S. Department
of Education's National Center for Education
Statistics, Texas has more than 2,000 rural
campuses, educating nearly 7000 students.
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Nationally, Texas has more schools in rural areas
than any other state, with more than 20% of
campuses located in rural areas (Texas Education
Agency, 2022a).

Rural schools are generally ignored because of
their size and small enroliments, especially
compared to urban school districts. When
examining financial support, "national and state
legislation tends to be more directly applied to the
larger districts in an attempt to affect the most
positive change for as many students as possible"
(Bailey, 2021, para. 1). Nationwide, rural school
districts receive just 17% of state education funding.
Inequity in rural schools is particularly troublesome
in Texas. Even though these numbers are high,
Texas invests relatively low amounts ($5,386 per
rural student) in instruction (Showalter et al., 2019).

Rural schools offer several benefits that make
them attractive. They have smaller classroom sizes,
a low teacher-to-student ratio, and a strong sense
of community value (Kotler, 2017). Rural
communities expect schools to play a central role in
the community and with the student if they are to be
successful (Harmon & Schafft, 2009; Israel et al.,
2009). Building social capital between the school
and community is catalyzed and bolstered by
nurturing the rural community's robust sense of
place and social capital, inviting parental
involvement, and utilizing community stakeholders
as a resource (Bauch, 2001). Rural families
frequently have deep-seated connections in the
community and dense social networks that support
community norms, morals, and viewpoints (Bauch,
2001).

Rural School Principals

The rural school principal is seen as an integral
part of the rural community, and great expectations
rest on the principal's shoulders by the constituents
as a result (Preston et al., 2018). Rural communities
demonstrate a solid identification and pride in their
communities. Because schools mirror the attributes
of the surrounding populations, the idea of reform in
the school is frequently a contentious subject for
rural principals (Preston et al., 2018). Due to the
smaller enrollment of rural schools, principals report
that they have the prospect of meaningful
relationships with students, which yields greater
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consideration of the individual student, awareness
of student learning, and evaluation of student needs
(Renihan & Noonan, 2012).

Principals in rural areas are often required to be
adaptable in performing their jobs. They encounter
"complex daily tasks in their efforts to articulate
visions and goals, motivate teachers, allocate
resources, discipline students, and develop
organizational structures in order to foster an
effective learning environment" (Yang et al., 2021,
p. 2). This role is impacted by the lack of resources,
various responsibilities, and the obligation of
maintaining a prominent, visible role within the
community (Preston & Barnes, 2017). Wood et al.
(2013) identified struggles presented in the rural
setting, including greater and higher demands of the
principal from the community, federal and state
mandates, and the internal public, with limited time
and resources. In consideration of these struggles,
it is essential to note that the ultimate goal for any
school leader is increasing student growth and
academic achievement (Fox et al., 2015; Wise,
2015). Indeed, rural principals face diverse
challenges that are unique to their settings, and
there is limited research that targets this group
(Preston et al., 2018).

T-TESS

To create more frequent, timely, formative
feedback that incorporated multiple indicators of
success, including student measures, the Texas
Education Agency created the Texas Teacher
Evaluation and Support System (T-TESS). In the
2016-17 school year, T-TESS was initiated in
Texas. A study conducted by Lazarev et al. (2017)
during the piloted years of the T-TESS suggested
that the T-TESS process demonstrated the potential
to be an effective, consistent, and efficient
evaluation tool.

The T-TESS evaluation structure presents each
teacher with the prospect to develop their teaching
practices by supporting professional development
and professional goal identification and realization
(Texas Education Agency, 2016a). The goal-setting
and professional development plan and the
evaluation rubric are considered a pivotal part of
teacher progression utilizing T-TESS (Texas
Education Agency, 2016b). A key point of T-TESS
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is the opportunity to shift the evaluation perspective
from teacher fault to an innovative pattern of
constant  cooperative feedback with the
encouragement of professional development and
growth (Texas Education Agency, 2016a).

The Principal's Role in T-TESS

The charge of adhering to the T-TESS
principles rests on the evaluator's shoulders
because of their grasp of the system. The school
district has the authority to assign this role to any of
its school campus leaders. In rural schools, due to
their size, this responsibility generally falls on the
campus principal.

Being a T-TESS appraiser/evaluator involves
several aspects. The pre-conference, post-
conference, goal-setting, and  professional
development phases of T-TESS allow evaluators
significant opportunities to offer actionable, well-
timed feedback to teachers throughout the process
(Texas Education Agency, 2016b). These crucial
parts allow teachers to self-reflect on pedagogy and
recognize areas for improvement (Texas Education
Agency, 2016b). Furthermore, teachers are urged
to utilize their reflections to change their
instructional practices.

All T-TESS appraisers must obtain certification
training and complete a certification assessment
online on the teacher observation process (Texas
Education Agency, 2016a). Appraisers are also
expected to attend training at their educational
service centers and are required to meet Texas
Education Agency prerequisites and any following
certification through online instruction. The T-TESS
certification process involves the prospective
appraiser observing a teaching situation video,
scripting a teacher's lesson, and responding to
appraiser-related questions from the video.
Although scripting is not a new phenomenon in
formal observation, the training stresses its value in
T-TESS. Appraisers utilize scripting notes
throughout feedback conferences, which supports
objective and encouraging feedback during the
cooperative conversation (Templeton et al., 2016).
New teachers must complete T-TESS training prior
to the fourth week of school and no less than two
weeks before the formal classroom observation
(Texas Administration Code, 2022a).
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Once training concludes, both teachers and
principals are needed to approve the teacher's self-
determined goals for the impending year. Texas
Education Agency procedures charge that a goal-
setting and professional development meeting
should transpire between the appraiser and each
teacher in their first year in a district (Texas
Administration Code, 2022b). After the goal-setting
meeting, some campus principals and teachers
continue formative discussions about the teacher's
individual goals and professional development
growth. Campus principals offer teachers
appraising data all through the formal appraisal
procedure. These procedures have comprised the
compulsory pre-observation and post-observation
meetings in addition to the walk-through
requirements, goal-setting, and professional
development conferences (Texas Education
Agency, 2016b). The evaluator's final opportunity to
collect additional evidence before finalizing the
written requirement as part of the T-TESS
procedure is at the end-of-year summative meeting
between teachers and principals (Texas Education
Agency, 2016a).

Principal Feedback

Hattie and Yates (2014) stated, "The vital role
that feedback plays in assisting learners in
improving their performances has been recognized
from the beginnings of behavioral science" (p. 66).
The T-TESS process depends on quality feedback
to help improve instructional improvement. This
feedback is critical during the pre- and post-
conference held between the principal and the
teacher. The pre-conference is a time for the
principal to learn about the lessons being taught. In
the post-conference meeting, the principal gives the
teacher feedback on areas that were done well and
areas for improvement (Teach for Texas, 2022).
This feedback is the basis for instructional
improvement. Research by Hattie and Yates (2014)
stated that there was a direct impact on student
achievement when teachers sought feedback on
their instructional practices.

Research on feedback reveals practices that
improve teacher performance. When teachers are
provided with  specific  performance-based
feedback, their instructional practices improve
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(Cornelius & Nagro, 2014; Feeney, 2007; Weisberg
et al., 2009). The idea that appraisals must be
practical and valuable is required for appraisers to
give reliable and valid feedback on appraisals
(Napier & Latham, 1986). When the teacher is
questioned in a manner that encourages reflective
higher-order cognitive processes, their teaching
practices improve (Feeney, 2007; Tang & Chow,
2007). These practices encourage teachers to
engage in self-regulating methods that aid in
developing skills that enhance their performance in
the classroom (Tang & Chow, 2007).

Texas principals have been empowered to
increase their instructional leadership role by using
the T-TESS appraisal instrument (Templeton et al.,
2016). The Texas Education Agency (2016a)
asserted that a beneficial and accepted method of
supporting educators during goal setting includes
engaging teachers through effective feedback to
contemplate their instructional practices.

Evaluation Strategies and Practices for
Principals

It is the intent that the teacher evaluation
process should measure a teacher's strengths and
weaknesses through a precise and consistent
approach that provides timely and helpful feedback
(Callahan & Sadeghi, 2015). In addition, the
process should inform instructional strategies and
professional development opportunities (Marzano,
2012). To accomplish this, principals should be
equipped with strategies and practices to promote
positive educational outcomes.

To give applicable feedback, one strategy is to
incorporate professional development
opportunities. According to Kelley and Maslow
(2005), "Teacher evaluation systems ideally should
foster improvement in  both  professional
development opportunities and teaching practices"
(p. 1). "The key is providing professional
development that is timely, relevant, and effectively
delivered" (Callahan & Sadeghi, 2015, p. 49).
Professional development should be designed
specifically for the teacher being evaluated. These
trainings should be personalized and founded in
professional learning communities and through peer
mentoring to be truly effective (Ruppert, 2019).
Bickman (2014) reinforced that professional
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development should also focus on context, content,
and product; should include knowledge, relevance,
personal impact; and should have practical
application to the educator. It is critical for them to
be sustainable and ongoing (Callahan & Sadeghi,
2015).

A key strategy in implementing an effective
teacher evaluation is quality communication
between the principal and the teachers.
Communication regarding performance feedback is
critical during the evaluation process and must be
present to secure teacher growth (Jiang et al,
2015). The quality of communication in the
feedback process is a central feature of the
evaluation process and has been shown to relate to
overall evaluation quality (Kimball & Milanowski,
2009). According to Stiggins and Clark (1988),
quality communication includes the way the teacher
perceives the "evaluator’s credibility, quality of
ideas, depth of information, and persuasiveness of
rationale for suggested changes, as well as the
quality of the relationship between a teacher and an
evaluator” (as cited in Donahue & Vogel, 2018, p.
35).

The teachers’ and principals' perceptions of the
evaluation system are critical. According to Kraft
and Gilmour (2016), differing perceptions about the
purpose of evaluation among principals, teachers,
and the district sometimes undercut the trust and
buy-in required for meaningful conversations about
instructional improvement (p. 741). The principals
need to do what they can to create a positive
perception of the evaluation process. Tuytens and
Devos (2014) suggested that if principals develop a
school climate built on trust, vision, support, and
structure as key dimensions, this could influence the
teachers’ perceptions of their appraisal system. A
positive school climate creates buy-in for teachers.
Kraft and Gilmour (2016) interviewed principals that
recently implemented reforms in their teacher
evaluation system; they reported that the principals
described how teacher buy-in and investment in the
improvement process were essential to its success.

A strategy that principals need is to attend and
invest in a training and support program. Mestry
(2017) stresses that “principals can make a
significant contribution to schools’ achieving the

Theory & Practice in Rural Education, 12(1) | 29



Driver & Harper

educational goals and improving learner
performance, if they are adequately prepared for
their leadership role” (p. 8). It is essential to consider
that the effective feedback teachers receive due to
the evaluation process is highly dependent on
school leaders' skills, capacity, and goals
(Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018). This issue brings
concern about how principals will accomplish these
tasks while fulfilling their other duties. A study
conducted by Kraft and Christian (2021) found that
“promoting teacher growth through evaluation
feedback likely requires evaluators who are
instructional experts with the time and skills
necessary to provide frequent, actionable feedback
to teachers and actively involve them in assessing
their own practice” (p. 33, emphasis added). Given
the multi-tasking that principals experience and the
demand that they also serve as successful teacher
evaluators who can give effective feedback, it is
critical to examine principals’ enactment of current
evaluation policies (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018).

Methodology

This study addresses Texas rural school
principals' experiences and practices related to
teacher evaluation and improving instructional
practices and student outcomes on their campuses
related to their role as principals through a
qualitative approach. The experiences of the
principal participants are critical in this study
because of their unique rural circumstances and
demands.

Research Design

A qualitative design was employed in this study.
A qualitative design was chosen because of the
need to explore the strategies and practices that
rural principals use. It is important to know these
strategies and to understand why the participants
chose them. This design allows for the investigation
of what, how, and why. A critical aspect of the study
is the rural setting. This setting exhibits distinctive
challenges for principals, including the community's
continuous access to the principal (Hansen, 2018;
Parson et al., 2016), geographic remoteness
(Hansen, 2018), and the vast scope of obligations
of rural principals (du Plessis, 2017).
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Participants

Participants for this study included rural
secondary principals who were awarded Principal of
the Year honors through the Texas Association of
Secondary School Principals (TASSP) for the
2020-2021 school year. These secondary
principals of the year were nominated by their
teachers and schools for outstanding service in:
(a) culture-wellness, (b) culture-equity, (c) culture-
student-centeredness, (d) learning-results-
orientation, (e) learning-collaborative leadership,
and (f) learning-innovation (TASSP, 2022).

The participants were from campuses that the
Texas Education Agency awarded the Campuses of
Distinction title. Campuses received this award in
recognition of their outstanding academic
achievement (Texas Education Agency, 2022b).
There were three participants in the study, all of
whom were assigned pseudonyms to maintain their
anonymity and aid in the confidentiality of the data
collected during the interview processes. Principal
Anderson was a veteran principal in his 17t year in
education. At the time of this study, he was the
middle school principal and had previously served
as a principal at the elementary level. Principal
Baker was a veteran principal with 25 years of
experience in education. He had served as a high
school principal for 11 years. Finally, Principal Clark
was serving his fifth year as the principal of a high
school and had been in education for a total of 14
years.

Data Collection

Once the participants were determined, and
their letters of consent were signed, each participant
was sent a pre-questionnaire. The purpose of the
pre-questionnaire was to set a foundation for the
upcoming interviews. These questions provided
information that helped the interviewer become
familiar with the participants, and it also gave a
background of their educational experience.
Demographical information was asked, as well as
questions such as:

o What are you passionate about in the field of
education?
¢ Why did you become an educator?
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e What is your philosophy on education as a
principal?

These questions acted as a springboard for the
interviews and provided more information about the
participants.

The interviews were semi-structured to allow for
flexibility in the interview. The interview was guided
by the study’'s research question, “What are the
strategies and practices rural teacher evaluators in
Texas employ in the evaluation process to improve
instructional practices on their campuses?” The
literature review and the pre-questionnaires
assisted in the development of these questions.
Some of the questions that were asked were:

e What advice would you give a first-year
principal to ensure that they are effective
administrators during the evaluation process?

¢ Do principals have a plan that they follow to
ensure a productive conversation about the
evaluation process in order to improve
instruction?

o What strategies and practices would you
recommend?

¢ What type of trainings have you received that
you feel were the most helpful?

e What do you do as an administrator to be
reflective and supportive during the
evaluation process?

e How do you engage the teacher to encourage
reflective thought and conversation?

e What do you specifically do in the evaluation
process to ensure that the instruction of the
teacher is truly improved?

The interviews were conducted virtually to
accommodate the participants' schedules and to
follow health guidelines due to concerns about
COVID-19 at the time of the study.

Data Analysis

Data analysis commenced with compiling data.
The data included the pre-questionnaire, interview
protocols, and interview transcripts. The Framework
Method (Gale et al., 2013) was utilized to analyze
the data. The first step was transcribing the data.
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The researcher used GoToMeeting transcription
software to transcribe the interviews verbatim. The
second stage consisted of the familiarization by
immersing in the data. This stage included reading
transcripts and listening to audio recordings multiple
times. The third step was coding. Inductive analysis
was used by establishing codes from the
participants’ words and the meaning that is
communicated by extended phrases (Saldafia &
Omasta, 2018). Some of the codes that were
identified include willingness, ability and skill,
planned, deliberate, and organized. The fourth step
included grouping the codes based on similarities or
building a “working analytical framework” (Gale et
al., 2013, p. 5). A provisional label for each group
was formed. In the fifth step, a framework was
developed by analyzing the data to find common
themes. The next step involved the creation of a
matrix to map out the data from the synthesized and
coded data. The last step included interpreting the
data built on the findings identified in the matrix and
any analytical memos logged during the research
process.

Findings

The research question focused on rural
principals’ strategies and practices employed in the
evaluation process to improve instructional
practices on their campuses. This study focused on
the strategies and practices that principals used
during the T-TESS appraisal system. One theme,
communication and  relationships, emerged
throughout the interview process among all three
participating principals. A second theme, a
deliberate and organized approach to evaluation,
appeared that emphasized developing a deliberate
plan and schedule to execute the evaluation
process. An organized approach is required
because of the time and diligence that effective
teacher evaluation requires. A less prominent
theme in the study was T-TESS training, targeted
feedback, and calibration, centered around T-TESS
training—a training that all administrators are
required to complete before they can evaluate
teachers. Targeted feedback and calibration among
evaluators on the campus and across the district
also appeared to be important for evaluators to
improve instructional practices on their campuses.
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Theme One: Communication and Relationships

The rural school principals in this study
consistently voiced that communication with
teachers and the relationship they built with the
teachers was pivotal to improving instructional
practices on their campuses. They credited their
rural setting to the close relationships they had with
their teachers. The principal participants mentioned
that understanding their communication style and
the style of the teacher was important. Building
positive relationships with teachers often involved
finding the good things that teachers were doing in
their instruction and recognizing it. The principal
participants agreed that proper questioning
technique was essential during all the phases of the
appraisal process (pre-conference, post-
conference, goal-setting, and  professional
development phases) and sometimes required
scripting questions to invite reflective conversations
with teachers. They also discussed that ensuring
that the teachers understood that the evaluation
process was about growth required clear
communication from the evaluator. Finally, they
reiterated that maintaining a positive relationship
with the teacher allowed for teacher growth.

Principal Anderson was a proponent of
understanding his communication style and the
communication style of his staff. He emphatically
noted,

You've got to look and feel your communication
style and then try to learn everybody else’s. |
could have the best idea ever, but if | can't
communicate it to the 60 to 80 people that I'm
responsible for, then my idea is not gonna go
anywhere. (Principal Anderson, personal
communication, June 8, 2021)

Principal Baker shared the same sentiment in
his interview by stating, “Whether it's with the
teacher or administration, no one communicates
exactly the same. The goal is to build a positive,
good rapport with the teachers” (Principal Baker,
personal communication, June 17, 2021). Principal
Anderson held communication style in such high
regard that he asked his staff to fill out a
communication survey at the beginning of the
school year to better understand the communication
styles of the teachers on his campus. He also
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mentioned that this would not happen in an urban
campus due to the large size. Principal Anderson
utilized the data gained from the communication
survey to be more effective in the evaluation.

Principals Baker and Clark repeatedly spoke
about the importance of building positive
relationships with their teachers. Principal Baker
stated, “l try to give feedback on the initial walk-
through that tells them they are doing something
well. That way, the teacher walks into the first
meeting about their feedback, knowing that they are
doing well” (Principal Baker, personal
communication, June 17, 2021). Principal Baker
emphasized the significance of putting an
encouraging perspective on all his feedback,
“Everything that we do, how do we put a positive
spin on it? How can we get a better outcome in a
positive  way?” (Principal Baker, personal
communication, June 17, 2021). Principal Baker
affirmed later in the interview when asked about
how his evaluation practices have changed, when
he stated, “I think the key part is, once you have a
positive relationship with the teacher, the evaluation
turns to, I'm here to help you. How can | make it
better?” (Principal Baker, personal communication,
June 17, 2021). Principal Clark liked to build
relationships with his teachers in a similar manner.
He stated,

Hopefully, the culture where my time and
energy are going to go is in recognizing the job
they’re doing and tying it to instruction toward
their student achievement. Let’'s celebrate
those successes; let’'s recognize it. | want the
culture to celebrate their success in the
classroom, tied to pedagogy and student
achievement.  (Principal Clark, personal
communication, June 23, 2021)

Theme Two: A Deliberate and Organized
Approach to Evaluation

The rural school principals in the study all
expressed the importance of utilizing a methodical
process regarding the evaluation process.
Principals face many trying circumstances when it
comes to maintaining reliability in implementing the
T-TESS timeline and required components. These
requirements expect the rural school principal to
manage their time wisely and make appropriate
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choices regarding each evaluation. Each principal
provided several examples of approaching these
pressures and cited the value of following the T-
TESS method. Principal Clark specified that the
planning process needs to start early. He stated,

Well, | think the first thing I'll say is it needs to
be planned. You have to lay out an evaluation
calendar at the start of the year. Otherwise, it's
not done in a timely manner. You'll look up, and
it'll be April. And you're trying to cram in all your
observations, and | know, because I've done
that before. (Principal Clark, personal
communication, June 23, 2021)

Principal Clark also referred to applying scripted
questions to the evaluation procedure that tied back
to the T-TESS rubric, “We have some scripted
questions that we are working through in the
planning domain. We always follow the T-TESS
post-conference structure plan that allows for
reinforcement and refinement of the teacher’s plan
of action” (Principal Clark, personal communication,
June 23, 2021). Principal Anderson reflected on the
evaluation follow-up organization:

| think the biggest thing that we miss out on as
administrators is really having a good, solid
follow-up time. | think it's unfair to just say, ‘Hey,
go do this and get better and then not really
have a plan to follow up.” (Principal Anderson,
personal communication, June 8, 2021)

Principal Anderson described how he
approached different needs with teachers. A quick
follow-up would be applied to something that
needed to be addressed in the classroom urgently
while a longer time could be allowed to follow up
with less pressing needs.

Principal Baker held himself and his
administrators to a high standard regarding
classroom walk-throughs. When Principal Baker
was asked about the strategies and practices he
recommended for teacher evaluation, he
responded, “Be in the classroom. Just the presence
makes a big difference. We do walk-throughs that
are noton T-TESS. We're in the classroom for every
single teacher five times a week” (Principal Baker,
personal communication, June 17, 2021). Principal
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Clark summarized the importance of planning and
how it applies to teacher growth,

So, at a minimum four periods, which is half of
our day, I'm going to be spend working with one
of our teachers. It forces you to spend time if
you're going to be an instructional leader. As a
principal, there's no shortcuts to that. You have
to spend that time with them. And so, it really
forces us to do that and to spend time in
instructional leadership. (Principal Clark,
personal communication June 23, 2021)

Theme Three: T-TESS Training, Targeted
Feedback, and Calibration

All three rural school principals emphasized the
T-TESS training process for principals. While they
may have expressed some consternation about
using T-TESS initially, the three principals changed
their thoughts about T-TESS and agreed that there
was inherent value in the training process
concerning improving instructional practices on their
campuses. Targeted feedback that is tied to the T-
TESS allowed the principals to cite precise areas for
improvement for teachers in their practices. The
principals talked about the importance of calibration
among all the evaluators in their district. To clarify
this point, they explained that calibration was when
different evaluators across the district yielded
similar results. This was possible by their district
training and keeping in mind that their evaluations
were focused on campus and district goals, visions,
and mission statements. The principals considered
calibration a strong training tool and validation
process for the principals. The participants stressed
that their personal goals were continual
improvement of the evaluation process and, thus,
instructional practices.

All three principals agreed that the T-TESS
training was a necessity for performing effective
teacher evaluations to improve instructional
practices. An interesting extension of the training
was how valuable calibration among different
evaluators was to the rural school principals.
Principal Clark remarked,

This wasn’t formal training, but as a district, we
want to ensure our calibration across
administrators and evaluators on our campus.

Theory & Practice in Rural Education, 12(1) | 33



Driver & Harper

So, I'm with an elementary principal and a
middle school principal and a curriculum
director, special education director, and other
people who evaluate. We went through several
classrooms and evaluated and discussed, and
that was very powerful. (Principal Clark,
personal communication, June 23, 2021)

Principal Baker shared, “Besides the T-TESS
training, of course, we calibrate as a district”
(Principal Baker, personal communication, June 17,
2021). Principal Baker added that he would perform
about 30 walk-throughs with a new administrator to
calibrate before he permits them to submit feedback
to a teacher. Both Principals Baker and Clark
referred to the calibration practices within their
districts as an informal extension of the T-TESS
training that all teacher evaluators are required to
complete prior to performing teacher evaluations.

The rural school principals felt that T-TESS
allowed them to provide specific feedback to
improve instructional practices. When asked about
how his practices have changed since the inception
of T-TESS, Principal Baker responded, “I actually
believe it's made us more aware as principals of
more specific details as far as the individual features
and how the teachers are teaching” (Principal
Baker, personal communication, June 17, 2021).
Principal Baker gave targeted feedback; he stated,
“When | give immediate, targeted feedback in a
walk-through | want to sit down and go through the
feedback with them” (Principal Baker, personal
communication, June 17, 2021). Principal Anderson
shared a similar sentiment,

T-TESS having the number of structures that it
has, allows you to point out with evidence and
the language out of the rubric and tie it back
directly to the instruction that the teachers are
doing. It's good for me to point, specifically,
within the rubric and be able to say, “here are
the targeted things that you need to work on.”
(Principal Anderson, personal communication,
June 8, 2021)

Principal Clark enhanced his targeted feedback
by recording the evaluation of each class period on
his computer with audio and video because he felt
like he was missing crucial pieces of the evaluation
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process due to scripting the evaluation. Principal
Clark revealed,

And so, what I've gone to recently is adding
video recordings to everything. And so,
everything is on video, so what | write down is
different, you know, when I'm scripting. | can
pause it, catch stuff. The teacher gets a copy of
the video. | had a teacher this year tell me that
was one of the most powerful things in her
career in professional growth was watching
herself teach because it looked different to her
from a third-person view. I'm able to show what
I’'m seeing on video, and ask questions directly
related to the rubric. (Principal Clark, personal
communication, June 23, 2021)

Discussion

Being a school principal is a difficult,
demanding, and complicated role that requires
leaders to be focused on student success.
Consequently, school leaders and scholars seek
ways to increase student performance by
developing teachers with the evaluation process
(Danielson & McGreal, 2000). The study aimed to
add to the body of research by addressing the
strategies and practices that rural principals use in

the evaluation process to improve teacher
instruction.
Weick (1995) introduced the idea of

sensemaking in organizational studies to move
away from a focus on traditional decision-making
toward an emphasis on activities that indicate the
meaning of the decisions enacted in the behavior
(Mendez, 2020). The processes of the sensemaking
theory were evident throughout the interviews as
the principals reflected on their experiences with the
implementation of the T-TESS. While principals
determined their strategies for the evaluation
process, they were “situated precisely at the
accountability nexus between education policy and
practice” (Magno, 2013, p. 179). The T-TESS
presents several challenges for principals as they
attempt to successfully implement the evaluation
policies of the school while mastering their role as
instructional leaders and campus managers.
Empirical and theoretical research proposes that
school leaders, such as principals, often engage in
sensemaking to wunderstand their role and
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responsibilities better (Bengston et al., 2013;

Cottrell & James, 2016).
Summary

The purpose of this qualitative study was to
explore the strategies and practices teacher
evaluators employ in the evaluation process to
improve instructional practices on their campuses.
This study relates specifically to award-winning rural
principals of secondary public schools in Texas.
This study intended to gain a greater understanding
of how these rural school principals in Texas utilized
the T-TESS to improve instructional practices on
their campuses.

Through the data analysis of the responses,
three main themes emerged: (a) communication
and relationships, (b) a deliberate, organized
approach to evaluation, and (c) T-TESS training,
targeted feedback, and calibration. The theme,
communication and relationships, encompassed all
the aspects of communication in the evaluation
process and building positive relationships with
campus teachers. Forming positive relationships
and communicating clearly with teachers required
the principals to understand both how they
communicate and how individual teachers
communicate. The principals also relied on pre-
scripted questions to spur teachers' reflective
thinking and ensure that proper questioning
technique was utilized.

The second theme, a deliberate and organized
approach to evaluation, referred to laying out a
schedule at the beginning of the school year
regarding the evaluations process and following
through with it. The principalship can be chaotic. A
school administrator can start the day with a clear
calendar and not get anything accomplished
because of various things that occur and require
immediate attention. Scheduling teacher
observations, conferences, and walk-throughs
required deliberate planning and a willingness to
follow through with the commitment. Prioritizing the
teacher evaluation process in the principal’s
calendar ensures that a complete and thoughtful
evaluation transpires. The principals advocated for
following scripted questions and the T-TESS rubric
to guide questions and conversations with teachers
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to stimulate reflective thoughts on their teaching
practices.

The third theme was T-TESS training, targeted
feedback, and calibration. All three principal
participants valued the T-TESS teacher evaluator
training process. While many aspects were
addressed during the T-TESS evaluator process,
targeted feedback and calibration arose as strong
points of the initial training and less formal training
that followed in the principals’ respective districts.
Targeted feedback was touted as a strong point of
the T-TESS as was allowing principals to isolate
specific skills that teachers may be directed to
improve. Calibration was a form of district training
where a group of principals evaluated a teacher.
After the evaluation, the principals met to discuss
the teacher’s ratings and come to a consensus.
Calibration helped hone the principals' skills and
made them feel more confident in their abilities.

Conclusions

The principals in this study were complimentary
of T-TESS and clearly learned to apply it to improve
instructional practices on their campuses (Texas
Education Agency, 2016). Mastering the art of
conversation and thoughtful questioning was
considered a necessary skill by the principals to
improve teacher instructional practices, an idea
cited in the literature (Le Fevre & Robinson, 2015) .
In addition, the principals cited a constant desire to
improve communication skills that would increase
the effectiveness of their feedback to engage
teachers in instructional practices. This sentiment
was also shared in the literature by Stringer and
Hourani (2016), who highlighted the need for
professional development for teacher appraisal and
feedback conversations.

As noted in previous research (Cornelius &
Nagro, 2014; Feeney, 2007; Weisberg et al., 2009),
this study found performance-based feedback to
teachers about their instructional practices and
questions that prompt reflection from teachers is a
critical practice for improving instruction in the
classroom. In addition, the principals in this study
found that encouraging teachers to contemplate
their teaching methods in the evaluation process
buoyed the development of proficiencies that
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improved instructional practices, an idea cited in the
literature by Tang and Chow (2007).

Principals have gained the prospect of
increasing their instructional leadership roles by
employing T-TESS (Templeton et al., 2016). T-
TESS has determined that principals are their
campuses' primary instructional leadership
coaches. The Texas Education Agency (2016a)
included comparable language by asserting that T-
TESS evaluators asking teachers to contemplate
their instructional practices is a beneficial and
accepted method to support educators during the
goal-setting progression.

Strengths and Limitations

The principals in this study were selected as
principal of the year finalists for their respective
educational regions in Texas due to their campus
successes. This fact yields merit to the responses
of the principals and their expertise in the evaluation
process.

Limitations existed in this study. The first
limitation was the small sample size of three
participants. However, when the criteria for
participants required award-winning principals in
rural schools, the pool of candidates for inclusion in
the study was small.

An added limitation in the research was trying
to conduct a study in the heart of a global pandemic.
Due to COVID-19, the interviews were not able to
be conducted in person. This limited the
interviewer's ability to monitor the nonverbal
behaviors of the interviewees.

The timing of the study presented a third
limitation. COVID-19 presented challenges to
scheduling due to quarantines, illness, and other
issues that arose from the pandemic. After soliciting
several participants, only three participants followed
up with an interview which caused a decrease in the
depth of the study. All interviews occurred after the
conclusion of the school year for these districts.

Implications

Results from this research yield important
implications that could aid campus and district-level
school leaders in the pursuit of greater learning
outcomes for students in Texas public schools. This

A Study of Rural Principals

study offers educational regional service centers,
principal preparation programs, and district leaders’
awareness of the needs and support of rural
principals. Developers of teacher evaluation
systems can employ findings from the research as
well. While the research focused on Texas
principals, the results from this study will benefit
school leaders beyond Texas as well. Managers
trusted with developing people in their charge will
benefit from the generalizability of this study. While
educators are a highly specific group, the findings of
this research can be applied to a variety of
organizations and practitioners of employee growth.
Teachers could benefit from school leaders that are
more skillful in their leadership practice. Finally,
students could be the benefactors of improved
educational outcomes because of the pursuit of
enhanced teaching methods that effective school
leadership can provide.
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Early Career Special Education Teachers’ Views on
Preclinical Field Experience in Rural Areas
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Preclinical field experience helps teacher candidates practice teacher roles and responsibilities in
authentic learning environments. Based on the framework of situated learning and sensemaking
theory, this mixed method study argues that the preclinical field experience activities in rural areas
contribute to special education teachers’ (SETs) confidence and perceptions of preparedness. We
used a survey and interviews with early career SETs who had preclinical field experience in rural
areas. In this mixed method study, early career SETs showed overall positive views of their
preclinical field experiences, in particular for gaining a better sense of their profession and readiness;
however, during the individual interviews, early career SETs expressed desire to have had more
experience in specific areas (e.g., assessment, classroom management, collaboration with family,
IEPs). The findings of this study underscore that preclinical field experience plays a critical role in
shaping teachers’ confidence and perceptions of preparedness. Also, the areas where SETs shared
they needed more support indicate that teacher educators need to provide more experiential

opportunities during teacher preparation.

Keywords: rural education, early career special education teachers, preclinical field

experience

In the United States, about 57% of school
districts are in rural areas with 24% of school-aged
students attending rural schools (Institute of
Education Science, 2013). Between 1999 and 2015,
the overall enroliment of students with disabilities in
rural schools increased by about 0.4% while
midwestern rural regions showed 2.1% enroliment
growth of students with individualized education
programs (IEPs) (Johnson et al., 2018). Although it
is logical to expect to have more rural teachers
because of the increase in exceptional student
enrollments, rural areas experience significant
teacher attrition. For example, Meyer and
colleagues (2019) reported that multiple midwestern
states (e.g., Colorado, Missouri, Nebraska, and
South Dakota) lost about 17% of rural teachers
between 2015-2016 and 2016—2017 school years.
In particular, about 40% of initially licensed teachers
of one midwestern state left their position within
three years of teaching (Department of Elementary

and Secondary Education, 2018). These rural
special education teachers (SETs) often move to
less rural areas (Meyer et al., 2019) or leave the
education field completely (Dewey et al., 2017).

Teacher  attrition needs to receive
administrative attention because of its multiplicative
impacts on various areas within a school. For
example, rural school districts resort to hiring
unqualified or underqualified teachers to fill the
vacancies (Shepard et al., 2016; Sutcher et al.,
2016). Teacher shortages increase inequity in
learning opportunities for students with disabilities in
rural areas as many emergency hires have no
teaching experience and have not worked with
individuals with disabilities. Not being able to
maintain early career SETs becomes a critical
barrier for providing individualized education for
students with disabilites (Feng & Sass, 2017;
Milanowski & Odden, 2007; Ronfeldt et al., 2013).
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Furthermore, rural school districts must spend
considerably to replace, retrain, and re-acculturate
new teachers. In addition, it is estimated that
replacing a new teacher impacts rural schools
financially through administrative costs of
approximately $4,300 (Carroll, 2007). With all the
adverse effects caused by teacher shortages, it is
critical to investigate rural SETSs’ attrition factors and
find strategies to encourage early career SETs to
stay longer in rural areas.

Literature Review

Areas of Skills Early Career SETs Need More
Support

SET preparation research consistently showed
that early career SETs experience difficulties in
implementing specific skills required to fulfill their
roles and responsibilities. For example, many
beginning SETs shared challenges related to non-
instructional duties like excessive paperwork
(McLeskey et al., 2004), understanding the school
system (Kilgore et al., 2003), locating instructional
materials and resources (Whitaker, 2003), and
collaborating with general education teachers
(GETs) (Griffin et al., 2009). Other SETs shared that
they struggle with instructional duties, such as
teaching multiple subjects to a range of grade-level
students (Schwartzbeck et al., 2003). Unlike their
urban counterparts, rural SETs encounter
challenges related to the need for broader skills with
fewer potential supports (Fugua & Roberts, 2021).
They frequently teach a range of grades and
subjects with students with different disabilities
because of staff shortages (Brownell et al., 2005).
Adding to these challenges, early career SETs
perceived that they have little support from their
workplace to resolve these issues (Billingsley, 2010;
Bettini et al., 2016), which negatively affected their
instructional effectiveness (Bettini et al., 2016) and
increased teacher stress (Leko & Smith, 2010). In
response, Berry and Gravelle (2013) highlighted the
need for better support for rural SETs in these
challenging areas because such challenges cause
teacher job dissatisfaction and teacher attrition.
SETs are not always prepared appropriately for
their dynamic roles and responsibilities (Shepherd
et al., 2016).

Early Career Special Education Teachers

The Initial Special Education Preparation
Standards Council for Exceptional Children provide
guidance for preparing SET candidates (CET,
2012). The standards reflect the roles,
responsibilities, and expectations for early career
SETs. The expected competencies include: a)
understanding individual developmental and
learning differences, b) creating safe, inclusive, and
culturally responsive learning environments, c)
individualizing learning experience, d) using
multiple ways to assess students to make
instructional decisions, €) using evidence-based
instructional planning and strategies, f) using
professional learning and ethical practice, and g)
collaborating with other stakeholders. However,
when early career SETs start their profession, these
expectations depend on school-specific needs, and
are difficult to predict when accepting a teaching
position. Early career SETs who are not prepared
for their roles and responsibilities are less likely to
thrive and stay longer in the rural schools.

Field Experience as a Teacher Recruitment and
Retention Tool in Rural Areas

Field experience opportunities play a critical
role in preparing teacher candidates to be ready for
their profession. For example, field experience
provides practicing opportunities for preservice
teachers to transfer course knowledge into practice
(Brownell et al, 2020; National Education
Association, 2013). In addition, field experience
contributes to self-confidence in using required
skils to meet student needs. By practicing
professional skills, preservice teachers become
confident in making positive impacts on student
outcomes, which leads to the retention of early
career teachers (Burley et al., 1991).

To maximize their effectiveness, researchers
emphasized providing field experience
opportunities in authentic settings, and aligning the
field experience with coursework, teacher
competencies, and career expectations (e.g.,
Brownell et al., 2020; Darling-Hammond et al.,
2005; Kang et al., 2018; Shepherd et al., 2016).
Participating in field experience where authentic
interaction occurs with future colleagues and
students enables teacher candidates to become
active agents in a specific context and better
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understand the area’s norms and culture that are
hard to know as an outsider. For example, teacher
candidates report that immersion in urban
communities aids in the development of skills
necessary to independently teach in such
environments in the future (Anderson & Stillman,
2010). Knotts and Keesey (2016) also reported that
rural teacher candidates could find unique
communication methods  with educational
stakeholders after being immersed in the rural
community through field experience. Additionally,
such field experiences changed preservice
teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions about
schools and communities (Versland et al., 2020).
Furthermore, more community engagement helps
teachers’ career plans, especially for those who did
not come from the area surrounding a school
community (Ulfers, 2016). Such field experiences
have been used frequently as a teacher retention
and recruitment tool in rural areas (Versland et al.,
2020).

Theoretical Framework

Our theoretical framework includes situated
learning theory (Lave & Wegner, 1991) and
sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995). Both theories
amplify the rationale of providing location-specific
field experience. Situated learning theory indicates
the learning should occur in an authentic context to
get to know about ordinary teacher practice by
actively engaging in the learning activities (Brown et
al.,, 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991). In this situated
learning context, teacher candidates get to
experience the norms of future workplaces.
Although some of the norms are not explicitly
shared in public, getting to know about the hidden
rules is known as a critical factor in teacher success
and retention (Mastropieri, 2001). Sensemaking
theory (Weick, 1995) explains that SET roles and
responsibilities are hard to predict because of
misalignment between teacher preparation and
teacher roles and responsibilities. Indeed,
preparation programs cannot directly teach
everything needed related to details in diverse
contexts like student characteristics, service-
delivery model, instructional content, and non-
instructional responsibilities (Billingsley & Bettini,
2019); however, authentic field experiences help
early career SETs make sense of uncertain teacher

Early Career Special Education Teachers

roles and responsibilities by situating the knowledge
and experience they gained from their teacher
preparation programs with mentorship (Jones et al.,
2013; Mathews et al., 2017).

In teacher preparation,
cover the knowledge of teacher roles and
responsibilities and sometimes offer teacher
candidates aligned field experience. These courses
are offered before student teaching. Given that
these courses intend to help teacher candidates
understand teacher roles and responsibilities,
teacher candidates need to be involved in field
experience that is carefully aligned with coursework
(Leko et al., 2015). Without situated experience, it is
difficult to sense teachers’ roles and responsibilities.
However, little research has been conducted on
preclinical field experience, particularly with respect
to preparing SETs for roles and responsibilities in
rural classrooms (Azano & Steward, 2015).

preclinical courses

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to
examine the effects of preclinical field experience in
rural areas on SET candidates’ confidence and
perception of the preparedness. This study
addresses three main questions: (1) How do early
career SETs, prepared through rural education
experiences, report confidence in their preparation
and skills for teaching? (2) What components of
their preparation program do special education
teachers feel were the most beneficial for their
preparation? (3) What types of preparation did early
career SETs wish to have before starting their
teaching profession?

Methods

The university where this study took place is in
a large, rural county in the midwestern United
States. The university’s mission statement and
strategic initiative plans indicate that it places a high
value on professional-based learning and
community engagement. The teacher preparation
program at this university offers an undergraduate
level Elementary Education and Special Education
dual program for an initial teaching license. To
complete the special education teacher preparation
program, preservice SETs need to complete 137
credit hours related to Elementary Education and
Special Education. Additionally, teacher candidates
need to complete 40 hours of preclinical special
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education-related field experience before practicum
and student teaching. Those experiences align with
coursework and teacher competencies that
effective SETs need to demonstrate on their first
day of teaching (Table 1). The field experiences
occur at the surrounding rural school districts.

Participants in this study were graduates of the
special education preparation program where the
first author was a course instructor. Most students
enrolled in this program are considered first-time-in-
college (FTIC), beginning coursework immediately
after high school. According to the annual program
data, most students are white females (about 90%)
and from the three nearby midwestern states. About
half of these students come from rural areas, and
most of those students plan to return to their
hometowns after completing this program. Each
year over the last five years an average of 28
students have graduated with a special education
degree. Of those, about 99% of graduates had
teaching positions when graduating. Recently, the
rural area where the university is located has had
difficulty recruiting and retaining special education
teachers. As a result, some of the teacher
candidates from this program started their teaching
profession through a paid student teaching
incentive with a commitment to stay for several
years before moving.

Research Design

This study used a mixed method sequential
explanatory design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011)
to examine the effects of preclinical experience on
early career SETs  perceptions of their
effectiveness. This study used quantitative data
obtained through a survey with four-point Likert
scale questions (Phase One). The dataset does not
meet the assumptions for robust statistical analyses
(e.g., chi-square, factor analysis); therefore, only
descriptive statistics will be used to describe
findings. The findings of Phase One data were

Early Career Special Education Teachers

supplemented through qualitative data obtained
through semi-structured individual interviews
(Phase Two) (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) (Figure
1). In other words, we used qualitative interview
data to explain the quantitative survey findings. This
section explains the methods for each phase,
including participant recruitment process, data
collection and data analysis.

Phase One: Quantitative Data (Survey)

Participant Recruitment. We used social
media in recruiting participants to share their
perceptions of the effects of preclinical field
experience on their own preparedness and
confidence in using core skills for their teaching.
SETs with teaching experience totaling five years or
less were invited to participate in the survey, as
existing studies found that the first five years of
teaching experience is a critical period for teachers
to make decisions for their career plan of whether
stay in the profession or not (e.g., Hammerness,
2008). Participants were recruited for one month,
following the close of the school year. Of a potential
140 early career SETs who graduated within the five
years prior, 30 graduates (21%) responded to the
survey. It is unknown how many of these graduates
interacted with recruitment efforts on social media.

Participants. Most participants in this study
survey were white and female, reflecting the typical
demographics of U.S. educators (with white females
being about 80% of the whole population), and the
general population of this teacher education
program (Taie & Goldring, 2020). Out of 30 early
career SETs, 67% worked in special education
settings (e.g., resource rooms and self-contained
classrooms) while 20% worked in inclusive settings.
About 83% of the participants worked with students
in elementary grades (K-5) while 17% worked at
secondary grade levels (6—12) (Table 2).
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Table 1

Examples of Preclinical Field Experience Activities

Course Preclinical Activity purposes Activity description and settings Student
work Activities  aligned with products
course objectives
Intro SPED |  Service- To understand Interacting with individuals with Service-
learning diverse disabilities through recreational or learning
project individuals with educational activities (e.g., bowling, activity log
disabilities and crafting) at university campus or Reflection
their needs community locations (e.g., group homes, paper
community center, early childhood
center) depending on the activities
Intro SPED  Teacher To understand Observing students with disabilities in Observa-
1 observation teachers’ roles in  general and special education settings at  tion and
and supporting local schools and interviewing both interview
interview students’ unique  special and general education teachers log
project needs across of the focus student Reflection
settings paper
Special Life skill To provide life Inviting rural K—12 students with Life skill
Education field day skill lessons in moderate to severe disabilities to the lesson plan
Methods supporting university campus and teacher Reflection
Courses students with candidates delivering life skill lessons paper
disabilities
Collabor- To understand Collaborating and co-teaching with Observa-
ating and the roles and general education major teacher tion log
co-teaching responsibilities of candidates in delivering literacy lessons Lesson
days SETs in plan
collaborating with Reflection
GETs paper
Teaching To practice Planning for the full day lessons, Lesson
at rural multiple skills collaborating with SETs, and delivering plan
schools from coursework instructions; reflecting on their role as Reflection
to support prospective beginning SETs paper

student needs in
the classroom
settings
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Figure 1
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Table 2
Survey Participant Demographic Data

Early Career Special Education Teachers

Demographic N Percent
Gender

Male 2 6.7

Female 28 93.3
Race

Black or African American 1 3.3

White 28 93.3

Rather not to respond 1 3.3
Teaching experience

Less than 1 year 11 36.7

1-2 years 7 23.3

2-3 years 8 26.7

3-5 years 4 13.3
Grade levels of students

K-5 25 83.3

6-12 16.7
Classroom setting

Inclusion 6 20

Resource room 14 46.7

Self-contained classroom 7 23.3

Other 3 10

Data Collection and Data Analyses.

An online survey was developed based on other
studies of teachers’ perceptions of preparedness
and confidence in completing roles and
responsibilities (e.g., Condermann & Johnston-
Rodriguez, 2013). The purpose of the survey was to
examine SETs’ perceived preparedness and
confidence. This survey included two sections. The
first section includes ten questions about the
participants’ demographic information (e.g., age,
race, teaching experience, teaching placements)
(see Table 2). Two questions were about the
participants’ intentions to stay at their current
teaching sites the following year. The second
section of the survey contained questions about the
participants’ perceptions of their preparedness and
confidence in using specific teaching skills. The first
author reviewed preclinical courses and field
experience materials taught at the teacher
preparation program to develop the questions,
including course maps, course syllabi, and field
experience descriptions. The first author gathered
all course outcomes from each syllabus into a Word

document and eliminated identical ones. She
matched each course outcome with competencies
of the national CEC initial teaching standards
(2012). To compare participants’ perceptions on
their level of preparedness and confidence, the first
author duplicated each statement twice to make
parallel statements, starting with “l am well prepared
to...” and “l am confident in . . .”. One question
examined the degree to which the SETs agreed that
preclinical field experience had prepared them for
working with students with disabilities. This section
included 23 Likert-scale items (Appendix A).

Each statement used a four-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and
4 = strongly agree). The validity check was
conducted by two special education faculty
members of the teacher preparation program,
where participants of this survey completed their
degrees. Based on their feedback, minor editing for
wording was completed. Internal consistency was
measured via Cronbach’s alpha (a) coefficient to
investigate the reliability of survey items. The field’'s
acceptable criterion for a is greater or equal to .80
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(Henson, 2001). The score reliabilities across the
overall survey, preparedness, and confidence were
o= 0.95, 0.90, and 0.89, which indicated high
internal consistency. The online survey, vetted and
approved by Institutional Review Board (IRB) was
distributed via a Google Form. Descriptive statistics,
including mean score and standard deviation (SD),
were used to analyze the survey responses from
participants. We listed survey responses of the
highest to lowest mean scores of the two domains
to compare participants’ preparation and
confidence. Then, Q1, which measured the overall
preparedness and not specific skills, was removed,
and we grouped survey findings into tertiles (high,
middle, and low groups) based on participants’
responses. Tertiles (T1, T2, T3) on perceptions of
preparedness and perceptions were determined by
subtracting the minimum and maximum mean
scores, then dividing by three. T1 had a range of
scores from 3.7 to 3.51; T2 from 3.50 to 3.32; and
T3 from 3.31 to 3.13.

Phase Two: Qualitative Data

Recruitment for Interviews. Participants for
the semi-structured interviews were recruited
through the survey in the first phase of this study.
The survey's last question asked about their
intention to participate in the follow-up interview.
Four teachers initially agreed to participate, but one
of them could not complete the interview because of
a schedule conflict.

Participants. Three early career SETs
volunteered to participate in an interview. All
participants were white females representing the
general early career teacher population of the
region. They were teaching in the same rural area
where they had completed preclinical field
experience during the teacher preparation. Amy and
Shelby taught at an elementary school while Jane
was a middle school SET. Jane had completed a
semester of teaching, Shelby had completed her
second year of teaching, and Amy had completed
her first year of teaching. All the participant names
are pseudonyms.

Early Career Special Education Teachers

Interview Questions. Based on the survey
responses, interview questions were developed.
The interview protocol was approved through IRB.
Each interview asked interviewees about: (a)
teaching and profession context, (b) overall early
career teaching experience, (c) areas or aspects of
preclinical field experience beneficial for their
current teaching roles and responsibilities, and (d)
areas or aspects of preclinical field experience for
which they wished to be better prepared. Four
interviewing questions (see Appendix B) were
introduced during the interview to guide
conversation, but the participants were allowed to
share any aspects of unique experiences during
their preparation and practice.

Data Collection and Analysis. The first author
of this study and each participant met virtually using
Zoom. Each interview lasted between 30 and 60
minutes and was recorded. The researcher
transcribed each interview. The researcher and a
research assistant separately conducted inductive
coding to identify words, concepts, phrases, or
themes that frequently appear (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011). The research team cross checked
codes each other and found 95% agreement. After
discussion, they reached 100% agreement for the
initial coding. Then, the researchers engaged in
axial coding to do thematic analysis. Then, they
conducted within- and cross-case analyses to
reduce the risk of inferential errors that may arise
from using either method alone. Axial coding and
thematic analyses through within- and cross-case
analyses showed 100% agreement between
coders.

Findings

In this following section, we described findings
of each phase. Following guidelines for mixed
method study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), both
qualitative and quantitative findings will be
integrated in the discussion section.

Quantitative Findings from the Survey: Early
Career SETs’ Perceived Preparedness and
Confidence

The mean and SD for early career SETS’
preparedness and confidence scores for SETs
competencies are presented in Table 3. All means
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fall above 3.13, indicating that teachers feel more
prepared or confident than not. The range of means
across skills was from 3.13 to 3.7.

The average perceived preparedness from
three statements is slightly higher than perceived
confidence. While these differences are small and
would not show significance, for programmatic
purposes, the results may be helpful for gaining
insight into the experiences of preservice SETs. For
example, regarding the statement “create safe,
inclusive, culturally responsive learning
environments to students with exceptionalities,” the
results of the survey show higher preparedness
(Q4: M=3.7, SD=0.47) than confidence (Q5:
M=3.63, SD=0.49). The mean score for the
statement asking their preparedness for
collaboration skills with students’ families (Q20:

Table 3

Early Career Special Education Teachers

M=3.53, SD=0.63) was higher than the one for their
confidence in using the skill (Q21: M=3.4, SD=0.67).
Similarly, they responded that they were well
prepared to use collaboration skills with other
educators (Q22: M=3.5, SD=0.50), and they were
confident in doing this (Q23: M=3.37, SD=0.67). On
the other hand, the mean of six statements showed
a higher rating for confidence than preparedness.
The statements regarding “Professional learning
and ethical practice” (M=3.6, SD=0.62 for
preparedness; M=3.7, SD=0.47 for confidence) and
“Supporting social, emotional, and behavioral needs
of students” (M=3.23, SD=0.63 for preparedness;
M=3.3, SD=0.6 for confidence) are examples.
“Selecting” (Q12 & Q13: M=3.13, SD=0.73) or
‘using evidence-based instructional strategies”
(Q14 & Q15; M=3.23, SD=0.63), showed identical
means for preparedness and confidence (Table 3).

Descriptive Statistics for Early Career SETs’ Perceptions about Preparation and Confidence for SET

Roles and Responsibilities

Specific Skills CEC Preparation Confidence
Competency*
M SD M SD

Entered the field with appropriate knowledge and skills NA 3.27 0.64 * *
needed to immediately add value to the organization in
which | work.
Provide meaningful learning experiences to students with 1 3.64 0.49 3.67 0.48
exceptionalities.
Create safe, inclusive, culturally responsive learning 2 3.7 0.47 3.63 0.49
environments for students with exceptionalities.
Individualize learning for students with disabilities. 3 3.43 0.57 3.47 0.51
Supporting social, emotional, and behavioral needs of 3 3.23 0.63 3.3 0.6
students.
Use multiple methods of assessment and data sources in 4 3.2 0.61 3.23 0.63
making instructional decisions.
Select evidence-based instructional strategies. 5 3.13 0.73 3.13 0.73
Use evidence-based instructional strategies. 5 3.23 0.63 3.23 0.63
Adapt evidence-based instructional strategies. 5 3.2 0.67 3.27 0.64
Professional learning and ethical practice. 6 3.6 0.62 3.7 0.47
Use effective collaboration skills with families of students. 7 3.53 0.63 3.4 0.67
Use effective collaboration skills with other educators. 7 3.57 0.50 3.37 0.67

Notes. This competency is based on CEC initial teacher competency.
* There was no survey item investigating the overall confidence.
Each statement used a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree.
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Ranked Skills Based on Mean Scores of Perceptions about Preparation and Confidence for SET Roles and

Table 4
Responsibilities
Tercile  Perception of preparation

Perceptions of confidence

by skills in implementing skills
(Survey #) (Survey #)
M SD M SD
Create safe, inclusive, 3.7 047 Using professional learning 3.7 0.47
culturally responsive and ethical practice (Q19)
learning environments to
students with
exceptionalities (Q4)
Higher Provide meaningful learning 3.64 0.49  Provide meaningful learning 3.67 048
experiences to students with experiences to students with
exceptionalities (Q2) exceptionalities (Q3)
Using professional learning 3.6  0.62 Create safe, inclusive, 3.63 0.49
and ethical practice (Q18) culturally responsive learning
environments to students with
exceptionalities (Q5)
Use effective collaboration 3.57 0.50
skills with other educators
(Q22)
Use effective collaboration 3.53 0.63
skills with families of
students (Q20)
Individualize learning for 3.47 0.51
students with disabilities (Q7)
Middle Individualize learning for 3.43 0.57 Use effective collaboration 3.4 0.67
students with disabilities skills with families of students
(Q6) (Q21)
Use effective collaboration 3.37 0.67
skills with other educators
(Q23)
Supporting social, 3.23 0.63  Supporting social, emotional, 3.3 0.6
emotional, and behavioral and behavioral needs of
needs of students (Q8) students (Q9)
Use evidence-based 3.23 0.63 Adapt evidence-based 3.27 0.64
instructional strategies instructional strategies (Q17)
(Q14)
Lower Use multiple methods of 3.2 0.61  Use multiple methods of 3.23 0.63
assessment and data assessment and data sources
sources in making in making instructional
instructional decisions (Q10) decisions (Q11)
Adapt evidence-based 3.2 0.67 Use evidence-based 3.23 0.63
instructional strategies instructional strategies (Q15)
(Q16)
Select evidence-based 3.13 0.73 Select evidence-based 3.13 0.73

instructional strategies
(Q12)

instructional strategies (Q13)
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Researchers ranked  SETS’ perceived
preparedness and confidence scores into ‘high,
middle, and low’ tertiles (Table 4). Perceptions of
confidence in implementing skills indicated similar
findings to the perception of preparedness, with only
subtle differences. Creating or providing meaningful
learning environments to students with disabilities
(CEC 1, 2), pursuing life-long professional learning
or ethical practices (CEC 6), and using collaboration
Skills with other fellow educators or families of
students with disabilities (CEC 7) were ranked into
the higher group of perceptions of preparation by
skills. Individualizing learning for students with
disabilities (CEC 3) was ranked in the middle group
in preparation, along with confidence in using
collaboration skills (CEC 7). SETs’ perceptions of
preparation in supporting social, emotional, and
behavioral needs of students (CEC 3), using
multiple assessments and data sources in making
instructional decisions (CEC 4), and selecting,
using, and adapting evidence-based instructional
strategies (CEC 5) were listed in the lower group.

Qualitative Findings from Interviews:
Reflections on Early Career SETs

Findings from interviews with three of the early
career SETs provided more in-depth information to
understand the survey findings. Through dialogue,
researchers were able to decipher what skills
participants wished they had more preparation for
and their suggestions for how to implement
changes. This section shares findings of: (a) field
experiences that early career SETs felt beneficial,
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and (b) areas and aspects of field experience that
early career SETs felt needed improvement (see
Table 5).

Supportive Preclinical Field Experiences

All three teachers agree that their preclinical
field experience was beneficial for their current
practice. Through the thematic analysis,
researchers were able to identify two overall themes
related to which aspects of preclinical field
experiences they found beneficial along with
additional sub-themes (see Table 4).

Classroom Experience. These three teachers
stated that having classroom experience was
helpful for developing a sense of classroom
cultures, and that lived experience helped them
make a smooth transition into their current teaching
position.

Jane described the preclinical experience as
“eye-opening” because it helped her better
understand school expectations of SETs during her
teacher preparation. Jane also said interacting with
students and practicing aligning standards,
instruction, and assignments were helpful. At the
end of the preclinical field experience, Jane had to
take a long-vacant SET position prior to completing
student teaching. Although she did not have enough
time to prepare for her new classroom, Jane
reflected that she could complete most of her duties
with success. Jane shared that her preclinical field
experience made her feel confident and prepared
on her first day of teaching.
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Table 5

Interview Summary

Early Career Special Education Teachers

Jane Amy Shelby
Beneficial Classroom experience Classroom experience Classroom experience
Areas and e Interacting with e Staying in the e Starting field experience
Aspects of students in the classroom in the real classroom
Preclinical classrooms from freshmen was
Field « practicing aligning helpful
experience standard, instruction, e Coming up with
and assignments strategies based on the
needs of students with
students
¢ Meaningful and ¢ Meaningful and e Meaningful and
authentic tasks authentic tasks authentic tasks
e Saw an IEP ¢ Reviewed IEP ¢ Always practiced
documents through document through collaboration strategy
IEP software that scavenger hunt not only in the field
teachers are using ¢ Special education experience but also
¢ Practice collaboration teacher showed how during course work
all the time, that is to use online software e Collaboration as a
what she uses every to complete IEPs critical survival strategy
day as a special
teacher
Challenging Difficulty in transferring Difficulty in transferring Difficulty in transferring
Areas and knowledge into practice knowledge into practice knowledge into practice
Aspects of e understanding e |[EP amendment and e Completing IEPs
Preclinical paperwork (e.g., progress monitoring e Documenting student
Field goals, progress e Connecting data progress
Experience monitoring) collection with IEP o Data collection
e Updating progress goals
monitoring
Need practicing with Lack of knowledge and
authentic student training
samples. e Behavior and
¢ Practicing paperwork classroom
Lack of knowledge and management

training
e Collaborating and
communicating with
family

e Parent teacher
conference with
families

Shelby shared that having field experiences in
various classrooms from her first year at college
was powerful because those experiences helped
her think through strategies to meet students’
needs.

You are immediately in the classrooms (during)
freshman year—you’re in the classrooms. . . . |
had all my practical experiences . . . like all of
the different field experiences. They prepare
you to like think on your feet. | had it all planned
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out then when | go there, | was told that three of
my kindergarteners didn't speak very
much English. So you just kind of have to think
on your feet. And | think all the experiences . . .
definitely helped. (Shelby, personal
communication, June 28, 2019)

Meaningful and Authentic Tasks. Teachers
felt that the preclinical field experience was
beneficial because those experiences included
meaningful and authentic tasks. Teachers shared
moments describing how |IEP-related activities or
collaboration practice were meaningful to them.

IEP-Related Activities. Amy said that she
loved the preclinical field experience as a part of her
coursework because she was able to see how the
knowledge learned from the coursework applied to
what she would do in her future teaching. She also
mentioned that those experiences were authentic
and based on hands-on activities. Specific
examples for those activities include IEP scavenger
hunt or writing IEPs by using electronic IEP
software, SPED track. “She showed us SPED track
at that time. And I'm grateful because that’'s what we
use (Amy, personal communication, June 25,
2019). Jane shared looking at the actual IEP was
meaningful.

[My cooperating teacher] opened up SPED
track, which is the program that we used, and
she showed us kind of how to navigate around.
And that was the first time | had seen like a real
IEP. So that was very eye opening for
me. (Jane, personal communication, June 24,
2019)

Collaboration. Jane and Shelby shared that
practicing co-teaching and collaborating with
general education teacher candidates during
teacher preparation helped their level and quality of
collaboration with other educators at their current
workplace.

We practiced collaborating during college all the
time. And (now) | have an hour each day where
I meet with my team. And so, we're able to talk
about like kids and what's going on, if they have
like behaviors that are coming out or missing
assignments. Just simple things like that can do
so much for a team and for your kids and for like
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the whole level aspect is great. (Jane, personal
communication, June 24, 2019)

Besides roles and responsibilities SETs need to
do, Shelby highlighted collaborating as a critical
strategy for early career SETs, which is why her
preclinical field experience was beneficial for her
current practice.

It's easy for first- or second-year teachers to get
discouraged, because it is so overwhelming.
And what | usually tell people is like go and find
your person. And | think we get told that in
college all the time. . . . Go find your someone
that you can complain to about the stupid
things, that you can cry to when you're
frustrated, that you can go get lunch with. You
have to have a person or school, or a couple
that you canrelyon . .. If you don'’t, that's where
| see people like exiting the career, not being a
teacher anymore, because you can’t do it alone
raising all these kids and making sure they get
their education. It is such a team effort. . . .We
also always did group projects. Whether you
hate group projects or not. It's definitely a group
effort. (Shelby, personal communication, June
28, 2019)

Preclinical Field Experience for Which SETs
Wished to Be Better Prepared

During the interviews, all three early career
SETs reported that although they had the
knowledge of many aspects of their practice (e.g.,
IEPs, behavior management, collaboration), they
felt underprepared to implement this knowledge and
lacked confidence that their skills were applied
appropriately. In this section, researchers organized
teachers’ voices according to these themes (See
Table 4).

Applying Course Knowledge in Practice. All
three teachers shared their lack of preparation and
confidence in writing IEPs. They admitted that they
were prepared for writing IEPs in some ways, but
they did not feel completely prepared. They also
reported that they wished to have more preparation
for IEP-related skills, including data collection,
progress monitoring, and amendments.

IEP Writing. Shelby shared the challenges of
applying her course knowledge on writing IEPs. She
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learned about IEPs from courses, and she felt she
knew enough about completing them. However,
actually writing an IEP was a different story.

| did not feel as prepared in was kind of all the
different IEPs. . . . We have our transition class
and assessment class, and those two are great.
But | know that like sitting down and writing my
first IEP for the first time and (like) making sure
I check all the boxes and all the different
changes. . .. | knew what an IEP was. | knew
how to kind of write one. But like sitting down
and writing one | was like “HUH?” . . . | didn’t
know exactly what | should have been doing or
(like) different steps. (Shelby, personal
communication, June 28, 2019)

Progress Monitoring. All three teachers were
concerned that they did not feel confident
monitoring student progress or doing service
amendments based on process monitoring. For
example, Jane faced a challenging moment when
she had to update an |IEP for her students only two
days after starting her teaching, and she needed to
evaluate if the student met benchmarks of existing
IEP goals.

I had to go through all of their goals and find like
three to four samples to file away and | just |
was not very comfortable with going through all
of their paperwork and like making sure that it
met their goals. And a lot of it was because |
didn’t write those goals. And | didn’t have a full
understanding of what they were looking for. It
stressed me out. (Jane, personal
communication, June 24, 2019)

Shelby also expressed being overwhelmed in
documenting student progress.

We do a lot with like individual lesson planning
and assessment and things like that. But when
it comes to like chronological from point A to
point B over like a hundred-day time frame. |
think that was a little bit overwhelming . . . |
struggled with a lot my first year is documenting
my progress notes. All the goals my kids had
and having to write their progress on the
progress notes. | would get to some of them and
be like, “oh crap, | did not document this very
well my first year.” And | am still kind of
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struggling with that my second year. I've gotten
better . . . being able to think ahead. (Shelby,
personal communication, June 28, 2019)

Amy wished she had more experience making
IEP amendments because she did not know about
it before doing it for her students:

Since college, we were exposed to the IEP, and
we ended up doing a few IEPs. I'm glad that |
had that. But | also wished | would have had
more experience with like amendments to IEPs,
because | had no clue that was something or
progress reports at the end of every semester.
Let's say we have a first-grader coming into
second grade. We have to amend their service
times. Let’s stay in first grade they only provide
you like 30 minutes for reading. And second
grade they provide you 50 minutes. So | would
have to call the parents and say: “Hi, | need to
amend your child’s minutes for services next
year because second grade is at different times.
Would that be okay?” And they have to say yes
or hopefully not no. But after that | have to go
through and do like a notice of action and all this
stuff to amend their service minutes. | wish |
would have been prepared for that. (Amy,
personal communication, June 25, 2019)

Data Collection. Three teachers shared their
challenges related to data collection, which also
affected IEP writing components. For example,
Jane shared that she had to lead IEP meetings
several days after being hired. Jane said it was
challenging to create IEPs for students she had just
met, and she was not sure what data to collect to
write students’ present-level statements. Similarly,
Amy also wished she had learned to collect
behavioral data explicitly.

Another thing is | wish they would have done a
class with that showed you how to take data
collection. For their IEP goals, because trying to
look at a bunch of IEP goals and then think of
ways to take that data collection took me awhile
to figure out as well. That is definitely something
with data collections that paperwork side. (Amy,
personal communication, June 25, 2019)

Shelby was unsure what documents she
needed or what data to collect, saying “Okay, | have
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this progress note due in two weeks. What
documentation do | need? What do | need to do in
my classroom? Do | need to do a running record?”
(Shelby, personal communication, June 28, 2019).

Need to Practice with More Authentic
Samples. The teachers pointed out the need for
practicing with student samples, which would help
them learn and sustain knowledge. Jane shared
practicing with student samples would be helpful.

It would be very beneficial to get a ton of work
samples from children and tell the SET student:
“Hey, find um, find this child’s comprehension.”
And then like having to go through those
documents and say like, “Oh, this child has this
much comprehension.” Just getting the
experience of going through the paperwork and
the data and finding those tasks. (Jane,
personal communication, June 24, 2019)

Lack of Knowledge and Training. SETs felt
they needed more training in several areas,
including behavior and classroom management,
collaborating with parents, and parent—teacher
conferences.

Behavior and Classroom Management. Amy
said her class had more than five students with
behavior issues, so she wished for more field
experience activities related to classroom
management. “More behavior. | felt like | was very
unprepared for. And | know this year this coming
year | think | have five or six kiddos with behavior.
So thatll be interesting” (Amy, personal
communication, June 25, 2019).

Collaborating with Parents. All interviewees
wished to have had more preparation in
collaborating with parents in several ways. For
example, Jane said,

| was just in shock whenever | found out the
kids’ home lives. Just the, um, the poverty
levels, the experience that they've gone
through. | wasn’t prepared for that. So it was so
hard not to—like get too attached. And not want
to—‘cause |-you can’t do anything about it. So,
that was my hardest thing is just trying to
realize, like y'’know, I'm doing all | can here. And
you just hope they have help at home. (Jane,
personal communication, June 24,2019)
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Jane continued,

Parent contact could be a little bit more helpful.
We did practice in practicum a little bit with
reaching out to the parents and writing a letter.
But even working on like—y’know not only
greeting them, just one time when you start, but
reaching out to them and talking to them. Like—
| tried to reach out at least once a month and
not only give like anegative thing. But just
praise the child on what they’re doing as well.
Just the progress, a little bit more parent
contact, and just getting experience to
understand that you can't control what’s going
on at home (Jane, personal communication,
June 24, 2019).

Parent-Teacher Conferences. Like Jane,
Amy wished to have learned more about leading
parent—teacher conferences in special education.
Although she practiced a parent-teacher
conference in elementary education courses and
she knew she worked for a special education
teacher, she did not think about preparing for
special education-related parent—teacher meetings.

| think even like if we were to have done like a
practice parent—teacher conference. But we did
a practice one. And | remember in one of my
regular ed classes . . . | wish like | would have
been on the special ed side of a parent—teacher
conferences before | went into one this year.
Because | like, | don't know whatto say ... The
first one | remember | just felt like | said a lot of
negative stuff, and I'm like | really wish | would
have done like a positive, negative, positive
type of a thing. (Amy, personal communication,
June 25, 2019)

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the
perceived preparedness and confidence of early
career SETs who had rural field experiences. This
study argued that the preclinical field experience
activities in rural areas improve preservice SETS’
sensemaking about their roles and responsibilities
at their future workplaces and help SETs pursue
their careers in the same area. Findings of this study
provided a compelling rationale for teacher
educators in rural areas to find ways to facilitate
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preclinical field experience for preservice SETs at
the surrounding rural schools. Beginning SETs who
completed preclinical field experiences at rural
areas before practicum and student teaching
showed overall positive views of their preclinical
field experiences; however, they also shared the
areas where they wished to have more field
experience. Survey results and interview responses
resulted in a deeper understanding of which skills
most contributed to confidence and knowledge
reflections. For example, when examining the
ranked preparation and confidence items (Table 4),
themes reported in interviews (Table 5) supported
and clarified why some survey items had greater
variation and lower mean scores. This section
discusses early career SETs’ preparedness and
confidence based on the synthesis of the findings of
the survey and interviews and the preclinical field
experience activities.

How and Why Did Early Career SETs Feel
Confident and Prepared?

Survey responses (Q2-5 & 18-19) paired with
interview responses (see Table 5) confirm that early
career SETs felt prepared and confident in providing
quality learning environments or experience,
creating safe, inclusive learning environments for
students  with  exceptionalities, and using
professional learning and ethical practices. As
Shelby shared during the interview, the authentic
learning environment of preclinical placements in
rural education classrooms supported teacher
candidates in developing routines  and
understanding responsibilities and roles in such
skills. Indeed, observing the unique roles of
teachers in local rural settings through Teacher
Observation and Interview Projects, in addition to
Teaching at Rural Schools (Table 1), helped them
to integrate skills in their current practice.

While both prepared and confident in individual
teaching pedagogy, early career SETs responded
that they felt highly prepared but are less confident
in using interactive skills such as collaborating with
families (Q20 & Q21), collaborating with colleagues
(Q 22 & Q 23), and managing student behaviors (Q8
& Q9) in the survey (Table 3). During the interviews,
SETs shared their confidence in collaborating with
other educators. Through co-teaching and

Early Career Special Education Teachers

collaboration days, indeed, teacher candidates
collaborated with other teacher candidates or other
school personnel (Table 1). In addition,
interviewees responded that they had multiple
group work opportunities with instructors’ explicit
guidance for collaboration with other educators.
However, their work environment and personnel
dynamics in their workplace seem to reflect their
confidence in collaborating with other educators. On
the other hand, these teachers did not have as
many opportunities to practice collaborating with
family members. Early career SETs wished to have
had more practicing opportunities to communicate
with parents or lead parent—teacher conferences
with families with disabilities. Lastly, early career
SETs expressed a desire to have more experience
in behavior management and progress monitoring.
Several of the areas in which SETs felt
underprepared (e.g., parent contact, managing IEP
meetings) are activities that are frequently led by
fully licensed teachers both for legal reasons and for
protective reasons. These data show the
importance  of close alignments between
coursework and field experiences (Leko et al.,
2015) and the need to continue to develop
experiences to supplement those that cannot be
authentically experienced in the practicum
environments.

How and Why Did Early Career SETs Not Feel
Confident and Prepared?

Despite intense preclinical field experience
opportunities, participants in this study shared the
areas where they wished to have had more
preparation. The survey findings showed that SETs
felt both less prepared and less confident in
supporting social, emotional, and behavioral needs,
using multiple methods of assessment and data
sources in making instructional decisions, and
selecting, using, and adapting evidence-based
strategies. On the other hand, the common
challenge addressed during interviews was
completing IEPs, understanding their connections
with data collection, and progress monitoring.
These teachers shared that they learned how to
complete IEPs during the teacher preparation
program; however, they felt using the knowledge to
complete their roles and responsibilities is another
story. The gap between SETs perceived
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preparation and confidence in these areas is
understandable given that no specific field
experience was assigned for |IEP-related activities
(Table 1), and IEPs consist of comprehensive
paperwork that is impossible to practice within one
specific field experience. Although teachers shared
excitement about an IEP electronic software
program, it is surely difficult for teachers to use the
program without the foundational understanding of
IEPs. This is not the first study to note that IEP
paperwork and data-driven practices are areas that
need more support and continue to be an area that
all programs can benefit from examining (Hester et
al., 2020; Poznanski et al., 2018; Robinson et al.,
2019; Rokowski, 2020).

Limitations

This study has several methodological
limitations. All participating teachers completed one
specific SET preparation program. Also, three SETs
who participated in the interviews worked for a
single school district. These factors make this
study’s findings difficult to generalize in other school
districts, regions, and states. Therefore, future
research needs to replicate this study by recruiting
beginning SETs in different locations who started
their teaching profession in the areas where they
had preclinical field experience.

This study explored the teachers’ perceived
preparedness and confidence in using skills related
to SET roles and responsibilities. Several factors
might affect teacher responses. For example,
clinical activities like student teaching might affect
preservice SETs understanding of roles and
responsibilities. In addition, work environment,
including administrator support, collaborations with
other school personnel, and professional
development resources, shapes the quality of early
career SETs' professional experience (e.g.,
Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Therefore, future
research needs to control for these variables in
analyzing the effects of preclinical field experience
on early career SETs’ experience.
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Implications
Implications for Teacher Educators

Preclinical field experience placements aid
teacher candidates in developing a sense of
confidence in applying what they have learned in
the classroom to their future practice. While SETs
felt more prepared and confident for the skills that
they had practiced during preclinical field
experience, they did not feel confident in some
skills, such as IEP drafting skills or collaborating
with families because the skills were hardly included
in the designated preclinical field experience.
However, shaping more professional-based and
authentic field experience would not be possible
without having strong partnerships with surrounding
school districts.

Therefore, teacher educators need to engage in
continuous collaboration with local schools in
providing a variety of preclinical field experience. In
addition, teacher educators need to consider having
strategic curriculum plans, aligning coursework and
preclinical field experience (Leko & Smith, 2010)
with effective pedagogies. For example, SETs in
this study shared that they were excited to learn
about the materials they would use in their future
classroom. However, those SETs reported
difficulties in completing IEPs because they were
not sure how collecting data, progress monitoring,
and drafting PLAAFP statements and |IEP goals
relate with each other. Bruner’'s spiral curriculum
(2009) suggests that students learn better when key
concepts are repeated but with varying intensity
throughout the curriculum. Teacher educators will
need to use effective scaffolding pedagogical
strategies (e.g., reflection, connotation, interleaving)
along with revisiting key concepts so that teacher
candidates can make connections with [EP
components in the big picture and make sense of
applying the whole process in their profession.

Implications for Researchers

This study suggests the need for research
examining outcomes of providing profession-based
authentic and diverse field experience in multiple
aspects. First, future research needs to examine the
effects of preclinical field experience on SETs’ intent
to stay at their workplace. To discuss SET retention,
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the additional data to be collected should include
quality of work environment (e.g., opportunities for
SETs to grow, collaborate, mentorship). The
targeting outcome is not only limited to the position
of early career teachers but also needs to include
administrator satisfaction. In addition, future
research needs to pay attention to student
outcomes because the foundational goal for teacher
preparation and field experience is to provide
positive impacts on students with disabilities.

Implications for School Administrators

This study also indicates the need for rural
school administrators to clarify SET roles and
responsibilities and communicate these
expectations with preservice teachers, teacher
educators, and early career SETs. Given the critical
impact of role confusion on SET attrition, school
administrators need to collaborate with teacher
educators to provide more practicing opportunities
for preservice SETs in the building, aiming for
recruiting new SETs who could remain for long
periods of time at the school (Gehrke & McCoy,
2007; Versland et al., 2020). To facilitate teacher
retention, school administrators need to provide
practicing teachers and mentors with continuous
training on how to support each other and
collaborate. SETs leave the field when SETs feel
the workplace is not favorable for personal and
professional growth (Billingsly & Bettini, 2019).
When SETs get more support from colleagues, they
are known to feel less stress and burnout and are
less likely to plan to leave (Berry et al.,, 2011;
Garwood et al., 2018). Thus, administrators need to
establish supportive teaching environments.

Conclusion

This study provides an initial examination of
early career SETs’ perceptions of preclinical field
experience and its influence on their preparedness
and confidence in exercising the expected teacher
roles and responsibilities. Despite  some
methodological limitations and affecting variables,
the findings of this study underscore the idea that
preclinical field experience plays a critical role in
shaping teachers’ perceptions of preparedness and
confidence. Also, the areas in which SETs need
more support indicate that teacher educators must
provide more experiential opportunities during
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teacher preparation. Careful consideration of
adding and aligning field experiences to reinforce
teacher candidates’ course knowledge can improve
their perceptions of preparedness and confidence
as early career SETs. These efforts will help SETs
become more prepared for their roles and
responsibilities, feel more positive self-efficacy, and,
with support, remain in their workplace.
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Appendix A. List of Survey Iltems

As a graduate of the Special Education Program, | entered the field with appropriate knowledge and
skills needed to immediately add value to the organization in which | work.

| am well prepared to provide meaningful learning experiences to students with exceptionalities.

I am confident in using my knowledge about exceptionalities to provide meaningful experience to
students with exceptionalities.

I am well prepared to create safe, inclusive, culturally responsive learning environments to students
with exceptionalities.

| am confident in creating safe, inclusive, culturally responsive learning environments to students with
exceptionalities.

| am well prepared to individualize learning for students with disabilities.
| am confident in individualizing learning for students with disabilities.

I am well prepared in supporting the social, emotional, and behavioral needs of the students/adults that
| work with.

I am confident in using supporting the social, emotional, and behavioral needs of the students/adults
that | work with.

I am well prepared to use multiple methods of assessment and data sources in making instructional
decisions.

| am confident to use multiple methods of assessment and data sources in making instructional
decisions.

I am well prepared to select evidence-based instructional strategies to advance learning of students
with disabilities.

| am confident in selecting evidence-based instructional strategies to advance learning of students
with disabilities.

| am well prepared to use evidence-based instructional strategies to advance learning of students with
disabilities.

| am confident in using evidence-based instructional strategies to advance learning of students with
disabilities.

| am well prepared to adapt evidence-based instructional strategies to advance learning of students
with disabilities.

| am confident in adapting evidence-based instructional strategies to advance learning of students
with disabilities.

I am well prepared to engage in the lifelong learning to advance the profession.

| am able to continuously learn and adapt to new environments.

I am well prepared to use effective collaboration skills with families of my students.
I am confident in using effective collaboration skills with families of my students.

| am well prepared to use effective collaboration skills with other educators (e.g., paraprofessionals,
general education teachers, administrators).

. | am confident in using effective collaboration skills (e.g., paraprofessionals, general education
teachers, administrators).
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Appendix B. Interview Guiding Questions

1. Please describe your current teaching position (e.g., setting, grade, student profiles under your caseload,
years of your teaching experience).

2. How was your experience as a special education teacher?

3. From your teaching preparation program, what areas or aspects of your preparation (e.g., course work,
experience) were the most beneficial for you to be a strong special education teacher?

4. What areas of preparation did you wish to have before starting your teaching?
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This phenomenological study investigated community leaders’ perceptions of the small, rural
community college contributing to quality of life. Guided by the Community Capitals Framework
(Flora & Flora, 2013), six focus group interviews were conducted across three communities in the
Midwest that included 39 participants selected through key informant sampling. The study found that
community leaders perceive the small rural community college contributing to quality of life through
three major themes: a) providing access and opportunity, b) economic and workforce development,
and c) partnerships. Findings suggest that small, rural community colleges contribute to quality of
life by increasing human and social capital through the themes. Implications for practice include
increasing student support services resources at community colleges, increasing service learning
through partnerships, and developing a framework for self-assessment to further develop the small,
rural community college understanding of its impact on developing human capital and social capitals.

Keywords: community college; community leader; quality of life; rural life

Rural and urban communities are two distinct
environments. Rural communities offer natural
resources, wide open spaces, less dense
population, which makes them attractive to many
residents. While they seek to provide a good quality
of life for their residents, many rural communities
experience social and economic challenges due to
lack of resources including human and financial
capitals (Morgan & Lambe, 2009). These
communities experience declining population,
higher unemployment, and insufficient resources
(Crookston & Hooks, 2012; Friedel & Reed, 2019).
As a result, rural communities often rely on
assistance from a variety of organizations, such as
non-profit ~ groups, educational institutions,
community foundations, government agencies, and
public—private partnerships (Crookston & Hooks,
2012). One of the tools available to rural
communities to assist with development issues is
the small, rural community college.

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to explore how
rural community leaders perceived the small, rural
community college contributing to quality of life in a
rural community. Previous studies have explored
rural communities and examined particular
challenges they face in today’s society. In addition,
previous studies have been conducted examining
the concept of quality of life. Other research studies
have analyzed the rural community college to help
shed light on the functionality, mission, and purpose
of this type of institution. Brisolara (2019) states,
“Less attention at a national level has been centered
on the role that institutions of higher education can
play in improving conditions and possibilities for
rural people” (p. 11). The existent literature is devoid
of research focusing specifically on how the small,
rural community college contributes to quality of life
in the rural community. Rural communities
represent a significant portion of places and
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population in the United States. Rural community
leaders play a particularly pivotal role in rural
communities due to population decline. Rural
communities do not have a large pool of residents
to draw from to fill leadership roles. As a result, the
views and perceptions of these rural community
leaders become valuable sources of insight into
challenges facing rural communities. In addition,
rural community colleges provide educational
services and programs to a large number of
students across the nation who reside in rural
communities. Rural students may rely on the rural
community college for services and programs due
to a lack of access to those services and programs
elsewhere in the community. As a result, the rural
community college can serve multiple purposes to
rural students and residents. Therefore, it is
important to know how rural community colleges
contribute to the rural communities they serve. This
study contributes to that knowledge by focusing
specifically on exploring how rural community
leaders perceive the small, rural community college
as a contributor to quality of life in a rural
community.

One research question guided this study: How
do community leaders perceive the small, rural
community college as a contributor to quality of life?

Literature Review

Community colleges often have a noticeable
relationship with the communities they serve
(Torres et al.,, 2013). Yang and Venezia (2020)
stated, “almost 60 million people, or 20% of the
population, live in rural America” (p. 424). In the
United States, there are 553 rural community
college districts and 922 rural campuses. This figure
represents almost 60% of all community college
campuses across the nation (Hardy & Katsinas,
2007). In fall 2019, 5.5 million students were
enrolled in public two-year colleges. About 1.9
million students were full-time, and 3.6 million were
part-time (Community College FAQs, n.d.). Rural
community colleges “serve changing student
populations, the result of growing numbers of non-
traditional students, dislocated workers, and
individuals looking to increase their work skills”
(Howley et al., 2013, p. 2).

Community Leaders’ Perceptions

A small, rural community college is defined as
those institutions with less than 2,500 annual
unduplicated student enrollments (Hardy &
Katsinas, 2007). These community colleges show
mean enrollments per district of 1,699 and 1,155 per
campus (Hardy & Katsinas, 2007). Rural
communities often rely more heavily on the
community college to function as a catalyst for
social and economic development in the region
(Friedel & Reed, 2019; Torres et al., 2013) than their
urban counterparts. Miller and Deggs (2012) stated
“rural settings typically have lower education
completion levels, higher than national average
obesity rates, poor health, and lower than national
average wage earning” (p. 331). Rural communities,
according to Yang and Venezia (2020) have
“struggled with low-skilled economies, poverty,
outmigration of young and educated people, and
lower educational attainment” (p. 424). Yang and
Venezia (2020), citing Hillygus (2005), state “of all
these struggles, educational attainment is probably
the most critical because of its strong ties to
employment, income, and civic participation” (p.
424). Citing Drabenstott, Novack, and Weiler
(2004), Torres et al. (2013) noted there are
important elements that rural regions need in order
to grow that require the involvement of the
community college: “engagement by higher
education, an entrepreneurial culture, and
educational and training programs that serve the
region’s needs” (p. 4).

The rural community college serves a unique
role, different from the urban community college
(Howley et al.,, 2013). Previous studies have
documented the role of the rural community college
as a cultural center, sometimes being the only
source of cultural activities and cultural awareness
for students and residents (Cejda, 2012; Howley et
al., 2013; Miller & Kissinger, 2007; Pennington et
al., 2006). Garrett et al. (2021) stated, “The
community college is a key access point for an
increasingly diverse student population. The rural
community college is even more critical to students
given the potential distance to a more diverse and
more urban institution — and the challenges a long
commute can bring” (p. 108).

Rural community colleges face a unique set of
challenges that differentiate them from community
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colleges in urban settings. Other studies have
shown that community colleges in rural areas
experience a challenge of providing their programs
and services to a population that is spread out over
a larger geographic area (Cejda, 2012; Pennington
et al., 2006). Geography is a challenge for rural
community colleges for several reasons. Crookston
and Hooks (2012) noted that “many rural Americans
reside in areas that are not within reasonable
commuting distance to a community college” (p.
351). Students face additional barriers such as
increased transportation costs when they must
travel significant distances in a rural area in order to
pursue higher education (Howley et al., 2013).
Other studies have noted that the limitations caused
by geography may create barriers for the rural
community college to recruit and retain faculty and
staff (Cejda, 2010; Pennington et al., 2006).

Previous studies show that the discussion of the
challenges facing rural community colleges is
ongoing (Cejda, 2012; Eddy, 2007; Garza & Eller,
1998; Hardy & Katsinas, 2007; Miller & Kissinger,
2007; Torres et al., 2013; Vineyard, 1979). Further
understanding the role of the community college in
a rural community is important to helping local
students be successful in entering the college
environment after they complete high school (Hlinka
et al.,, 2015). Hlinka (2017) states, “community
college freshmen tend to be less college-ready,
have access to fewer financial resources, and
possess lower social resources” (p. 145). Rural
students have “less college access, less institutional
choice, and lower graduation rates” (Yang and
Venezia, 2020, p. 424). Rural communities often
experience the “brain drain” phenomenon described
by Sowl et al. (2022) as, “the funneling out of
talented young people from rural areas in search of
better opportunities” (p. 303).

With the review of literature, there are gaps in
the existing literature that need to be addressed.
Most of the research existing on rural community
colleges is more than five years old. This presents
an urgent need for additional studies examining the
rural community college and its broader impact on
the rural community. This study helps address that
need by making an important contribution that
builds on existing literature by linking together
previous research that identified challenges
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experienced by rural communities and rural

community colleges.
Definitions

For the purposes of this study, the following
definitions will be used:

Community Leader

The authors operationalized the definition of a
community leader based on the research question
guiding this study: A person who has lived in,
worked in, or both, in a community in this study and
has a level of understanding of the community as a
result of professional or civic involvement in the
community. Due to the nature of their involvement,
a person has a position, or role, in the community
that could be described as a leadership role.

Descriptive Coding
Descriptive coding is defined as:

Assigns labels to data to summarize in a word
or short phrase the basic topic of a passage of
qualitative data. Provides an inventory of topics
for indexing and categorizing. Appropriate for
virtually all qualitative studies, but particularly
for beginning qualitative researchers learning
how to code data, ethnographies, and studies
with a wide variety of data forms (Saldana,
2013, p. 262).

Rural Community

Hancks (2011) cited The Center for the Study of
Rural Librarianship at Clarion University of
Pennsylvania as the source of two definitions for the
term “rural community”. The first definition, provided
by the United States Census Bureau, refers to any
community with up to 2,500 people. The second
definition refers to a community of up to 25,000
people living outside a metropolitan area. For this
study, the second definition is more appropriate
because it is a more representative description of
the communities investigated in this case study.

Small, Rural Community College

A community college with an unduplicated
headcount below 2,500 serving students from
urban, suburban, and rural areas given the location
of the campus in a rural-like setting (Hardy &
Katsinas, 2007).
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Quality of Life

The Oxford Dictionary defines Quality of Life as:
“The standard of health, comfort, and happiness
experienced by an individual or group.” This
definition was used to operationalize the term
Quality of Life in this study.

Urban

In 2010, the Census Bureau provided two
definitions for two types of urban areas. First, the
term Urbanized Areas (UAs) refers to places of
50,000 or more people. Second, the term Urban
Clusters (UCs) refers to places of at least 2,500 and
less than 50,000 people. After the 2020 Census, the
Census Bureau proposed changes to how it defines
urban. First, it proposed raising the minimum
population threshold from 2,500 to 10,000 residents
or more to define urban. Second, it proposed
eliminating the previous two types of urban areas
classified by the Bureau. For the purposes of this
study, the term “urban” refers to a community with
50,000 or more residents.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study is the
Community Capitals Framework presented by Flora
and Flora (2013) in their book, Rural Communities:
Legacy & Change (4t ed.). The Community Capitals
Framework presents seven capitals that refer to
resources that exist and come together to form what
we experience as part of a community: “natural
capital, cultural capital, human capital, financial
capital, built capital, social capital, and political
capital” (p. 10).

Two of the seven capitals were used for this
study — human capital and social capital. Human
capital refers to the “education, skills, health, and
self-esteem” (p. 11) to increase an individual’s
economic and cultural power. Flora and Flora
(2013) state, “Human capital includes those
attributes of individuals that contribute to their ability
to earn a living, strengthen community, and
otherwise contribute to community organizations,
their families, and self-improvement” (p. 84). In
other words, human capital refers to developing the
ability and aptitudes of individuals to acquire the
necessary skills in order to be able to take action to
improve their overall stability and well-being in life.
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Human capital includes having the ability to
successfully navigate “interpersonal experiences,
the values an individual holds, and the leadership
capacity that an individual possesses” (p. 85). Gary
Becker, a Nobel Prize laureate in Economics, as
cited in Flora and Flora, takes the concept of capital
as many people think of it (money, equipment,
stock, other physical and financial assets) and
states:

But these tangible forms of capital are not the
only ones. Schooling, computer skills, a healthy
lifestyle, and the virtues of punctuality and
honesty are also capital. That is because they
raise earnings, improve health, or add to a
person’s good habits over much of his lifetime.
Therefore, economists regard expenditures on
education, training, medical care, and so on as
investments in human capital. They are called
human capital because people cannot be
separated from their knowledge, skills, health,
or values in the way they can be separated from
their financial and physical assets (Becker,
2002).

The second capital used in this study is social
capital. Social capital refers to the “mutual trust,
reciprocity, groups, collective identity, working
together, and a sense of a shared future” (Flora and
Flora, 2013, p. 11) that rural communities often
experience. Social capital is a capital that involves
people interacting with each other in group
environments. It refers to the ability of individuals to
establish, build, and sustain relationships through
mutual customs and mutual trust. It is these
relationships that collectively strengthen the rural
community. Flora and Flora state, “Communities
can build enduring social capital by strengthening
relationships  and communication on a
communitywide basis and encouraging community
initiative, responsibility, and adaptability” (p. 119). In
rural communities particularly, more robust
relationships and communications can result from
nurturing increased interactions among unlikely
groups “inside and outside of the community and
increased availability of information and knowledge
among community members” (p. 119).
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Context

The site of this study was Southeastern
Community College (SCC), a public, rural two-year
college situated in the southeast lowa region along
the Mississippi River. The institution is a regional
institution accredited by the Higher Learning
Commission and the lowa Department of
Education. It is one of 15 community colleges in the
state. This open-admission, publicly supported
institution has two campuses and one regional
center in a four-county service area of 1,824 square
miles with a population of roughly 107,000 (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2019b, c, e, f). The four counties
are Des Moines County, Henry County, Lee County,
and Louisa County. The main campus, which is also
the administrative center, is located in West
Burlington, a community that borders the larger
community of Burlington, the county seat and
largest city, in Des Moines County. The Burlington-
West Burlington community is the largest population
center in the region and could be described as the
regional hub of Southeast lowa. To the south, Lee
County has two county seats, Fort Madison and
Keokuk, each with similar population (~10,000
each) and dominant economic activity in the
healthcare and manufacturing sectors. SCC has
another campus in Keokuk, in southern Lee County.
In 2020, SCC opened a new center located in Fort
Madison. In Henry County, SCC maintains a center
in Mount Pleasant, providing a limited number of
credit and non-credit courses and services here.
Even though the college serves the 4 counties
discussed here, in this study, participants were
selected only from Burlington, Keokuk, and Mount
Pleasant because those communities are where the
community college has a physical presence with
sites (the Fort Madison Center became operational
after this study was conducted).

Methods

This study was a phenomenological study that
explored the perceptions of rural community leaders
and how they perceive the small, rural community
college as a contributor to quality of life.
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Phenomenology is a qualitative research method
defined as “an approach to research that seeks to
describe the essence of a phenomenon by
exploring it from the perspective of those who have
experienced it” (Neubauer et al, 2019, p. 91). This
method suited the study’s purpose because it
focused on exploring the perceptions of rural
community leaders and allowed the investigator to
explore the lived experiences of participants. Data
were collected from 39 participants in six focus
groups across three separate communities. There
were two focus group interviews conducted in each
community. In selecting participants and assigning
them to a focus group, careful effort was taken to
make sure that there were no known relationships
between participants that could lead to a power
imbalance (supervisor-subordinate) in the focus
groups. A range of leaders (business owner, public
employee) were assigned to each group with no
specific focus on selecting individuals from specific
sectors to be assigned to a group (doctors, lawyers,
teachers, business owners, civic activists, etc., for
example). To be consistent, community leaders
were assigned in an unstructured manner for all six
focus group interviews.

Ryan et al. (2014) identified two types of focus
group design perspectives: Type A, or Individualistic
Social Psychology Perspective; and Type B, or
Social Constructionist Perspective. The Type A
design perspective indicated that the focus group
interview was designed with “...a scientific
orientation where the investigator uses his or her
study skills to control bias, extract relevant
information and discard irrelevant information” (p.
331). The Type B design perspective focus groups
indicated that the structure of participant interaction
in the focus group was free flowing, enabling
participants to share observations and experiences.
In Type B focus groups, the role of the investigator
is “...inhibited or subordinated through the use of
loosely structured protocols with a few open-ended
questions” (p. 331). The focus group interviews in
this study were conducted according to Type B
design as indicated by Ryan et al. (2014) using an
interview protocol (See Appendix).
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Table 1

Demographics of the participants in Keokuk
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Participant Characteristics of Focus Group Interview #1, Keokuk, I1A

Participant ID Gender Role in the Community Length of time in community
Carol, age 55 Female Administrative Assistant 45 years
Melanie, age 63 Female Business owner 44 years
Thomas, age 65 Male Municipal administrator 55 years
Martha, age 60 Female Community organization director 24 years
Jameson, age 49 Male Business owner 49 years
Alicia, age 31 Female Municipal administrator 20 years
Lynn, age 62 Female Retired educator 34 years

Participant characteristics of Focus Group Interview #2, Keokuk, IA

Participant ID Gender Role in the Community Length of time in community
Amanda, age 35 Female Social Worker 14 years
Tim, age 37 Male Business Owner 20 years
Aaron, age 55 Male Retired counselor 28 years
Marcia, age 49 Female Local workforce development 29 years
advisor
Meredith, age 51 Female Banker 16 years
Todd, age 60 Male Municipal administrator 27 years
Vivian, age 30 Female Community organization director 30 years

Participants were selected for participation in
this study using key informant sampling. This
method assists in identifying individuals in the
community who, based on their role or position,
were identified to have a knowledge and/or
awareness of the community that perhaps was
unique to them based on that role or position.
Participants were recruited through relationships
established between the investigator and
community leaders and through snowball sampling.
Each participant in this study participated in one
focus group which lasted approximately 1 hour in
length and included 6-8 participants. Invitations to
participate were sent by email and social media
(LinkedIn and Facebook). An audio recording of
each focus group interview was made by using a
portable audio recording device.

The data collected in this study were coded
using two cycles of coding (Saldafa, 2013). The
purpose of first cycle coding is to initially summarize
segments of data (Saldana, 2013). Codes were

determined by the researcher according to the
words and phrases used by participants to answer
questions during the focus group interviews. The
first cycle coding method used in this study was
descriptive coding (Saldana, 2013).

The second cycle coding method used in this
study was Pattern Coding (Saldafia, 2013). Pattern
Codes are “explanatory or inferential codes, ones
that identify an emergent theme, configuration, or
explanation” (p. 236). As regularities were identified,
they were documented as a theme in the transcripts.

Data analysis started with the focus group audio
recordings being transcribed. A transcript of each
audio recording was used to start the data analysis
process. Each transcript was coded manually
instead of using data analysis software. Lichtman
(2006) recommends developing a broad list of
codes. Descriptive coding was used to develop a list
of initial codes that summarized passages.
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Table 2

Demographics of the Participants in Burlington, IA
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Participant characteristics of Focus Group Interview #1, Burlington, IA

Participant ID
Kevin, age 56
Clyde, age 40
Brian, age 50
Jack, age 65
Steven, age 50
Kathy, age 46
Edward, age 55

Tammy, age 50

Gender

Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male

Female

Role in the Community
Non-profit administrator
Municipal administrator
Business owner
Retired police officer
Firefighter
Education administrator
Municipal administrator

Nurse

Length of time in community
12 years
40 years
25 years
43 years
50 years
46 years
55 years

31 years

Participant characteristics of Focus Group Interview #1, Burlington, IA

Participant ID
Dale, age 58
Darren, age 51
Clark, age 40
Ben, age 39
Richard, age 60

Betty, age 62

Gender

Male
Male
Male
Male
Male

Female

Role in the Community
Municipal administrator
Municipal administrator
Business owner
Municipal administrator
Education administrator

Retired educator

Length of time in community
51 years

12 years

36 years

14.5 years

8 years

61 years

Table 3

Demographics of the Participants in Mount Pleasant, IA

Participant characteristics of Focus Group Interview #1, Mount Pleasant, IA

Participant ID
Joanna, age 27
Barbara, age 40

Denise, age 44
Jennifer, age 55

Marlene, age 45

Gender

Female
Female

Female

Female

Female

Role in the Community
Education administrator
Nonprofit director

Local workforce development
advisor

Local economic development
official

State government employee

Length of time in community
4.5 years
15 years

44 years
34 years

45 years

Participant characteristics of Focus Group Interview #2, Mount Pleasant, IA

Participant ID
Robert, age 59
Kay, age 59
Anne, age 55
Lisa, age 30
James, age 57
Shawn, age 56

Gender

Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Male

Role in the Community
Municipal administrator
Educator
Educator

Community development official

Education administrator
Healthcare administrator

Length of time in community
30 years

30 years

35 years

8 years

22 years

23 years

Theory & Practice in Rural Education | 71



Reed & Friedel

The initial codes were compiled into a document
that was used to start identifying patterns and
narrowing down the codes. Pattern coding was
used to narrow down the broad list of initial codes.
During this process, the large number of first-cycle
codes was collapsed into a smaller number of odes.
The transcripts were reanalyzed using the pattern
codes and this led to the development of themes.
Based on Creswell (2013), “the themes are broad
units of information that consist of several codes
aggregated to form a common idea” (p. 186).To
establish trustworthiness, triangulation and member
checking occurred in this study. Triangulation
occurred using multiple data sources (six different
focus group interviews) and multiple sites (three
separate communities). Member checking was
performed as the data were reviewed by the
participants themselves to make sure that the data
(transcripts) were accurate.

Positionality

The positionality of the investigator was
disclosed to the fullest extent to the study
participants. Participants were informed that the
investigator was born and raised in a small town in
the Midwest and had a unique interest in better
understanding rural communities and rural
community colleges. Participants were informed
that the investigator had a curiosity in this topic due
to being a community college practitioner and an
employee of Midwestern Community College study
who resides in Carpenter County, one of the
counties within the college’s service district. The
investigator informed participants of his intent of this
research, which was to explore their perceptions of
the small, rural community college as a contributor
to quality of life. The investigator was deliberate to
inform participants of the relationship with the
Midwestern Community College so that participants
had a full disclosure of the relationship between the
investigator and the college. Participants were
informed that due to this relationship, effort was
made to be transparent and purposefully remaining

Community Leaders’ Perceptions

as neutral as possible while conducting this
research so as to explore their perceptions as
objectively as possible and allow them to freely
exchange perceptions in the interviews without
influence. During the interviews, the investigator
had opportunities to ask more probing questions
based on individual responses but decided against
doing so. This decision was made based on
positionality and wanting to remain as neutral as
possible during the interviews so as to not lead the
conversation in a specific direction.

Findings

Through analysis of the data collected from the
participants in the focus group interviews, three
major themes were identified from the data related
to the research question, how do community
leaders perceive the small, rural community college
as a contributor to quality of life? The findings of this
study suggest that the small, rural community
college contributes to quality of life by providing 1)
access and opportunity; 2) economic and workforce
development; and 3) partnerships. By offering
academic programs for credit and non-credit,
athletic, and cultural events, and other supportive
services, the small rural community college
provides access and opportunity to residents in the
community. Community leaders also perceived the
impact of the small rural community college on the
rural economy and workforce development through
the adaptability of the community college to be able
to respond to the changing economic and workforce
needs of the community. Finally, community leaders
identified ways in which they perceived the
community college impacting quality of life through
interactions with K-12 districts and developing
partnerships to create opportunities for students.
The frequency of how often participants mentioned
words associated with each theme is presented in
Table 4 below. There were 92 total instances of
participants mentioning words included in the three
themes presented here.
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Table 4

Frequency of major themes from data.
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Frequency of themes

Partnerships

Economic and workforce development

Access and opportunity

B Total

Theme 1: Access and Opportunity

Participants discussed how access to education
means more than just classes leading to a degree.
To them, it meant participation in athletic and
cultural events as well as continuing education
programs. Participants saw a connection between
the community college and a quality-of-life impact in
the community in which it was located. Participant
Carol commented, “If you have an education and
then you get a job, then you contribute more to the
community because you aren’t worrying . . . You
have more time. You can volunteer more.” The
opportunity to explore individual interests and build
human capital was expressed by Clyde: “Having the
opportunity to learn about whatever your interests
are, different resources to learn and educate
yourself will enhance your quality of life. The
opportunity is there.” Jennifer agreed and echoed
similar sentiments:

You can enhance your quality of life because it
offers the learning opportunities. Whether it’s to
get a degree or just your general interests or
wanting to upgrade your skills in computers it

=
[
=]
=
]
=)
=
[0.9]
=]

100

M Frequency

will enhance that quality of life through the
educational component.

Darren commented on access to opportunities
in the areas of athletic events that are the result of
the community college:

You can go to basketball games, soon to be
soccer, soon to be other things too so | think that
alone is pretty good addition to the quality of life.
Adding things to do. Also, | think some people
in the community, although most people are
from around here, it brings in some of the
athletes, it brings in a little different mix into the
community and that always kind of improves the
quality of life somewhat.

Participants also noted the access to
opportunities at the community college and the
flexibility of program offerings at the community
college. Joanna noted: “In a flexible way too, which
| think is important. Not everyone can jump into a
classroom and spend the day if they are working
full-time.” Participants also commented on
recognizing the low cost of the community college
and personal attention provided by the community
college. Betty stated:
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It is a less expensive way to go to school and
smaller class size and | just think that traditional
and nontraditional students get a lot more
assistance, there’s more available, more people
to talk to if they are having problems. You kind
of get lost in a university, or you can, and at the
community college there is always someone
available to help the students out.

Theme 2: Economic impact and workforce
development

Community leaders also acknowledged the
impact of the small rural community college on the
rural economy and workforce development. Kevin
stated, “Impacts on quality of life | think would be
economic. The facilities that are provided, the
infrastructure that is out there. That’s a big thing for
the community. | think the economic value of the
community college is huge.” Participants also
observed the importance of the community college
role in contributing to workforce development, with
focus on the broad range of impacts the community
college can have. Joanna stated her observation:

| think workforce. | think there has to be a
thriving workforce. We need education for . . .
soft skills, hard skills, trade, business degrees
and further education (to continue our) quality
of life. | am big proponent of culture and
athletics. Anything where you can broaden that
experience in the community. And the
community college can do all of that.

Participant Brian reflected on the ability of the
community college to change programming to meet
specific industry needs by stating:

Doesn’t the community college kind of become
molded by the community itself? Based on the
local hospitals needing good nurses, the
community college has a nursing program. To
manufacturing needing certain skills, they
depend on the community college to provide
that service. Community colleges are able to
adapt to what’s going on or what they think the
future might need.

Participant Ben spoke to the notion of how the
community college contributes to quality of life by
potentially impacting workforce development:
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Workforce is the number one thing. It doesn'’t
matter union or nonunion, it's just people, you
got to have the right people. Regionally we are
able to tell a much better story about how we
can develop and train and retrain our workforce
with the community college. If we didn’t have
the community college here, and we had to go
to larger metro areas, | think it would be a really
big disadvantage.

Theme 3: Partnerships

Community leaders identified ways in which
they perceived the community college impacting
quality of life through interactions with K-12 districts
and businesses. Participant Kathy made this
observation about partnerships and the small, rural
community college:

The community college has to be more than just
an open door, it has to be a partner with
agencies. The community college creates
community partners, demonstrating that we are
all in it together and we’re building what we
need because it’s not just there for us.

Specifically, participants discussed
opportunities for high school students to take
college courses through dual credit opportunities.
Aaron commented:

Well, good or bad, dual-credit courses. We have
high school students who are, you know, getting
a year . .. at least a semester, if not more.
There’s a lot of initiatives out there for people to
get education, whether it's online, whether it's
night classes.”

Other participants also noted the partnerships
that the community college has with industries in the
region and how the college is able to respond to the
needs of industry. Alicia observed:

| think the community college is an amazingly
powerful asset to our community. | think they're
amazingly responsive to the needs of our
community, especially with this new technology
center. Industry identified a very specific need
and within a very short amount of time, we now
have a building and a plan. In education, it takes
longer to get those pieces into place, so | feel
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like the community college was quick to act
based on a need.

Discussion

Community colleges provide open access to
postsecondary education services to students from
a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds as well as
providing economic and workforce development
training programs to help individuals acquire new
knowledge and skills leading to high quality
employment. Community colleges are flexible and
responsive to local needs of the community. Using
the Community Capitals Framework, one of the
ways in which the community college contributes to
quality of life is by developing human capital. As
stated in the Theoretical Framework, “human capital
can be referred to as education, skills, and training”
(Flora and Flora, 2013, p. 11). Through providing
access and opportunities, economic and workforce
development, and partnerships within the
community, the small, rural community college
directly impacts increasing human capital in rural
communities

Access and opportunity in higher education are
sometimes difficult to obtain for a variety of reasons
(economics, transportation, childcare, job loss). The
findings suggest that human capital can be
increased by the small, rural community college
because of the way that the institution creates
opportunities for individuals regardless of what their
interests are. The small, rural community college
offers residents the chance to take classes to earn
a degree and to take a particular class to increase
specific skills (using spreadsheets, computer-aided
design, and computerized accounting, for example)
or of general interest (birdwatching and knitting, for
example).

Through providing a broad range of course
offerings to suit different needs and interests, the
community college contributes to quality of life by
providing opportunities to develop relationships and
connections between people and directly increases
human capital in the rural community. Residents in
rural communities are likely to have limited access
to opportunities to increase their skill level without
the community college. If the community college
were not located in the rural community and
accessible to residents, then the access and
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opportunity of residents to increase their
educational attainment and increase their skills and
employability would be limited. The consequences
would have a negative impact on the rural
community due to the challenges already facing
them (declining population, stagnant economy,
declining infrastructure).

As rural residents become more aware of the
community college programs and services
available, and participate in the education, training,
and workforce development classes and training
opportunities, residents continue to increase their
human capital. Increased human capital is a
community development tool because as people
increase their education, skills, and training and are
able to work for a higher wage, they have more
money to contribute to the rural economy. If they are
able to increase their skills and training, they are
able to increase their standard of living, thus
enhancing their quality of life. This could mean that
individuals are allowed more time and resources to
contribute to the collective quality of life of the rural
community.

The small, rural community college is a vital tool
in the toolbox of rural communities to use in building
human capital and social capital. Not only does the
community college provide tools and opportunities
necessary for individuals to increase their
educational attainment and employability skills, the
institution also can serve as a conduit for
communities to build social capital. By offering a
variety of programming on their campuses, small
rural community colleges are creating opportunities
for residents to come together in groups and not
only learn about a new topic or experience an
athletic or cultural event but also those residents the
opportunity to meet other residents and build
relationships with people in the community that they
may not normally encounter. As mentioned in Flora
and Flora (2013), this group function is an important
step in building social capital in a rural community
because social capital is not built at the individual
level.

Why do rural residents continue to live in an
area with declining population and job scarcity?
They like the quality of life that the rural community
provides. They like the wide-open space where
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everyone knows everybody and people look after
each other. They also like the fact that they have
access to what larger communities provide but at a
distance. The colleges are a valued part of rural life,
providing cultural activities and sporting events as
well as opportunities for further education and skill
development; they help keep existing industry there.
The results highlight that community colleges
should engage the community in determining needs
that can be served through the community college.

Career and technical program faculty utilize
local employers to serve on their advisory
committees and connect their students to industry
internships and post-college job opportunities.
Faculty expertise may be utilized to serve on local
conservation boards or the board of a local social
service agency. The college facilities are a
community asset. Classrooms may be used for
industry training and retraining, and gymnasiums
and sports fields may be used by the K-12 school
districts for a variety of community events. The child
development center may be utilized to provide
daycare for families in the community. The college
auditorium may be utilized to host speakers, cultural
events, and other performances for the public.
These kinds of activiies may be especially
appealing to the older rural residents and foster their
support of the college (i.e., the college foundation,
scholarships, tax levies). Professional development
activities can be provided to K-12 teachers in use of
distance learning and other technologies.

Implications for Practice

Targeted investment in providing intrusive
student supportive services

The community college has an opportunity to
address a vital need in the rural community
regarding access and opportunity. Rural residents
may not even attempt to pursue postsecondary
education after high school because they do not
believe they can be successful at it, they cannot
afford to go to college, they do not know how to get
started applying for college, or maybe the thought of
going to college is intimidating to them and so they
give up on the idea of doing so.

Increasing human capital requires individuals to
pursue postsecondary education to acquire new
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information, develop knowledge, and learn new
skills for employability. The small rural community
college needs to act by making an investment of
resources to provide adequate staff to help ensure
that each student is assigned an advisor during the
time they are enrolled in either a non-credit or credit
program at the institution. These positions can take
on different names — student success coach,
student success advocate, pathway navigator. The
purpose of these positions is to guarantee that
students at the community college have an
individual assigned who will assist that student
through each step of their academic journey — from
discussing short- and long-range goals, navigating
admissions and registration, discussing financial aid
programs available to help pay for training, and
providing supportive services to the student while
they are enrolled and completing their training
program.

Rural residents and rural students graduating
from high school and looking at postsecondary
educational opportunities could benefit from
additional supportive services at the postsecondary
level to assist them with navigating the higher
education environment. By creating a stronger
support system within the community college, rural
students arriving on campus could have a stronger
chance at increasing their human capital through
successful postsecondary educational attainment.
By investing in human resources to provide
information, guidance, and one-to-one interaction
with rural students to assist them through each step
of their educational journey, community colleges are
playing a vital role in increasing human capital in
rural communities.

Not only would high school or traditional
college-aged students benefit from this type of
resource at the community college, non-traditional
students would, too. With the changing economic
activity in rural communities, companies have
closed plants as a part of their business plan. When
plants close, employees become dislocated
workers, are laid off, retire, relocate, or find another
job locally. One option for dislocated workers is to
further their educational attainment and possibly
retrain for a new career field. For these individuals,
some of whom may have been out of the
educational environment for several years,
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including decades, the thought of going back to
school can be overwhelming and frightening. The
small, rural community college can provide that
supportive environment to help these potential
students to successfully navigate the higher
education environment, providing supportive
services along their way to help them be successful
in completing their training program. This direct
action would lead to an increase in human capital
and social capital in the rural community.

Utilize key partnerships to increase
community- and service-learning opportunities.

One way to build social capital in communities
is through service-learning opportunities. The small,
rural community college should utilize partnerships
with agencies and local companies to provide
students with opportunities to apply concepts and
theories learned in the classroom environment to a
workplace environment. This type of learning can
increase social capital in the rural community.
Increasing social capital means that individuals are
building relationships, strengthening interpersonal
interactions, identifying problems in their
communities, and working together to find workable
solutions — all things that can lead to a stronger
quality of life in the community. The small, rural
community college has an opportunity to increase
social capital by creating access and opportunity
and providing supportive services to help rural
students navigate the higher education
environment.

Rural students develop interpersonal skills,
along with technical skills, and build relationships
with faculty and other students during their time
enrolled at the community college. They have
discussions related to course content and other
ideas in the classroom environment and perhaps
outside of the classroom as well. It is this type of
social interaction for rural students that can help
increase social capital in the rural community
because rural students learn new information,
develop knowledge, learn concepts, and improve
social skills, all of which they are able to bring back
to the rural community and incorporate them into
their daily lives. Perhaps they form a committee to
develop a new economic development plan for the
rural community or they decide to develop a new
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festival as a community attraction to draw outsiders
to the rural community during the summer months.
Whatever the case, the small, rural community
college has the opportunity to further increase social
capital in rural communities by providing the
environment for rural residents to develop the skills
and abilities needed to build and strengthen
interpersonal relationships, work to identify
problems that affect their communities and share
ideas on developing short- and long-range solutions
to those problems, which can lead to an enhanced
quality of life in the rural community.

Providing a framework for institutional self-
assessment

Another implication for practice from this study
is that it provides a framework for other institutions
to conduct similar self-assessments aimed at
providing important insight from members of their
communities in helping the institution better
understand how the work performed impacts the
communities. This type of study can be replicated
by institutions in order to enhance their awareness
of how the community perceives the work that they
do and what additional actions can be taken to
improve the impact of this work on stakeholders in
the community (residents, businesses, the regional

economy, and workforce). This study assists
community leaders and community college
administrators  in  further  developing their

understanding of the work and functions performed
by the small, rural community college and the
perceived role of the community college in the
community. The results of this study tell the boards
of trustees, administrators, faculty, and staff that the
small, rural community college is viewed as an
important part of the community. Visibility in
community organizations and events is the role of
everyone at the community college.

Limitations

Although the number of participants allowed for
exploration of perceptions of rural community
leaders, the perceptions explored in this study may
not represent those of all rural community leaders.
Rural community leaders are not a homogenous
group, regardless of their shared experience of
living and/or working in a rural community.
Additionally, the focus group method may have
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restricted the expression of some participants who
felt uncomfortable sharing their perceptions within a
group setting.

Another limitation of this study was that the
investigation was led by an employee of the
community college under study in this research.
Participants were made aware of this relationship
between the investigator and the community college
at the start of the focus group interviews. With this
disclosure, some participants may have limited their
responses to hide perceptions that they felt would
have been damaging or not well-received. For
future research, or replication of this study, using an
independent investigator with no affiliation to the
community college under study would be
advantageous to conducting research to gather
insights.

Conclusion

Rural and urban communities are two dissimilar
settings each with their own unique characteristics,
features, and challenges. Rural communities offer
natural resources, wide open spaces, and less
dense population, which makes them attractive to
many residents. While they seek to provide a good
quality of life for their residents, many rural
communities experience social and economic
challenges due to lack of resources including
human capital, financial capital, social capital, and
built capital. Over time, rural communities
sometimes experience deteriorating infrastructure
along with other socioeconomic challenges due to
the lack of resources needed to adequately support
and sustain their environments. These communities
experience declining population, higher
unemployment, and insufficient  resources
(Crookston & Hooks, 2012). As a result, rural
communities often rely on assistance from a variety
of organizations, such as non-profit groups,
educational institutions, community foundations,
government  agencies, and public—private
partnerships (Crookston & Hooks, 2012). One of the
tools available to rural communities to assist with
development issues is the small, rural community
college.

The small, rural community college is a vital tool
available in rural communities to help directly
strengthen rural communities by increasing human
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capital and social capital through the functions of
providing access and opportunity, economic and
workforce development, and partnerships. By taking
deliberate action to create access and opportunity
for residents in rural communities to pursue higher
education, the small rural community college
increases human and social capital. Creating
chances for rural residents to access and pursue
programming at the community college produces a
direct benefit to rural communities because the
institutions is constructing opportunities for rural
residents to become prepared and qualified to
participate in the local economy and workforce by
gaining new information, creating knowledge, and
learning skills. Without the small, rural community
college, these opportunities may not exist in rural
communities.

The small, rural community college contributes
to quality of life in a rural community by increasing
social capital as well. The opportunities for rural
residents to learn new skills and increase their
knowledge through post-secondary education can
increase social capital by increasing residents’
ability to establish and build effective relationships,
increase their skills in interpersonal interactions,
and increase their ability to identify problems in their
communities and share ideas about solutions to
solving those problems.

Social capital in rural communities can be
increased when rural students access the small
rural community college. Participating in class
discussions, where course content is discussed in
depth, ideas are talked about and exchanged, and
knowledge is constructed can increase social
capital by increasing the ability of rural students to
go back to their communities and establish new
relationships and strengthen existing ones, become
more involved in identifying problems facing their
communities and having the skill sets needed to
identify solutions to these problems through sharing
and implementing ideas.

Human capital and social capital are two
important ways that rural communities can
strengthen their growth and development. Human
capital reflects the ability of rural residents to
participate in the local economy and workforce, and
social capital reflects the ability of rural residents to
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contribute to the continued development and
improvement of the rural community through social
action designed to improve the existence of the
community for the people who inhabit it. These two
capitals are important for continued sustainability of
rural communities, and the small, rural community
college plays an important role in building these two
capitals in these communities.
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Appendix

Interview Protocol

1. How does “quality of life” exist in this region?
2. Tellme about the ways in which you perceive the community college contributing to “quality of life”?

3. Describe your perception of the relationship between the community and the community college
today.
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Teacher recruitment and retention have been
areas of focus in educational research for more than
50 years with researchers speculating and studying
causes and effects of recruiting and retaining high
quality teachers (Charters, 1956; Guarino et al.,
2006; Ingersoll, 2017; Ingersoll et al., 2021). The
focus on recruitment and retention is warranted as
teachers have been identified to be among the
greatest influencers of student growth and
achievement within the school setting. An effective
teacher has cumulative effects on students and can
increase students’ likelihood to achieve at higher
levels in future grades, attend college, and earn
higher salaries over their lifetimes (Chetty,
Friedman et al., 2014; Chetty, Hendren et al., 2014;
Hattie, 2009; Rivkin et al., 2005; Sanders & Rivers,
1996).

Recent trends in the workforce have made
understanding recruitment, preparation, and
retention of effective teachers even more
prominent. Currently, more teaching positions are

available because fewer individuals enter traditional
pipelines (i.e., undergraduate teacher preparation
programs) to become teachers, retention rates
during the induction years of teaching are
decreasing, and teacher retirements are increasing
(Center for Educator Recruitment, Retention, &
Advancement, 2021; Ingersoll, 2007). The number
of teaching positions has also been increasing due
to policy initiatives focused on improving education
for all students (Guarino et al., 2006; Ingersoll et al.,
2014; Ingersoll, 2017; Ingersoll et al., 2021). As
such, a renewed focus on recruitment has been
noted as retirements and instability of the workforce
have increased (Ingersoll et al., 2014).

School districts in rural and urban environments
often have greater challenges in recruiting and
retaining teachers (Cowan et al., 2016; McClure &
Reeves, 2004; McVey & Trinidad, 2019; Monk,
2007; Rosenberg et al., 2014). Understanding the
root causes that inhibit or enhance recruitment,
preparation, and retention in different areas is
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necessary as well as implementing policy and
practice that recognize and address these causes.
In South Carolina, the number of new teachers hired
who graduated from in-state college-/university-
based preparation programs has been hovering
around 22% recently. Preparing teachers from
traditional pathways alone is not enough to meet the
demand to fill the teacher vacancies across the
state. According to the Center for Educator
Recruitment, Retention, & Advancement (2021),
“the number of South Carolina students preparing to
become teachers has been declining mostly each
year requiring districts to hire teachers from other
programs and sources” (p. 4). As such, there are
many alternative pathways to teacher certification
that have become more prominent in addressing the
demand for as well as quality of individuals entering
the teaching profession (Humphrey & Wechsler,
2007; Shuls & Trivitt, 2015; Whitford et al., 2018).

This study focuses on the development and
initial implementation of Carolina Transition to
Teaching, a cohort-based residency program
emphasizing the recruitment, preparation, and
eventual retention of prospective teachers in rural
communities funded by a U.S. Department of
Education Teacher Quality Partnership (TQP) grant.
The purpose of the TQP grant is to develop
innovative strategies and programs to “recruit highly
qualified individuals, including minorities and
individuals from other occupations” and enhance
their preparation and professional development to
ultimately improve student achievement (U.S.
Department of Education, 2022, para. 1).

The leadership team for the program, which
includes university-based members from the
College of Education, a team of program evaluators
from a university-based center, and two district
representatives from rural communities, used
systematic methods of inquiry within an
improvement science approach to develop, explore,
and inform the implementation of the program. The
development and initial recruitment for Carolina
Transition to Teaching took place from November
2019 through August 2020 through regular
meetings of the leadership team and sub-groups of
the leadership team as well as events focused on
recruitment within the districts. The initial cohort
(Cohort 1) began the program in Summer 2020.

Using Improvement Science to Develop... Teacher Residency Program

The goal of Carolina Transition to Teaching is
to produce a professional pathway into teaching for
career changers as well as promote a career ladder
for individuals currently working and living in rural
districts who are not certified to teach (e.g.,
paraprofessionals, substitute teachers). Research
suggests that grow your own programs focused on
recruiting teachers from the community, particularly
people who are in paraprofessional roles within the
educational system, can be successful in increasing
the racial and ethnic diversity of teachers and
retaining teachers in the profession (Gist et al.,
2019).

Teacher Residency Model

In addition to being a grow your own approach,
teacher residency programs present promising
teacher preparation pathways for recruiting,
preparing, and retaining teachers in high-needs
districts. Since 2001, teacher residency programs
have grown in popularity and have been used to
recruit and retain teachers in both urban and rural
settings (Guha et al., 2017). Based on the medical
residency model, teacher residents complete a
year-long clinical experience situated in an
authentic school context while receiving mentoring
and taking university coursework. Guha et al. (2017)
identified several key components of high-quality
teacher residency programs. These include
(a) university-school district partnerships;
(b) recruitment efforts driven by district needs and
that target qualified and diverse candidates;
(c) provision of a year-long clinical experience
working alongside a mentor; (d) coursework
integrated with the clinical experience; (e) selection
and recruitment of mentors; (f) incorporation of
cohorts of residents; (g) mentoring and support for
residents after program  completion; and
(h) financial support in exchange for a commitment
to teach in the partnering district.

Teacher Recruitment and Retention

Studies conducted on the impact of teacher
residency programs have generally focused on
three areas: teacher recruitment, retention, and
effectiveness. In terms of recruitment, studies have
shown that teacher residencies tend to recruit
candidates who are ethnically diverse, often
underrepresented in the teaching field, and with
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diverse backgrounds. In a study of a teacher
residency program in New York City, researchers
found that half of the enrollees were people of color,
and 42% of program completers across five cohorts
of residents were from underrepresented groups
(Sloan & Blazevski, 2015). Additionally, 69% of
teacher residents in this program were career
changers (Sloan & Blazevski, 2015). Similar
findings occurred in studies of teacher residencies
in Boston and San Francisco; in both cases, teacher
residency graduates were more ethnically diverse
than peers in the districts they served (Guha et al.,
2017; Papay et al., 2012).

Studies also show that graduates of teacher
residency programs are retained at high rates and
often exceed the retention rates of their colleagues.
Sloan and Blazevski (2015) studied the New Visions
Hunter College Urban Teacher Residency (UTR) in
New York City and found that the UTR graduate
retention rate was 93% after four years, which
exceeded city-wide retention rates. In a study of the
Boston Teacher Residency (BTR), Papay et al.
(2012) found that 75% of BTR graduates were
retained after five years compared to 51% of other
public school teachers. Similar rates of retention
were found in a study of the San Francisco Teacher
Residency, with 80% of residency graduates
retained after five years of teaching (Guha et al,,
2017).

Teacher Effectiveness

Regarding teacher effectiveness, Sloan and
Blazevski (2015) found that the students of
graduates of teacher residency programs
outperformed students of teachers not trained in a
residency program on state exams. Similarly, in a
study of the Memphis Teacher Residency program,
the students of teacher residency programs had
greater academic achievement gains than students
of other novice teachers and greater student
academic achievement gains than veteran teachers
on most statewide standardized tests (Guha et al.,
2017). Additionally, Papay et al. (2012) found that
the students of residency program graduates were
comparable to other public school teachers in their
ability to raise students’ English language arts
scores. In terms of mathematics scores, residency
graduates initially underperformed when compared

Using Improvement Science to Develop... Teacher Residency Program

to other teachers, however, by their fourth year of
teaching, the effectiveness of residency graduates
exceeded that of their colleagues (Papay et al.,
2012).

Methodological Approach and Methods

Improvement science informed the
development, initial implementation, and data
collection related to this teacher residency program.
The leadership team, also referred to as the
Networked Improvement Community (NIC), is a
cornerstone of improvement science. “Membership
in a NIC means placing priority on solving a problem
together, rather than pursing a theoretical
predilection, methodological orientation, or personal
belief” (Bryk et al., 2017, p. 17). As outlined in
improvement science, the NIC focused on six
improvement principles: (a) make work problem-
specific and user-centered; (b) focus on variation in
performance; (c) see the system that produces
current outcomes; (d) focus on
accountability/measurable outcomes; (e) use
disciplined inquiry to drive improvement; and (f)
accelerate learning through networked communities
(Bryk et al., 2017). With a focus on making the work
problem-specific and user-centered while attending
to the system producing current outcomes, the NIC
began its work by exploring School Report Card
data (Table 1), identifying systemic barriers
contributing to recruitment, preparation, and
retention issues, and interrogating solutions (e.g.,
national and international programs) that worked in
the short term, but were not successful in the long
term.

The NIC focused its work on three core
improvement questions: “What is the specific
problem that | am now trying to solve? What change
might | introduce and why? And how will | know
whether the change is actually an improvement?”
(Bryk et al., 2017, p. 9). Based on discussion of
these questions during leadership team and sub-
committee meetings at the onset of this work
(January 2020-August 2020), the NIC developed
Carolina Transition to Teaching to support effective
recruitment, preparation, and retention within rural
communities.

The program honored the experiences of
instructional teacher assistants who may have
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previously experienced barriers to becoming a
teacher or who may not have realized a viable path
into the profession. In addition, those working within
rural communities as instructional assistants may
be more likely to be embedded in the community.
To recruit residents who brought a desire to become
teachers and a deep commitment to the community,
the NIC purposefully designed strategies that
focused on building community and relationships
among the applicants, teacher residents, university
faculty, and district leaders.

Context

Two rural school districts, Colleton County
School District and Orangeburg County School
District, participated in the NIC that designed and
implemented Carolina Transition to Teaching.
According to Renaud and Bennett (2020), both
counties are considered rural based on three
indicators: Urban Influence Code and Rural-Urban
Continuum Code developed by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture as well as the Core
Based Statistical Area developed by the Office of
Management and Budget. Whereas the populations
of each county may be larger than expected for rural
areas, their sizeable geographic area and
landscape classify them as rural. Colleton County
School District is in a county with a total population
of 37,677 and a district population of 5,500 students
(Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2020; South Carolina
Department of Education, 2019). Orangeburg
County School District is in a county with a total
population of 86,175 and a school district population
of 10,000 students (Annie E. Casey Foundation,
2020; South Carolina Department of Education,
2019). Like other rural counties, both counties in
which the school districts are located have higher
percentages of students living in poverty and
scoring below standards in mathematics and
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reading than some neighboring counties and the
state in general (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2020;
Renaud & Bennett, 2020). The two participating
districts were also eligible to be partners under the
TQP grant guidelines because they met the
definition of high-needs school districts based on:
(a) having more than 20% of children living in
poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017); (b) having a
teacher turnover rate greater than 15% (South
Carolina Department of Education, 2019); and (c)
qualifying as Opportunity Zones, a federal
designation indicating a community experiencing
financial hardship.

Participants
Networked Improvement Community

The Networked Improvement Community (NIC)
was composed of four university faculty in teacher
preparation programs, one program coordinator
hired, two program evaluators through a university-
based center, and two district representatives, with
one representing each district. The university faculty
members were identified based on their interest in
developing a residency program and their program
area grade-band expertise (two faculty in
elementary education, two faculty in middle level
education). The two program evaluators had
appointments in a university-based research and
evaluation center that served the university as well
as the state. The two district representatives were
appointed by their superintendents based on their
leadership positions within the districts and their
understanding of teacher recruitment and retention.

Cohort 1 Applicants and Residents

An interest survey was disseminated in Spring
2020. Potential applicants gained information
through a series of program information sessions,
district-based recruitment efforts involving principals
and school leaders, websites, or referrals from
colleagues or friends who heard about the program.
Forty-three individuals completed the interest
survey.
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Table 1

Demographics and Educational Indicators of Counties
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Indicator Colleton Orangeburg  South Carolina

Total Population 2019 37,677 86,175 5,148,714
Percent of Population: Black 375 62.2 27.1
Percent of Population: Hispanic/Latinx 3.3 2.4 6.0
Percent of Population: Other Race 14 1.7 2.4
Percent of Population: White 57.9 33.8 64.5
Median Family Income $35,498 $37,474 $59,514
Percent of Children in Poverty 33.5 36.5 221
Percent Testing Below

Standard: 3 Grade Math 64.5 58.8 42.3
Percent Testing Below

Standard: 3 Grade 70 711 50.2

Reading
Percent Testing Below

Standard: 8t Grade Math 79.4 87.9 63.4
Percent Testing Below

Standards: 8t Grade 71.9 74.5 55.4

Reading

Of the 43 individuals who completed the survey
(Table 2), 88% identified as females and 12% as
male. Most applicants (79%) identified as African
American or Black, 19% as White, and 2% as Asian
or Asian American. Most applicants (70%) held
bachelor’s degrees and 25% held master’s degrees.
During their most recent degree, a majority (74%) of
applicants had a grade point average of 2.75 or
higher. A large percentage of applicants (77%) also
reported that they had at least one to two years of
experience in an educational setting; 26% had more
than ten years of experience. More than half (63%)
of the applicants were currently employed by one of
the partner districts, and of those, 70% were
teaching assistants/paraprofessionals, 26% were

substitute teachers, and one applicant held a non-
teaching-related position in a school.

Of the 14 who became teacher residents
(qualified based on state requirements and
completed a university-based application for
admission), 86% identified as African American or
Black, 14% as White, and most of the teacher
residents identified as female (80%). Most of the
teacher residents were between the ages of 30 to
49 (65%), 14% were in their fifties, and 21% were
aged 60 or above. Table 3 includes teacher resident
demographic information. At the time of the
Summer Institute (July 2020), one resident withdrew
from the program for personal reasons and is not
included in this information.
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Table 2
Demographics of Applicants for Cohort 1
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N %
Gender
Female 38 88
Male 5 12
Race/Ethnicity
African American 34 79
Asian or Asian American 1 2
White 8 19

All teacher residents admitted into the program
had earned at least a bachelor’s degree as required
for the program; 29% had master’s degrees. From
their most recent degree, a majority (71%) had a
grade point average of 2.75 or higher. At program
entry, nearly all (93%) teacher residents reported
that they had at least some experience in
educational settings. Of those, 62% had five or more

Table 3
Demographics of Cohort 1 Residents

years of experience in educational settings. A large
percentage (71%) also reported they currently held
positions as a teaching assistant/ paraprofessional
or as a long-term substitute teacher in one of the
partner school districts at the time of application
submissions. All teacher residents in this cohort
were seeking elementary education certification. A
middle-level track is planned for future years.

N %

Gender

Female 11 79

Male 21
Race/Ethnicity

African American 12 86

Asian or Asian American 0 0

White 2 14
Age

30-39 5 36

40-49 4 29

50-59 2 14

60 or Above 3 21

*Data includes all residents (N=14) who completed the Summer Institute in July 2020.
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Data Collection

The planning process began in November 2019
with  the identification of the Networked
Improvement Community (NIC). In-person meetings
of the NIC began in January 2020 but shifted online
in March 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

During the planning process, program
evaluators used a mixed methods approach to data
collection that included participant observation,
interviews, focus groups, and the interest survey to
document the development of Carolina Transition to
Teaching and initial interest. An embedded mixed
methods design was used to better understand
issues to elicit a range of potential solutions through
analysis of qualitative and quantitative data (Cohen
et al., 2018). We used qualitative methods during
the planning stages as most of our work involved
meetings and communication within the NIC.
Program evaluators used member checks and a
collaborative analysis process to promote the rigor
and trustworthiness of qualitative findings (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016). To better understand participant
interest in the program, we used a predominately
closed-response interest survey (results presented
in Table 2) that was disseminated through
university- and district-based channels including
websites, career fairs, and schools. At program
entry, we conducted focus groups with the residents
to gain insight into their rationale, motivations, and
expectations for being involved in the program.

Participant Observation

Program evaluators, who were also members of
the leadership team, engaged as participant
observers capturing field notes during NIC meetings
beginning in January 2020. These meetings
occurred bi-weekly or monthly across initial program
planning, recruitment, and early implementation
(January 2020-August 2020). In addition, the
program evaluators participated in and gathered
field notes at the June 2020 virtual teacher resident
orientation and observed multiple sessions during
the virtual 2020 Summer Institute, a two-week
professional development learning experience for
incoming teacher residents.
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District Representative Interviews

The program evaluators conducted online
interviews via Zoom with each district
representative serving on the NIC (n=2). These
interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes;
program evaluators used a semi-structured
interview protocol that was co-constructed with
university leadership in  June 2020 (see
Appendix). One program evaluator facilitated the
focus group, and the other program evaluator took
notes during the interview. Interviews were not
recorded to protect the privacy and confidentiality of
the district representatives.

University Faculty Focus Group

Following the Summer Institute, program
evaluators conducted a 90-minute online focus
group with the teacher residency university-based
leaders (n=6). Program evaluators used a semi-
structured protocol to gain information about the
recruitment process, the initial implementation, and
their early experiences with the residents. The focus
group was recorded and transcribed.

Data from field notes, observational notes, and
interview/focus group transcripts were combined
and coded using an open and axial coding process
to identify emerging patterns and then identify
operative themes. One evaluator led the coding
process, and a second evaluator reviewed the
codes and added additional open codes as needed.
Finally, the codes were member checked by the NIC
to promote rigor and trustworthiness (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016).

Teacher Residency Interest Survey

A 19-item interest survey was co-constructed
within the NIC. The program evaluators, in
collaboration with the NIC, developed the survey to
gain information from individuals who expressed
interest in Carolina Transition to Teaching. The
survey was open from March 24, 2020 to June 30,
2020. Questions were organized around the
following areas: (a) demographics, (b) previous
degrees and grade point averages, (c) work
experience, (d) interest in teaching/program, and (e)
preferences of grade level and school district.
Responses were received from 43 individuals.
Results from the survey were analyzed using
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descriptive statistics. These results are reported in
the participant section (Tables 2 and 3) and were
used by the NIC to develop the Carolina Transition
to Teaching program components and understand
those who expressed interest in the program and
ultimately the teacher residents.

Resident Focus Groups

In July 2020, program evaluators conducted 60-
minute online focus groups via Zoom with the
Cohort | teacher residents during the virtual
Summer Institute, the first professional
development aspect of Carolina Transition to
Teaching. Teacher residents were randomly placed
in one of two groups to allow for opportunities for
each resident’s voice to be heard.

Transcripts and field notes from the focus
groups with the residents were coded using open
and axial coding processes. Direct quotes were
identified to highlight the specific areas of focus
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). One evaluator led the

Table 4

Program Development Emergent Codes and Themes
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coding process, and another evaluator reviewed the
coding schematic and quotes. The two program
evaluators came to consensus on the predominant
codes.

Findings
Program Development

Six overarching themes emerged across field
notes, district representative interviews, and a
university faculty/staff focus group related to NIC
work and program development. By focusing on
improvement science principles that made our work
problem-specific and user centered, we explored
the system that was producing current outcomes
and specific aspects to address the problems (Bryk
et al., 2017). In short, the NIC sought to use data,
their various expertise, and feedback from other
colleagues to address the development of Carolina
Transition to Teaching. Table 4 presents
overarching codes (axial codes), sub-codes (open
codes), and illustrative data.

Organized and engaged core leadership team
Brief Description
Common philosophies/grounded in goals
Driven
Agenda, minutes, and action items

Frequent meetings—twice per week at some points

Continuous communication

Embraced conditions and did not give up/persistent

Perceived as organized, professional

“The commitment of the level of people is
high—having trouble keeping up with them.”
District representative interview notes, June
2020

“‘Communication has gone well—we have
had enough meetings to keep us updated.”
District representative interview notes, June
2020

Navigating university/district level policies/systems

Brief Description
Advertising/recruiting
Application
Registration
University Alternative Certification Program
Financial Aid
University EdQuarters
Leadership changes
Communication channels

Responsibilities of district leadership/ multiple roles

Transparency, importance of

interactions

tone/modeling

‘I know there were a couple of issues with
the application process and The Graduate
School. Working through that to make it
easier for next cohort.” District representative
interview notes, June 2020

“We have a totally new shift in leadership at
the district levels and we have to think about
how that impacts us and how we have
communication issues.” Leadership team

in focus group, July 2020
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Understanding residency population

Brief Description “There have been different initiatives that
First impressions are critical have been tried in different places, but
Remove barriers/Set them up for success tapping into people in our community and
Productive struggle offering them that opportunity. | think it will be
Having faith—residents’ approach to program a return on the investment for sure.” District
Reduce anxiety, develop teacher identity, equity representative interview notes, June 2020
Purposeful building of collegial relationship o . _
Professional stability—develop professionalism “Principals love this program—they see it as

Support systems (residents supporting each other, 2an opportunity to grow our own.” District
faculty supporting/valuing residents, school, and rePresentative interview notes, June 2020

district support)
Embracing conditions and adapting to situations through persistence and determination
Brief Description
COVID-19 shift to online recruitment/online Summer “Challenge has been that we haven’t been
Institute able to fully function to not be able to do
Barriers turned to strengths things we had planned to roll them out
Recruited residents, continued despite COVID [pandemic].” District  representative
Don’t give up interview notes, June 2020

Deal with roadblocks, drove Kits to pick-up spots

Seek support/take risks

“‘Did not know what to expect; never thought about
canceling”

Promoting common vision and philosophy of teaching

Brief Description “We're getting them out there and they're
Teachers learning from practice applying their knowledge, they're gaining
Boundary spanning/Blurred and flattened power feedback, theyre reflecting on that and

structures developing as reflective practitioners and
Coaching teachers learning alongside residents and then they're taking what they learn and going
faculty back and trying it again.” Leadership team
Intentionality focus group, July 2020
Modeling . , _
Collateral learning—shaping colleagues, students, ---our beliefs, our values related to teaching

and teacher education are very similar with
relation to equity, social justice, inquiry,
trying to meet the needs of marginalized

(P:OS':'%n ;e3|;jbepts atlﬁ Ieahr ners gnd doers it populations, that's at the forefront...of all of
ontributing/being the change in communities, our work.” Leadership team focus group, July
schools, and with students 2020

families
Community building and capacity building

Developing sense of community among stakeholders (residents, faculty, district liaisons)

Brief Description “You will be heard, we see you, we hear you,
Summer Institute as foundational pillar to establish we will be in contact with you.” And so that, |
sense of community think, made a big difference early on.”
Promote authenticity Leadership team focus group, July 2020
Develop system of support ) .
Online Summer Institute promoted more holistic “They [the residents] were saying how they
viewpoint—saw homes, families, glimpse of life were really liking each other and getting

along really well. We mentioned friends . . .
and they quickly changed that word to
family.” Leadership team focus group, July
2020
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These axial themes showcase the culture of the
NIC and guided the development of Carolina
Transition to Teaching in 2020. The model that
emerged from the NIC’s work was multifaceted and
components are described below.

Carolina Transition to Teaching Residency
Components

Based on the NIC's work, predominantly
focusing on January 2020 through August 2020, the
following components address recruitment,
preparation, and retention of teacher residents in
rural communities. Although each part of the
residency model may individually contribute to the
program, when taken collectively, their intersection
has the potential to address systemic challenges in
recruitment, preparation, and retention. The
emphasis was on forming new strategic
partnerships to share the responsibility for preparing
teachers in radically different ways (Milner, 2010;
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education, 2010). The residency program aimed to
provide requisite educational content and serve as
the pedagogical foundation residents could use in
classrooms and provide a wide range of clinical
experiences to complement coursework. To
encourage participation, residents received a grant-
funded living-wage stipend (i.e., $15,000) to offset
the costs of completing the full-time graduate
residency program. After recruitment, each resident
participated in an intensive two-week Summer
Institute that coincided with the start of the Master
of Education in Teaching that they would complete
simultaneously with the year-long classroom
residency.

The Summer Institute launched the program
with goals to build rapport, support transition to the
full-time graduate program, and provide initial
theory and practice opportunities. During Week 1,
residents worked mainly with the university faculty
members who facilitated much of the coursework
and provided exposure to guiding pedagogical
theories and practices. Throughout Week 2, the
residents and university faculty engaged with
groups of elementary-aged students from the rural
districts who were provided free summer learning
opportunities and materials (online in Summer
2020), which enabled residents to implement

Using Improvement Science to Develop... Teacher Residency Program

instructional strategies explored during the first
week of the institute.

At the onset of the academic year, virtual
graduate courses provided teacher residents with
experiences to develop a pedagogical foundation by
exploring issues of practice as identified as
important by professional educators (e.g., issues of
equity). Additionally, site-based methods courses
were designed to meet at local schools where
teacher residents could observe and authentically
interact with P—12 students under the careful
guidance of university faculty and classroom
teachers (see Hodges & Mills, 2014). Consequently,
most of the graduate courses were developed and
taught by the university faculty who participated on
the NIC. Courses taught by program faculty outside
of the NIC met periodically with the NIC faculty to
structure each course and ensure that the
distinctive characteristics and circumstances of our
school district partners and their rural communities
(e.g., physical geographic area, district merging)
were addressed.

To immerse teacher residents into the role of
being a teacher, including extensive school-based
experiences in rural schools and
school communities, teacher residents co-taught
alongside classroom-based mentors (i.e., teacher of
record) from the partner school districts. This
ongoing school-based coaching and mentoring
drew on established co-teaching models (Friend &
Cook, 2000) and provided systems of support
among mentor teachers, university supervisors,
school administrators, and university faculty.

Our model provided an alternative pathway that
led to full teaching licensure. Carolina Transition to
Teaching program is a State Department of
Education approved collaboration among school
districts and the state’s flagship university with the
goal of creating a high-quality alternative pathway
into teaching that focuses on the expertise of local
teachers, schools, districts, and institutions of
higher education. The pathway also involved
competency-based experiences through the
completion of a series of micro-credentials
(DeMonte, 2017) that allowed individuals to learn
and demonstrate mastery of skills that are tied to the
statewide teacher evaluation framework.
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Figure 1

Carolina Transition to Teaching Pathway
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Finally, Carolina Transition to Teaching was
created with teacher retention in mind to decrease
the rate at which teachers were leaving the
profession (Ingersoll & May, 2011; McClure &
Reeves, 2004). After coursework and the yearlong
residency, each teacher resident will be supported
through the Carolina Teacher Induction Program, a
three-year support program that targets the
retention of early career teachers by supporting
their self-efficacy and job satisfaction while also
addressing the stressors that often accompany
early career teaching. The induction support is
offered through group workshops, personalized
coaching, and providing classroom support to early
career teachers to assist them as they implement
effective pedagogical practices ranging from
behavior management to instructional strategies. In
sum, the intersection of the aforementioned
components comprises our program’s approach to
recruitment, preparation, and retention of teachers
in rural communities in the state.

Entering Resident Focus Group

To gain information from those who were
beginning the Carolina Transition to Teaching
Program, focus groups with residents occurred
during the 2020 Summer Institute (July 2020). The
purpose of the focus groups was to better
understand their perceptions of recruitment and
evolving program components. Themes from the
focus groups were related to: (a) recruitment,
(b) attractors to the program, (c) teacher needs and
challenges, (d) concerns, (e) communication

CarolinaCAP
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Master’s Degree
&
South Carolina
Teaching
Certification
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needs, and (f) recommendations. Each theme is
described below.

Recruitment

Recruitment was community-driven and
encouragement was often individualized. Most
residents were working in some capacity within a
partner district and became aware of Carolina
Transition to Teaching through personal contact
from a district or school administrator. Resident
James, a former teacher’s assistant, stated,

| learned by my principal. She called me up
front to her office. | thought | had done
something terribly wrong and there were others
there, in fact [another resident was there] and
she introduced us to the program...and she
recommended that we apply, and so | did
(James, focus group, July 15, 2020).

Other residents heard about the program through
peers or colleagues and within school or district
announcements or posts. A few residents also
mentioned attending a recruitment event in their
community.

Residents had roots in the community and
were focused on helping children and their
communities succeed. Two residents from
different partner school districts discussed wanting
to learn how to help children in their respective
communities and help solve teacher shortage and
retention challenges. Carrie, one of these residents,
stated:
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It just really hurts my heart because | really love
this county. I'm glad I'm back, I'm never leaving
again, and | want to be a part of the solution,
not just somebody on the sidelines not making
a difference (Carrie, focus group, July 15,
2020).

Attractors

The residency program made certification
possible, higher degrees attainable, and
learning more meaningful. Several residents
discussed the residency program as providing a
flexible pathway to certification in a teaching area of
their interest. Specifically, other alternative
pathways to certification were described as more
rigid with certification areas strictly based on the
subject area of residents’ bachelor’'s degrees.
Tanya explained the residency program was more
attractive because:

[In this program] | would end up becoming
licensed and would be able to teach in the
elementary setting, which is the route that |
have wanted to go. Because all of the other
alternative programs that | had saw . . . it
[certification] was, like, based upon my
background, which was human resources
(Tanya, focus group, July 15, 2020).

Residents also appreciated getting a master’'s
degree (not just another bachelor's degree),
teacher certification, and teaching experience in
schools. Several teacher residents cited obtaining
a master's degree as a major attraction of the
program. When asked, one teacher resident
remarked, “Getting a master’s degree. That's what
drew me in” (Angie, focus group, July 15, 2020). For
some residents, the timeframe of the program was
attractive; this was particularly important to
residents who were changing careers. Residents
also appreciated the residency aspect of the
program, which entailed working in classrooms.

Support from residency program faculty
and staff during residency was essential.
Residents discussed feeling fully supported by
residency program faculty and staff as they pursued
their certification. Some residents had observed a
lack of support for teacher candidates in other
teacher certification pathway programs. One
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resident stated that long-term support was a “big
thing” (Angie, focus group, July 15, 2020), and
another resident stated, “they [faculty] have been
supportive from day one and like [another resident]
said, theyll be there after we get out” (Theresa,
focus group, July 15, 2020).

Teacher Needs and Challenges

Residents sought to learn new teaching
tools and techniques to help students in high-
needs schools. Residents discussed wanting to
learn skills to encourage student engagement,
manage classroom behavior, and help students
who may be struggling or need remediation. For
example, Sam said, “I'm excited about learning
about the different pedagogies and strategies that |
can use going into the classroom to capture kids’
minds” (Sam, focus group, July 15, 2020). Others
mentioned needing behavior management
techniques; something they had struggled with in
previous teaching roles. One resident, Marvin,
added, “For me, it would be classroom
management. Techniques to manage the
classroom especially when you have more than one
student that has extreme behavior problems”
(Marvin, focus group, July 15, 2020). Another
resident recalled observing students in classrooms
who needed, but did not get, extra help. Tanya
elaborated, “Main thing | really want to focus on is
literacy . . . I've subbed and seeing some of those
kids coming out of third grade going into fourth
grade, some of those kids struggled a lot...that was
a big deal for me” (Tanya, focus group, July 15,
2020). Residents also discussed wanting to create
a sense of community with parents and students.

Pandemic-related challenges during the
residency centered around using technology
and making virtual learning accessible and
engaging for rural students. Residents discussed
the COVID-19 pandemic context of schooling and
challenges associated with moving from face-to-
face to virtual instruction. Some residents were
feeling challenged by technological demands.
Deborah stated:

I’'m not very tech savvy. I'm kind of proud of
myself for getting this Zoom stuff and finding my
Google doc, so, you know, having to apply that
and manage and help, you know, with
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Chromebooks and this and that . . . that’'s where
having a co-teacher is really going to be very
beneficial (Deborah, focus group, July 15,
2020).

Other residents discussed feeling challenged to
engage and connect with students within a virtual
learning format. Kara explained:

Because of everything going on right now, |
would have to say keeping the children
engaged with everything being virtual learning.
| mean, as an adult, I'm fidgety in my seat, so |
can only imagine how it would be for an
elementary student (Kara, focus group, July 15,
2020).

Another resident felt that while he was confident in
being able to connect with students in face-to-face
learning formats, he was less confident in virtual
formats. Sam noted:

Just . . . having the impact that | have on the
kids. Basically, I'm hoping that that can transfer
via screen. I've been told that | do well and |
have a good rapport with the kids, but | may not
be able to reach out to them or impact them and
have that physical connection that will get the
lessons or that understanding across between
us (Sam, focus group, July 15, 2020).

Additionally, some residents noted that Internet
access was a challenge in their rural districts.
Residents worried that virtual learning might be
hard to access in the more remote areas of their
counties. One resident, however, felt that being a
resident right now, in this context — taking
coursework online and potentially teaching online
as a resident — was a positive thing. Carrie
discussed this further:

| think it's actually kind of genius that we'’re
doing this right now because we’ll be able to
learn both sides if this was ever to happen
again. [Virtual education] will be a benefit for
students, even in rural areas, if they can get the
kinks out with the internet and the broadband
and all of that. Because | know in [my county] .
. . that’'s a big deal for us, because we don’t
have broadband (Carrie, focus group, July 15,
2020).
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Residents were eager to work with coaching
teachers but recognized that mutual respect
was not always a characteristic of mentoring
relationship. Residents were looking forward to
working with a coaching teacher throughout the
academic school year, but had some concerns. As
one resident stated, “I'm really excited about the
side-by-side with the coaching teacher’ (Kara,
focus group, July 15, 2020). However, some
residents cited past experiences and expressed
concerns about getting along with their mentor
teacher. One resident explained, “I just hope that
this experience will allow the teacher that I'm
working with to have the respect for me as an equal
shared person rather than someone working under
them” (Marvin, focus group, July 15, 2020).

Prior experience in district schools could
help but also potentially hinder their residency
experiences. Some residents displayed
confidence in various teaching skills including
differentiating instruction as well as connecting and
engaging with students based on their prior
experience in district schools. Additional
advantages included established relationships with
students, other teachers, and administrators.
However, due to these established relationships,
some residents expressed concern about leaving
their current school for their residency placement at
another school.

Although these residents expressed a desire to
remain with their former schools, one resident was
concerned that if he stayed at his current school
where he had been a teaching assistant, students
may not respect him as a lead teacher. This
resident elaborated:

| want to make sure that . . . I've been seen as
a teaching assistant, which means | wasn'’t the
head of the classroom and | just hope the
students are able to understand the transition,
not looking at me as the teaching assistant but
understanding that | now carry the reins to the
classroom (Sam, focus group, July 15, 2020).

Concerns

Work-life—-academic balance. The residents
recognized that they would have to manage
personal, academic, and work demands as they
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pursued teacher certification. For instance, one
resident stated:

Every time | hear the word ‘homework,’ I'm like,
‘oh my God! | don’t have the energy to stay up
to 1 o’clock in the morning, I've got two kids!’
But | wouldn’t have signed up if | didn’t think it
was possible, but | am nervous about the
energy, you know, getting through it (Deborah,
focus group, July 15, 2020).

While the energy needed to keep up with graduate
coursework and balance other responsibilities was
described as a challenge, Sam felt optimistic:

| agree with them in making sure | can keep up,
but the energy that has been presented since
we started it kind of has me thinking, like, I'm
going to be able to get through it. We will have
courses and work, but like there’s no way we
can’t get through it if we put our best foot
forward (Sam, focus group, July 15, 2020).

Residents also expressed concerns about
being a university student again, taking the state
teacher certification exam (i.e., Praxis), and the
financial cost of the program. For some residents, it
had been many years since they received their
bachelor’s degree. For these residents, being a
university student again was a concern. One
resident explained, “Getting back into the books [is
challenging]. It's been years since I've been in the
books” (Ruth, focus group, July 15, 2020).

A few residents were anxious about passing the
Praxis test needed for certification; one resident
had a hard time with the Praxis in the past and
needed to overcome her test anxiety. Other
residents mentioned finances as a concern. As
Carrie put it, “This is scary from a financial point”
(Carrie, focus group, July 15, 2020).

Communication Needs

Residents indicated that support and
timely, detailed communication regarding
application processes, expenses, and
expectations of the program were necessary. At
the time of the focus groups, residents indicated
they felt fully supported by university faculty and
staff and communication was prompt and helpful.
However, a few residents identified gaps in
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communication between when they were accepted
and beginning the program. James elaborated,
“From the time we signed up you know, even from
the time at the job fair that day, there was a huge
gap in there where you didn’t hear anything from
them” (James, focus group, July 15, 2020). Others
reiterated this point, however, Beatrice reported
that she reached out directly to program staff and
this was helpful:

People were asking me about the program and
then a week later, | made a phone call. And that
was when | was asking questions to [the
program coordinator] and this was when she
was telling me about different things that was
happening next. So, | kept in contact with her .

. and as long as | kept the communication
between her and myself, if | had a question that
needed answered, she would answer it
(Beatrice, focus group, July 2020).

A few residents wanted more details regarding
the cost of the program. Sam reported, “I know
everyone was excited or was positive when we
heard about the stipend, but | still have not yet today
heard, like, what the cost of this degree is. Like still
now | don’t know that” (Sam, focus group, July 15,
2020). Finally, a couple residents discussed the
need for clarification regarding residency
expectations and programmatic activities.

Recommendations

Residents offered recommendations to aid in
program development and implementation. The
following recommendations were either drawn
explicitly from residents or derived implicitly through
focus group discussions based on resident
experiences. Recommendations included: (a)
communicate regularly with applicants early on
during the application process; (b) be clear about
costs of the program earlier in the process;
(c) provide more details regarding the resident
stipend and expectations; (d) provide more details
regarding the program activities during the
residency and expectations; (e) aid applicants in
the graduate school application process to avoid
difficulties; (f) promote the program for career
changers working in the community but outside of
partner school districts; and (g) consider residents’
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prior experience in district schools in determining
residency placements.

Discussion

Based on the needs and past experiences of
two rural school districts, the NIC developed a 14-
month teacher residency program that included a
living wage stipend, university/district created
teacher  education experiences, graduate
coursework, professional development from
district-based coaching teachers (mentors) and
university partners, and intensive engagement in
classrooms during the preparation process.

Program Model

The program model and the residency
selection process were based on the NIC’s
identified need to recruit and prepare teachers who
were more likely to be connected to the rural
communities, committed to the students in these
communities, and remain in these communities
over time. The program model emphasized the
university—school  connections and learning
opportunities. District representatives, who were
part of the core planning process through the NIC,
influenced the program model based on their
experiences within the rural communities. The
model highlights the co-construction of learning
through immersion in schools while completing
cohort-based graduate-level coursework and
professional development, which have been found
to be components of high-quality residency
programs (Guha et al., 2017).

Residents confirmed their desire for teacher
certification options for people like themselves who
were currently working in schools. Residents
highlighted their commitment to their community,
which bodes well for retention and aligned with
scholarship related to the benefits of teacher
residency program and grow your own programs
(Gist et al.,, 2019; Papay et al., 2012; Sloan &
Blazevski, 2015).

Recruitment

The school-university partnership developed a
set of core values to drive the program and
empower community members to pursue teacher
certification and a master's degree in education.
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Instructional assistants, paraprofessionals, and
long-term substitutes within the district — a grow
your own approach — were the focus for recruitment
as these individuals tended to be more likely to be
connected and committed to the community and the
local school district.

Recruitment data indicated that the program
was successful in reaching interested applicants
with 43 people completing an interest survey and
14 residents enrolling in the program. Most Cohort
1 residents identified as African American or Black,
and most of the residents resided within the county
where the district is located or in an adjacent
county, which the leadership team hypothesizes will
lead to more effective teachers and greater
retention in the district and field based on their
commitment to students and their community
(Center for Educator Recruitment, Retention, and
Advancement, 2019; Gist et al., 2019).

There were recruitment opportunities and
challenges that emerged that impacted the size of
Cohort 1, which was designed for up to 24
residents. Three residents withdrew from the
program prior to the 2020-2021 academic year
based on unanticipated factors (e.g., contracting
COVID-19). Reasons for non-matriculation will be
explored among those who completed the interest
survey but did not complete additional steps to
enroll in the program or withdrew from the program
after gaining acceptance.

Next Steps

With input from the leadership team, program
evaluators are continuing the focus on
improvement science to address improvement
science guiding questions: “What is the specific
problem that | am not trying to solve? What change
might | introduce and why? And, how will | know
whether the change is actually an improvement?”
(Bryk et al., 2017, p. 9).

Data collection strategies to address the
improvement science guiding questions include
NIC meeting observations/field notes, entrance and
exit surveys of residents, entrance focus groups
with residents, end-of-year surveys of mentor
teachers, end-of-year interviews with principals,
annual interviews with district representatives,
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annual focus group with university faculty, and
annual interviews with induction coaches working
with former residents. Interviews and surveys with
differing stakeholders will allow for program
improvement and assessment of interim outcomes.

As the program model and recruitment process
continue to be refined and improved through data,
the NIC has identified areas of needed growth, both
personally and programmatically. One such area
was the personal need of teacher residents for
advanced training in learning systems and
technology to function well in their coursework and
in schools. The pandemic may have accelerated
the degree to which school districts and classrooms
rely on technology, and it appears technology will
continue to be increasingly prevalent in classrooms
in the future. In addition, the match between
teacher residents and coaching teachers is being
explored to ensure effective placements for
residents. Finally, a survey specific to
paraprofessionals is under development to explore
motivations and interests of people currently
employed in non-certified educational positions to
identify obstacles to teacher certification. This will
guide continued recruitment efforts and allow for
the matriculation of more people who are interested
in the program.

Limitations

While aspects of Carolina Transition to
Teaching and the focus of our grow your own
approach may align with the needs of other states
and regions, the program was specifically designed
to meet needs in two rural school districts using a
NIC focused on local data. Data collection related
to the development and initial implementation of the
residency program included observations,
interviews, focus groups, and an interest survey
and may only be generalizable to similar
geographic locations and populations. While the
COVID-19 pandemic shifted aspects of the
program such as the Summer Institute and course
delivery mode, the implications of these changes
are unclear at this time.

Conclusion

A large flagship university partnered with two
school districts in rural communities to address
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challenges and barriers in teacher recruitment,
preparation, and retention in a southeastern state.
Using an improvement science approach, the NIC
developed a residency program that included core
components designed to facilitate effective
teachers who were more likely to be retained in
rural schools and school districts. The NIC
achieved its goal of recruiting candidates who are
underrepresented in the profession (Center for
Recruitment, Retention, and Advancement, 2019)
and have connections to their local students and
communities; however, more focus is needed on
interested instructional assistants who do not
matriculate into the program to meet the needs of
the school districts.

In the development and initial implementation,
the focus was on two aspects of improvement
science: “make the work problem specific and user
centered” and “see the system that produces the
current outcomes” (Bryk et al., 2017, p. 21/57).
These shaped the formation of the NIC and
development of Carolina Transition to Teaching.
Now, the NIC will “focus on variation in
performance” at the district and school level and
measuring outcomes related to teacher
effectiveness and teacher retention (Bryk et al., p.
35).
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Appendix
District Representative Interview Protocol
District and Community Characteristics

1. Tell me about your community.
2. Describe your district.
a. How would you compare it to neighboring districts?
District Needs

3. Describe your district’s ability to provide high quality instruction within elementary and middle

school classrooms.
a. What are some areas of strength?
b. What are some challenges?
4. Describe your district’s ability to recruit high quality teachers.
a. What practices do you think would be successful in recruiting teachers to work in your
district?
5. Describe your district’s ability to retain high quality teachers.
a. What factors do you think contribute to teacher attrition?
b. What practices do you think would be successful in helping to retain teachers?

Teacher Residency Program

6. What are your initial thoughts regarding the Transition to Teaching (T3) program?
7. So far, what have been the greatest challenge(s) in implementing this program in your district?
8. Looking forward, how do you think implementation could be improved?

9. What outcomes do you expect to see from participating in this program?
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Carolina Transition to Teaching University Faculty/Staff Focus Group Protocol

We will start with the Summer Institute and then gain your perspectives about the larger project.
1. Tell us your thoughts about the Summer Institute
a. What was successful?
b. What could have been improved?
2. Thinking about the upcoming fall semester/beginning of the school year, what are your thoughts
about the preparation and readiness of the
a. District leadership including principals
b. Coaching teachers
c. Residents
d. UofSC faculty to facilitate courses
3. What opportunities have you discovered through the Cohort 1 recruitment process?
4. What challenges have you discovered through the Cohort 1 recruitment process?
5. As the grant leadership team, what are your greatest concerns moving forward?
a. What supports do you have?

b. What supports do you need?
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Montana is a state that is ravaged by a suicide epidemic and mental health crisis, particularly among
its youth. In an area in which harsh climates, geographic challenges, and distance to rural healthcare
providers are significant barriers to mental healthcare accessibility, educators are faced with the
acute social and emotional challenges of their students on a daily basis. This article documents the
process and promise of utilizing novel and innovative community-based participatory research to
support rural schools. By integrating a trauma-informed intervention in the school setting, while
mobilizing local community resources, this interdisciplinary approach shows the ability to address
the needs of adolescents while supporting rural educators.
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Teachers and school administrators often cite
feelings of frustration and isolation resulting from
high stress levels in the workplace. These stressors
are often derived from an increased workload,
reduced pay and autonomy, and external pressure
from federal accountability measures (Von Der
Embse et al., 2016). To put it simply, educators are
being asked to do more and more with fewer
resources, time, and support each year. In addition
to teachers’ own stressors, students are also
exhibiting record levels of anxiety, depression, and
behavioral issues as a result of increased academic
stressors deriving from factors like standardized
testing and shifts to remote learning due to the
COVID-19 pandemic (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, 2021; Chaterjee, 2021; Cook-
Cottone, 2017; Guessom et al., 2020). As a former
K-12 teacher and administrator, this author knows
all too well the overwhelming expectations today’s
educators face; therefore, the purpose of this study
is to test the feasibility and sustainability of
integrating community agencies and external
resources into the school system to support
students’ emotional well-being so that teachers
have the mental space and time to focus on

teaching rather than crisis management (Noddings,
2005).

Study Context: Rural Montana

This study took place in a rural Montana
community during the 2019-2020 academic year.
The mental health crises for residents in the state of
Montana are at epidemic levels. According to the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020),
the state has one of the highest suicide rates in the
nation. Research indicates that from 2010-2014,
39.1% of Montana adolescents aged 12—17 sought
treatment for a major depressive episode at some
point during the study (Montana Department of
Health and Human Services, 2015; Montana
Department of Health and Human Services, 2016).
Montana’s suicide rate, which is nearly double that
of the United States may be due to higher instances
of mental illness throughout the state (Rosston,
2022), Further, the 2019 Youth Risk Behavior
Survey for the county in which this study was
conducted indicated that 20% of high schoolers
made a concrete suicide plan, 16% attempted
suicide, and 39% experienced severe depression
symptoms (Montana Office of Public Instruction,
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2019). Due to this mental health crisis, this
community became the focus of this researcher’s
efforts to develop a multifaceted community-based
approach to support the mental health of these
adolescents.

Rural Mental Healthcare Challenges

Accessing quality mental health care can be
challenging in rural America. Barriers include but
are not limited to a lack of qualified providers,
isolation due to geographic location, stigma
associated with mental health, and severe weather
conditions preventing travel to/from providers
(Kaiser Family Foundation, 2016). Over 40% of
Montana’s population is considered rural or frontier
(National Network of Libraries of Medicine, 2020).
As aresult, it is important to explore ways to provide
opportunity and access for individuals in rural
communities that will support their overall mental
health and wellness. Through a school-based
intervention of trauma-informed yoga (which was
identified early on as a desired program by the high
school involved in this study), this project was
designed to help mitigate the impact of contributing
factors by providing healthy coping strategies for
adolescents in order to improve overall student
wellness. However, this author had relocated to
Montana herself in 2018 and therefore had no
existing relationships with any necessary
community partners for this work; therefore, the
most appropriate approach to this community-
identified issue was through community-based
participatory research (CBPR).

Partnership Processes: Community-Based
Participatory Research

Israel et al. (2003) define community-based
participatory research as “focusing on social,
structural, and physical environmental inequities
through active involvement of community members,
organizational representatives, and researchers in
all aspects of the research process” (para. 1). For
this project, the principal investigator (PI) focused
on developing a partnership with a school system
and local yoga studio within a rural Montana
community; the purpose of building this partnership
was to mitigate high school students’ issues
surrounding adverse childhood experiences or
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other less severe challenges to their mental health
and equilibrium.

In this framework, the community is the genesis
of the study, whereby stakeholders create a shared
purpose, question, and goals for the study, rather
than being driven by an external researcher’s
agenda. This shared decision-making of the
research processes and products are central to
community-based participatory research (Faridi et
al., 2007). By shifting the burden and
responsibilities of the study from the researcher to
the community, CBPR “recognizes the importance
of involving members of a study population as active
and equal participants, in all phases of the research
project, if the research process is to be a means of
facilitating change” (Holkup et al., 2004, para. 3).
Change is achieved when stakeholders contribute
“their expertise to enhance understanding of a given
phenomenon and integrate the knowledge gained
with action to benefit the community involved”
(Holkup et al., 2004, para. 6).

Rurality is often situated in a deficit orientation
in cited literature; it is therefore critical to
acknowledge the expertise and local funds of
knowledge within a community (and school
district's) context whereby the researcher
repositions rural community members, school
faculty, and students as experts who identify
community needs and solutions (Biddle & Azano,
2016; Tuck, 2009). By viewing rural communities
and school systems from a strengths-based
perspective, researchers unlock the expertise of
local stakeholders, allowing for rigorous,
interdisciplinary, collaborative research to occur,
fueling place-based pedagogy (Cordova, 2017;
Elfer, 2011; White, 2008).

Phase 1: Establishing Relationships

This collaboration began slowly; as mentioned
earlier, the principal investigator relocated to this
area of Montana in 2018, and the recent influx of
people moving to Montana from other states, driving
up real estate prices and changing the face of
Montana as locals have known it, has led to a
certain modicum of distrust of “outsiders” (Hegyi,
2019). Knowing this, the principal investigator
instigated initial contact with the school district by
reaching out to the high school co-principals and
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requesting a meeting over lunch. Rather than
launching into her research agenda, the researcher
instead sought merely to get to know the principals
as well as the local culture and community of the
school and town. When opportunities presented
themselves, she asserted her own interest in
trauma-informed approaches in the education
setting, having been a former teacher and school
administrator herself.

While this initial meeting went well, there was a
long lapse in time before contact was re-established
with these administrators, as the beginning of the
new academic year is always fraught with time-
consuming challenges. The principal investigator
“checked in” via email periodically over the following
six months, and around the new year (2019), she
received a phone call from one of the co-principals
of the high school, who indicated that the school
nurse was beginning an after-school yoga program
and was interested in having a conversation about
what contributions the principal investigator could
make to the project. This led to a meeting with the
school nurse, which resulted in the principal
investigator sharing instrumentation and survey
materials so the high school could measure
outcomes of this after school program. The principal
investigator also analyzed data from this pilot study
and disseminated results back with the school
district as part of her outreach, which further
strengthened the fledgling relationship with the
district. This ultimately led to district leadership
support of the principal investigator's National
Institutes of Health (NIH) grant, which funded the
study outlined in this manuscript (NIH award no.
P20GM104417).

Phase 2: Gathering Community Input

To continue to grow trust within the relationship
with the school district, the principal investigator felt
it was important to also facilitate additional
community relationships that support the school
district. The principal investigator joined the local
community wellness/resilience committee that
focuses on suicide prevention and de-stigmatization
of mental health care; this participation led to the PI
receiving an invitation to join the school district's
suicide, intervention, and response to treatment
committee. From these committees, a community
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advisory board (CAB) was formed from various
members of the school district (co-principals, district
level administrator, physical education teacher, and
school nurse) and community agencies (the
county’s health department director and community
health coordinator from the local hospital);
community advisory boards are often lauded as a
positive, formalized mechanism for ensuring
equitable community representation in research
studies (Newman et al., 2011). Missing components
to this CAB include a parent and student
representative as well as (at least) one of the
involved yoga instructors; plans are in place to
recruit these additional members for the CAB in
moving forward with this project.

In September 2019, the principal investigator
facilitated a focus group discussion of both male
and female high school students at Park High
School to gauge student interest in the project and
determine best approaches to promote recruitment
and retention in the project, particularly with male
students. These focus groups were facilitated
through the Principal Advisory lunchtime program
with the high school principal and lead investigator.
Based on responses to these focus groups, the
collaborative decision was to hold the study during
the school day during a regularly scheduled
physical education class in the spring 2020
semester, rather than as a voluntary after school
program. This was in response to student
scheduling conflicts with athletics, extracurriculars,
family and farm care, and other employment
obligations. Following these focus groups, select
members of the CAB gathered to discuss survey
instrumentation, and school personnel indicated
their desire to change instrumentation. As a result,
their choices were honored and used in this study.
Lastly, in the weeks before the study began, the
principal investigator held informational lunch
meetings with students enrolled in the identified
physical education class to answer questions
students had about the study.

Phase 3: Study Implementation

As the study began, the physical education
teacher who allowed the research to take place in
his class invited the Pl to share about the project
with the entire class and answer any questions the
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students may have had about the process. While
there were some initial groans and comments like
“do we have to do the yoga?” the general consensus
was positive; all but one student in the class agreed
to participate (with parental consent, which was
mostly obtained verbally as students did not return
signed consent forms). Throughout the intervention,
the Pl used the framework of participant observation
to engage with all participants and instructors,
joining in the yoga practice each session. According
to Hammer (2017), “participant observation can
provide depth and context to observations and help
minimize mistaken assumptions routinely made
based on observations from a distance” (p. 441).
While it is noted that participant observation is
frequently used in cultural and anthropological
research contexts (Fletcher, 2003), participant
observation is gaining momentum as an accepted
framework for community-based participatory
research so that the research considers broader the
sociocultural factors at play in community-identified
issues (Horowitz, Robinson, & Seifer, 2009, as cited
in Hammer et al., 2017).

Through this unique research design, a sense
of community developed with all participants and
the research team while further strengthening the
relationships with the school and community.
Members of the CAB as well as local university
teacher education candidates and education
graduate students involved in education initiatives
were also invited to join in the sessions,. By inviting
community stakeholders and connecting the
university with local school districts, additional
connections were made, one of which has resulted
in a potential job opportunity for one of the teaching
candidates. The high school participants also
seemed to enjoy having “visitors,” and anecdotally,
the PI noted that participant engagement and focus
was increased on days with additional people
joining in the practice.

Unfortunately, the coronavirus pandemic
truncated this study just before its conclusion.
However, it presented a unique opportunity to
strengthen  these community and school
partnerships. When schools in the state abruptly
closed due to the virus, the school nurse (who
became pivotal to the success of this study)
provided tremendous assistance to the principal
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investigator in trying to salvage any results from the
study. After calls to students and parents, as well as
a gift card incentive for survey completion, student
post-surveys were collected remotely while
students were quarantined at home. While the
response rate was not 100%, 16 out of 19
participants completed the post surveys within a
week of the study’s abrupt conclusion.

It is worth noting that collective trauma has a
way of forging strong bonds between those who
experience it (Saul, 2013). While the coronavirus
crisis is still ongoing at the time of this manuscript’s
creation, the sense of community and support
between the PI and CAB has noticeably
strengthened. Phone calls and emails
communicating about preliminary study results
inevitably evolved into conversations about the
status of students from the study, then morphing
into checking on each other’s families and loved
ones. Stemming from a time of great difficulty for all
involved, these community-based research
relationships have blossomed into meaningful
friendships and a deep feeling of trust, which will
only further strengthen future collaborative projects
in this community.

Outcomes of CBPR Process
Phase 1 Results: Relationships Solidified

As discussed previously, this project formed a
strong community—school—-university partnership.
As with many CBPR studies, concerns about
program sustainability are still present, especially
with funding concerns. Prior to the coronavirus
crisis, the physical education teacher involved in the
study expressed a desire for his students to
continue a once-weekly yoga practice in his class
and asked the research team about this possibility.
While funding did not provide additional monies for
a yoga teacher beyond the study duration, the
principal investigator was able to find a yoga
teacher employed by the county’s health
department. Under the purview of her job as a
community health coordinator, that instructor
volunteered to teach a yoga class once a week to
the same physical education class, free of charge to
the high school. Unfortunately, the mandatory
school closures due to the virus made this an
impossibility. At the time of this manuscript
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preparation, the principal investigator was seeking
ways to find remote yoga instruction available to
students in the study to support them during their
time in quarantine.

Phase 2 Results: Gathering Community
Feedback

Because of the success of this partnership and
program, the community and the school district are
eager to continue this study; one administrator
noted the following takeaways resulting from the
study in an email communication, cited here with
permission:

“We can get parent permissions and can
conduct screening in the socioemotional
domain.”

“‘We can participate in really, really cool
research that can tell us meaningful things
about what might improve mental health
indicators for our kids.”

“The people working together on it (names
redacted for confidentiality) are all really, really
fine people who work together well and truly
care about (name of town redacted for
privacy)’s kids.”

“Yoga is cool and the trauma-informed version
appears to be good for student well-being.”

“Students are likely to embrace being involved
in future studies and feel they're part of
something important.”

“Other stakeholders among our staff, families
and community like it.”

To further quantify the community engagement
process through a validated measure, the
Quantitative Community Engagement Measure
(Goodman et al., 2017) was distributed to members
of the community advisory board approximately six
weeks after the study concluded, so as to allow for
time to share preliminary data results from the
study. This survey assessed quantitative measures
of quality of the CBPR process (as defined by
Goodman et al., 2017) and included 58 questions
scored on a Likert scale from 1-5, with 1 being
never and 5 being always. The survey assessed
how well the researcher performed the following 11
community engagement principles:
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1) Focus on local relevance and determinants
of health;

2) Acknowledge the community;

3) Disseminate findings and knowledge
gained to all partners;

4) Seek and use the input of community
partners;

5) Involve a cyclical and iterative process in
the pursuit of objectives;

6) Foster co-learning, capacity building, and
co-benefit for all partners;

7) Build on strengths and resources within
the community;

8) Facilitate collaborative, equitable
partnerships;

9) Integrate and achieve a balance of all
partners;

10) Involve all partners in the dissemination
process; and

11) Plan for a long-term process and
commitment.

The research team added an open-ended response
item at the conclusion to address any areas of
feedback that the other survey items did not
address.

Results from this survey were compiled from six
out of seven CAB members and were generally
positive. Nearly every question had responses of
either “always” or “most of the time” and “always”
with the following exceptions:

- Focuses on cultural factors that influence
health behaviors (rarely, n = 1; sometimes,
n=1; most of the time, n = 2; always, n = 2)

- Gives credit to community members and
others for work. (sometimes, n =1; always, n
= 5)

- Helps community members with problems of
their own. (sometimes, n =2; most of the time,
n = 2; always, n = 2)

- Helps community members disseminate
information using community publications.
(sometimes, n = 3; most of the time, n = 1;
always, n = 2)

- Asks community members for
(sometimes, n = 1; always, n = 5)

input.
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- Changes plans as a result of community input.
(sometimes, n = 1; most of the time, n =1;
always, n = 3)

- Asks community members for help with
specific tasks. (sometimes, n = 1; most of the
time, n = 1; always, n = 4)

- Informs the community of what happened
when their ideas were tried. (sometimes, n =
1; most of the time, n = 1; always, n =4)

- Helps community partners get what they need
from academic partners. (sometimes, n = 1;
most of the time, n = 1; always, n = 4)

These exceptions illuminated areas of needed
improvement and refinement in the next iteration of
the study and ongoing CBPR process. Kirkness and
Barnhardt (2001) encourage researchers to
consider the “four R’s” of respect, relevance,
reciprocity, and responsibility when generating a
community-based participatory research study.
While the survey results indicate high relevance of
the study’s importance to community-identified
needs for mental health support for its adolescents
and respect for community partners, improvement
is indicated across the remaining two R’s. The
research team has a grave responsibility to focus on
the cultural factors that influence poor mental
health. While the intervention was successful
amongst its participants, the intervention could not
address the systemic issues of poverty, health
disparities related to low socioeconomic status,
geographic isolation, and extensive substance
abuse in this community. Further, it is of utmost
importance to practice reciprocity in the CBPR
process; more attention must be given by the
researcher to ask what the school and community
needs from the university—not the other way
around—and request more involvement from CAB
members and students with the next cycle of study
design and implementation. The lack of student
involvement in the CBPR process of this study is
perhaps the most glaring oversight that must be
corrected. Research indicates that adolescents,
especially those that have been traumatized, lack a
sense of agency and control over their lives (van der
Kolk, 2014). By not involving participants beyond
more than inviting their involvement in focus groups,
the cycle of overlooking our already disenfranchised
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youth continues. This omission will be top priority to
rectify in the second iteration of this study.

Despite the shortcomings identified in the
survey measure, the qualitative feedback provided
by two respondents at the conclusion of the study
were still positive: “At this time | have no feedback
for improvement. The project was well run.” Another
respondent noted:

Having worked alongside the team at [this
university] for this study, | must say that the
study was conducted in a first-class manner.
The scientific process was strictly adhered to
and the integrity of the project was at the
highest level. | would gladly work with this team
again in the future.

As mentioned earlier in this paper, additional
stakeholders (that is, a student or multiple students)
and community members need to be included in the
CAB in the next iteration of this study to gather more
feedback. While it is clear that there is room for
improvement in actively involving community
stakeholders in the process and implementation
and in being responsive to cultural factors within the
community, the research team feels that the overall
CBPR process for a pilot study was an effective and
successful one in its initial year.

Phase 3: Gathering Participant Feedback

In an informal survey of study participants,
feedback was gathered to ascertain program
strengths and challenges as well as gather
qualitative feedback. Despite outwardly expressed
disinterest in the yoga sessions during class, as
identified by sighs, rolling eyes, and sometimes
negative comments, anonymous and confidential
feedback was overwhelmingly positive from
students. Below a table provides random student
responses from this survey.

As an aside, the author of this study found it
interesting that the majority of the students
preferred meditation over the physical practice,
especially given that this intervention took place in
a strength training class; this result indicates that
students found that practice to be more beneficial
and deserves to be given more attention and time in
future iterations of this study.
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Table 1
Sample Student Responses
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Question

Sample Responses

How did the yoga classes make you feel
emotionally and mentally (feelings, stress,
anxiety, etc.)?

How did the yoga classes make you feel
physically (in your body)?

Do you think the yoga classes impacted your
work at school? If so, how?

Do you think the yoga classes impacted your
life outside of school? If so, how?

- “It made me feel good like even if | messed up it
was okay and made me relax more.”

- “It was very good help me take a break during
stressful school hours did calm me down.”

- “It was almost like having a morning cup of coffee
but in the middle of the day and WAY healthier.”

- “They made me feel way more relaxed in school
than I've been in the past.”

- “Definitely helped with flexibility, strength and
recovery with injuries/muscle soreness”

- “I made my muscles sore but it was nice using
muscles that i (sic) would have not thought of using
before.”

- “Relaxed and happy”

- “Sore at first but after loose”

-“Allowed me to preform (sic) better on some test in
the upcoming school day”

- “I do believe that it helped me in school and not be
so stressed out. It has made me pay more attention
in classes.”

- “Yes. | was more focused.”

- “Yes because it makes me relaxed and focus
better.”

- “With sports and other physical activities | was able
to preform (sic) better”

- “ believe it has made me a happier person over all
(sic).”

- “It cleared some head space for sure.”

- “Yes it makes me feel good about myself.”
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Question

Sample Responses

What aspect(s) of the yoga classes did you
enjoy the most — yoga poses or meditation at
the end of the sessions (when you were lying
down)?

Are there any tools or practices from this
experience you feel that will be useful for your
life moving forward?

How could the classes have been better?

Would you like to continue a yoga practice in
your future?

Please share anything else you'd like us to
know about your experiences in this study.

Meditation: 71%

Yoga Poses: 29%

- “Yeah, learning to breath (sic) and relax then try
something new”

- “allowed me to go into my mind in certian (sic)
stressful negative situations”

- “I believe that these practices will help me out in the
marine keeping my breathing proper and keeping my
body relaxed after stressful events.”

- “Breathing, | tend to forget”

- “Better time management and more time to get
comfortable with certain poses. Also, less disruptions
from students.”

- “Could’ve been longer”
- “More challenging and more spaced out”

- “More music”

Yes: 35%;
Maybe: 59%;
No: 6%
- “l really enjoyed all [the] positivity in the class.

Thanks to all the teachers and instructors.”

- “I would like to find out more routines and practices
also would like to know how or what to use on my
back as mentioned in class would like more
information.”

- “Everyone should do yoga”

- “had a good time although wish some of the other
students would've taken advantage of the opportunity
or let others enjoy instead of taking from the overall
experience”
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Some students noted that they did not like
writing in their reflective journals at the conclusion
of each session, and others shared that they did not
feel any change or difference resulting from the
practice, citing that they wanted more of a physical
challenge. There were also a handful of students,
varying in each class, who were disengaged
intermittently and caused distractions and
disruptions in the practices, which were frustrating
to other participants (as noted in the above table).
Two students indicated physical discomfort in the
back and wrist during the intervention, and these
students were referred to the physical education
teacher; students were offered breaks, modified
poses, or to abstain from the practice if they were
too uncomfortable. However, other than these
outlying comments, students appeared to have
genuinely enjoyed and received benefits from this
intervention. Mental health and other secondary
outcomes were also tremendously positive and
promising for potential school-based interventions,
but these findings are not the focus of this
manuscript.

Conclusions and Implications for Educational
Research

Community-based participatory research is
common in fields of public health, social sciences,
and organizational sciences (Holkup et al., 2004),
but rarely is CBPR instigated by educational
researchers for implementation within the K-12
setting. More commonly, educational CBPR is
conducted by those outside of the field of education,
such as sociologists or psychologists studying an
intervention in a school setting. As the author of this
study is a former K-12 educator and administrator,
she feels it is of utmost importance to engage all
stakeholders and appropriate community agencies
to create a multidisciplinary approach of mitigating
adverse childhood experiences; this stance is also
supported by best practices in the medical and
psychological fields of childhood trauma (Burke-
Harris, 2018; van der Kolk, 2014). This study sought
to begin this type of multidisciplinary approach in a
small rural town ravaged by a suicide epidemic and
mental health crisis, especially amongst its most
vulnerable demographic of adolescents.
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Many barriers had to be overcome to bring this
pilot study to fruition: initial relationships with a
school district and newly relocated researcher had
to be forged; trust and credibility had to be obtained
through an iterative process of volunteerism, input-
gathering, and providing feedback by the primary
researcher; student and faculty buy-in had to be
earned through focus groups and multiple planning
meetings; and the flame of a virus billowed to a
wildfire pandemic during the intervention, ultimately
ending the study prematurely. However, through
these obstacles and study limitations, true
partnerships were formed between community
health and wellness agencies, the school district,
and the local university with whom the Pl is
employed. The fledgling successes of this study are
indicative of the need and great potential for further
CBPR-focused interventions in K-12 education—
particularly those tied to mental well-being and
holistic educational approaches. As the old African
proverb asserts, “it takes a village to raise a child,”
communities must rally around schools and children
to bolster positive youth development with
supportive networks of caring adults.
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Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field
Experience Instructional Rounds

Curtis P. Nielsen, University of Northern lowa

Field experience is at the heart of many teacher education programs in America. The early field
experiences teacher candidates receive can set a foundation for future success in their teacher
education program and even throughout their teaching career. The students in this study were
enrolled in a university in a rural Midwestern state and 90% claimed residency in that state. The Early
Field Experience Instructional Rounds were embedded in a 25-hour early field experience to provide
a small group of teacher candidates with the opportunity to see multiple elementary teachers teach
in their own classrooms in real time. Teacher candidates used a discussion protocol to debrief what
they witnessed and reflected on how the experience influenced their learning about teaching. Over
a two-year span, the teacher candidates who participated in Early Field Experience Instructional
Rounds were surveyed to ascertain their impressions of the instructional rounds experience. The
survey also asked teacher candidates about the potential impact of Early Field Experience
Instructional Rounds on their future teaching practice. The survey results indicated that the time

spent in the instructional rounds process was time well spent.

Keywords: early field experience, instructional rounds, teacher education

Field experiences are an important part of a
teacher candidate’s matriculation toward a degree
and licensure in teaching (Voytecki et al., 2020).
Elementary teacher candidates (TCs) participate in
a variety of field experiences, which may include
emphasis on classroom environments, curriculum
areas, mentor teacher examples, and real-time
hours spent working with students in the classroom.
Additionally, TCs may have memories from their
own K-12 experiences that may influence their
knowledge base of teaching.

| have three aims in this paper: (a) to describe a
process called Early Field Experience Instructional
Rounds based on the City et al. (2009) framework
of instructional rounds, (b) to report on teacher
candidates' perspectives on the process, gathered
through an anonymous survey, and (c) to conjecture
about how involvement in Early Field Experience
Instructional Rounds benefited candidates in a rural
school setting.

Instructional Rounds

Teacher effectiveness leading to student
achievement is at the heart of instructional rounds
methodology. Meyer-Looze (2014) declared
instructional rounds worked best when there was a
system-wide improvement process that focused on
specific embedded goals. Each goal should address
a need that had been identified through data
analysis and linked to the school's vision. In a more
pragmatic sense, Solan (2020) indicated that
student achievement results from instructional
rounds, when teaching learning and teacher self-
efficacy is aligned. Instructional rounds foster
collective teacher learning at the forefront rather
than the individualistic improvement cycles that can
be prevalent in educational settings (City et al,,
2009).

In rural schools there can be limited resources
and opportunities for professional development.
Instructional rounds can be a way to offset these
potential scarcities; they can afford teachers, as well

Theory & Practice in Rural Education 12(1) |117


https://doi.org/10.3776/tpre.2022.v12n1p117-132

Nielsen

as administrators, opportunities to learn from each
other through what City et al (2009) calls “holding up
a mirror” (p. 37). Additionally, Elmore (2007) found
that individual schools can benefit from instructional
rounds. Isolated rural school districts that include
instructional rounds can cultivate a culture of
teacher efficacy, which, in turn, can positively
impact student achievement.

Bringing instructional rounds to the early field
experience level required modification to the City et
al. (2009) instructional rounds framework. The Early
Field Experience Instructional Rounds (EFEIR)
offered teacher candidates the opportunity to
observe an experienced teacher, in real time, then
discuss with other TCs what they witnessed. This
process provided the TCs an opportunity to:

e view multiple grade level teaching examples,

e practice observational skills through note
taking,

e experience a group debriefing protocol to
discuss and reflect on their observations, and

e provide feedback to the host mentor teacher.

In this article, | first describe the literature
surrounding instructional rounds. | then shift focus
to discuss how the EFEIR TCs were exposed to the
modified form of preservice teacher instructional
rounds during their field experience. | then describe
the survey results before segueing into comments
regarding future directions for EFEIR.

Literature Review

Instructional rounds incorporate cycles of
observation, reflection, and discussion that work to
enhance teacher quality and student learning (Lee,
2015). The instructional rounds process was first
developed by Elmore (2007) through the
Connecticut Superintendents Network. He focused
on the rounds process medical practitioners
conducted and how it could be implemented in
education. A group of 12 Connecticut
superintendents formed a network and agreed to
meet once a month to visit one of their schools to
observe classrooms specifically looking at a
problem of practice. EImore recounted how, through

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

a series of protocols, the superintendents who
participated in the network observed classroom
instruction, presented their notes from their
observations, and discussed what they had
witnessed. From the basis of EImore’s work, City et
al. (2009) wrote Instructional Rounds in Education:
A Network Approach to Improving Teaching and
Learning. In this influential text, the researchers
provided information on how instructional rounds
could be implemented in different contexts. They
asserted that “the rounds process is an explicit
practice that is designed to bring discussion of
instruction directly into the process of school
improvement” (p. 3). The instructional rounds
process can be adapted for use with a wide range
of school personnel groupings.

The central framework to instructional rounds
comprises the four steps shown in Figure 1:
(a) identification of a problem of practice,
(b) observation of teaching, (c) debriefing the
observation, and (d) identifying the next level of
work (City, 2011; City et al., 2009; Meyer-Looze,
2014; Philpott & Oates, 2015; Teitel, 2009).

The four-step process presumes the availability
of documents from the school and district, such as
mission and vision statements, goals, and school
improvement plans. More specifically, Meyer-Looze
(2014) concluded that rounds were most successful
when they were focused on stated goals and
objectives within the improvement plans adopted by
the leaders of the school or district.

As an aside, | believe that a key element
underpinning the nexus between instructional
rounds and student achievement is Collective
Teacher Efficacy (CTE). Wilcox et al. (2014) studied
rural high school graduation rates and the impact
that CTE had on the students’ performance. They
noted that “teachers in the higher-performing
schools spoke of being encouraged to take the risk
to innovate to meet student needs, and
administrators spoke of how receptive teachers
were to new ideas” (p. 9). The school culture of high-
performing schools in rural environments has a
significant alignment with Collective Teacher
Efficacy CTE (e.g., CTE Technical Assistance
Center of New York, 2012; Harris et al., 2020).
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Figure 1

Framework for Instructional Rounds

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

Step

Characteristics

1. ldentification of a Problem of Practice

Instructional core is the main focus

Needs to be observable and high leverage
Connected to school improvement goals
Within the school district’s control

2. Observation of Teaching

Not evaluative

Needs to be precise
Focused on instructional core
Linked to problem of practice

3. Debriefing the Observation

Describe what was observed

Analyze the data
Conclude what the students were learning

4. |dentify the Next Level of Work

Share the district’s process for action

Share the district context, what’s currently going on
Brainstorm the work for next week/month/year
Connect suggestion to the district’s process for action

Does school culture drive CTE, or does CTE drive a
school culture? This question is outside the scope
of this paper, but it is worth noting that each is a
factor in teacher and student success.

Instructional Rounds in Preservice Teacher
Contexts

Instructional rounds, also known as teacher
rounds (Del Prete, 2013), education rounds
(Goodwin et al., 2015), or rounds (Regan et al.,
2017), have been proposed by the National Council
for Accreditation of Teacher Education (2010) as a
technique that could benefit TCs as they gain
knowledge of teaching (Reagan et al., 2017).
Reagan et al. (2013) studied how residency
programs implemented instructional rounds. They
found there were many different approaches.
Teaching rounds were organized at Wake Forest
University to allow TCs to see master teachers’
teaching practices. The TCs chose to analyze
specific instructional acts during this procedure.

Student participation was used to evaluate these
teaching behaviors (Baker & Milner, 2016). Reagan
et al. (2015) studied a residency program with
graduate students in New York City and how
educational rounds impacted the participants’
understanding of teaching and learning. At one
university, faculty used video to record teachers in
rural settings so that TCs could view multiple
teachers with a critical eye for a myriad of teaching
competencies (Voytecki et al., 2020). The aim of
faculty in each program was to provide numerous
teaching examples to their TCs.

Field Experience Context

The EFEIR process was an activity embedded
within a teacher education required 25-hour field
placement course. The course was scheduled for a
full semester with each course including a maximum
of 18 TCs. However, the required placement was
only for 8 weeks of the 16-week semester so class
members were randomly assigned to either the first
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8 weeks of the semester or the second 8 weeks of
the semester, resulting in a maximum of nine TCs
in the school at any point. Each of the TCs was
assigned a volunteer mentor teacher who hosted
them for their required 25-hour field experience.
During weeks 2 through 7, TCs worked directly with
their mentor teacher and the classroom students. It
was during these weeks that TCs were pulled out of
their mentor teacher’s classroom to join the other
TCs in the school to participate in the EFEIR
process.

EFEIR Process

In my role as field coordinator, | contacted all
general education teachers in the host school the
week before the placements occurred to inquire as
to their interest in volunteering to host an EFEIR
observation. Teachers did not have to be hosting a
TC to be eligible to host an EFEIR. Since the focus
of elementary early field experience is not content
specific, the content of the teaching during these
instructional rounds observations was of no
consequence.

The EFEIR included a 15-minute teaching
segment by a host teacher, which was witnessed by
the TCs, as well as a post-observation debriefing.
Once in the classroom, the TC’s utilized an
observation form (see Appendix) that | provided to
note what they saw, noticed, and heard during the
observation. Prior to entering the classroom, the
TCs were instructed to observe for teaching
strategies and organizational arrangements or
dispositions they could incorporate in their future
teaching experiences. At the end of the observation,
the TCs left the classroom and reconvened in a
group space in the school to complete the rest of the
observation form individually. The TCs were asked
in the last section of the observation form to identify
a specific observation through a sentence taken
from Harris (2017): “Because the teacher

, the students were able to do

.” To conclude the observation form, the
TCs had an opportunity to write questions and
conjecture about how the EFEIR observation
impacted their learning about teaching.

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

Debriefing Protocol

To wrap up the EFEIR, | conducted a 30 to 45-
minute debriefing in which TCs shared what they
observed and learned from the EFEIR host teacher.
The debriefing protocol followed a round-robin
format where one TC at a time stated an item they
saw, noticed, or heard. The protocol allowed for
three cycles of statements by the TCs (Harris,
2017). During the sharing of observations, | jotted
down each stated observation on a blank EFEIR
observation form (see Appendix) to record the
discussion.

After all the TCs completed their observation
forms and the discussion had concluded, each TC
turned in their form to me. | made copies of the
observation forms for the host teacher and met with
them the next day. During that meeting, | highlighted
the common themes of the observations from the
TCs. Each TC and host teacher were informed that
the observations were non-evaluative in nature and
would not be shared with school administration.

Framework for EFEIR

The framework of EFEIR was grounded in the
practice of the City et al. (2009) instructional rounds
process shown in Figure 1. The EFEIR process is
described in Figure 2, and Figure 3 provides a
comparison between the City et al. instructional
rounds process and the EFEIR processes.

As shown in Figure 3, EFEIR differs from the
City et al. (2009) process of instructional rounds in
several ways. EFEIR takes place early in the TCs
teacher education program as opposed to during a
TC’s internship. EFEIR is not conducted with a view
to sustaining a system-wide process of school
improvement by means of the instructional rounds
process as City et al. intended. The fourth step of
EFEIR, as shown in Figure 2, is focused on
providing the EFEIR host teacher with feedback
regarding what the TCs saw during their
observation. Instructional rounds with an
experienced teacher as observer might entail
observation for an entire class period; EFEIR was
strictly limited to 15 minutes.
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Figure 2
Framework for EFEIR

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

Step

Action

1. Brief Introduction of the
Observation Form

2. Observation of Teaching

3. Debriefing the

Observation

4. Host Teacher Review

Figure 3

University field coordinator hands out observation form

TCs instructed to only write notes in the top section during the
observation

TCs told about focused observations, looking at one thing a time

TCs state some things to look for in the classroom, e.g., whom teacher
calls on, what is on the walls, where does the teacher look, where
is the teacher stationed in the classroom, etc.

University field coordinator walks TCs to host teacher’s classroom

TCs spread out around classroom

15-minute observation

TCs note what they “Saw,” “Noticed,” and “Heard” during the teaching

University field coordinator leads debriefing protocol

Each TC reads something they observed. Go around the group three
times. No comments by others in the group.

University field coordinator notes what TCs read

Protocol ends with a discussion of questions TCs had and what they
learned

University field coordinator makes copies of TC observations

University field coordinator highlights common observation themes

University field coordinator meets with host teacher to discuss common
themes

Difference Between City et al. (2009) and EFEIR

Step City et al. (2009) EFEIR
1. Identification of  Different action. EFEIR allows TCs to observe what  Brief Introduction of the
a Problem of they want and has them use a uniform recording Observation Form
Practice form.
2. Observation of  Same action, but there could be different foci of Observation of Teaching
Teaching observation and time allotments for the classroom

visit.
3. Debriefing the
Observation
4. ldentify the
Next Level of
Work

Same action, but there could be different protocols
used to debrief.

Different action. City et al (2009) step allows for
instructional rounds group to make decisions on
next level of work. EFEIR step focuses on the field

Debriefing the Observation

Host Teacher Review

coordinator meeting with the host teacher to review

the TCs.
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Method

The purpose of my study was to examine TCs’
perceptions of the positive and negative aspects of
EFEIR and how the process might impact their
future teaching. | gathered qualitative data through
an anonymous Qualtrics survey provided to each
TC who participated in my study.

Setting and Participants

EFEIR was conducted over the course of four
semesters that included eight field experience
classes and a total of 83 TCs. Each field experience
class was divided into two sessions with a maximum
of nine TCs in each. Each TC spent six weeks at the
school, spending at least 25 hours in their assigned
mentor teacher’s classroom. These hours were part
of the 80 required hours of field experience prior to
internship. Table 1 illustrates the basic organization
of each of the eight field experience classes. EFEIR
was an exercise embedded within the second of
three required field experiences prior to internship.

The host elementary school was in a rural
Midwestern city of 40,000 residents and was one of
seven elementary schools in the district. The host
school served approximately 650 students and
employed 25 general education classroom
teachers. The host school also employed 10
paraeducators as well as a school counselor,
associate principal, and principal. The host school
had a long history of supporting early field
experience students. As evidence of their
commitment, in the four semesters on which my
study focused, 21 of 25 (84%) general education

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

teachers volunteered to host a TC for the 25-hour
field experience.

The TC participants in my study were enrolled
at a university of approximately 11,000 students
located in the same rural Midwestern city as the
elementary school. Ninety percent of the students at
the university claim residency in this rural
Midwestern state. The TC participants were
sophomores and were in the middle of their teacher
education journey. Many had attended elementary
schools smaller than the host elementary school.
Some TC participants came from rural communities
with fewer residents than the population of the host
elementary school. Each of the TC participants was
admitted to the institution’s Teacher Education
program prior to enrollment in the early field
experience.

Broader Perspective

To provide broader perspective, two years
following EFEIR, all the TCs in this cohort will
conclude their teacher education journey by
completing a full-semester internship experience.
Ninety percent of internship placements will be
completed in one of the nine regions in the state; the
other 10% will be completed in out-of-state or
international locations. Approximately 67% of
school districts in six of the nine regions in the state
enroll fewer than 1,000 students (lowa State
Department of Education data).

Table 1
Field Experience Semester Class Organization
Session A
First 8 Weeks

Session B
Second 8 Weeks

W1 seminar with Field Coordinator
W2-W7 in mentor teacher’s classroom

W3 EFEIR

W5 EFEIR

W8 wrap up seminar with Field Coordinator

W1 seminar with Field Coordinator
W2-W7 in mentor teacher’s classroom

W3 EFEIR

W5 EFEIR

W8 wrap up seminar with Field Coordinator

Note: Two classes per semester; “W” is the abbreviation of “Week”
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Study Setting

At the host school, a total of 12 teachers and at
least one teacher from each of the seven grade
levels volunteered to host an EFEIR session. Each
of the host teachers held a degree in elementary
education and a master's degree in various
educational fields. Each teacher had more than 10
years of experience in the classroom at the time
they hosted the TCs for an EFEIR session.

A field experience coordinator, who was
employed by the university, monitored the TC
participants and their colleagues throughout their
participation. The field experience coordinator had
22 years of experience at the K-6 classroom level,
18 years of experience at the university level, and
held a doctorate in education. As the field
coordinator, | visited with the TC participants and
their colleagues each day they were in a classroom.
My visits to classroom included conversations with
TCs about experiences working with children, what
teaching and classroom management strategies
they witnessed, and what questions they had about
the field experience process.

Data Analysis

Following the completion of EFEIR, TC
participants in my study and their colleagues were
provided with the opportunity to complete an
anonymous Qualtrics survey addressing their
EFEIR experiences. The survey consisted of four
questions:

1. What are the positive aspects of EFEIR?

2. What are the negative aspects of EFEIR?

3. What impact, if any, did EFEIR have on
your learning about teaching?

4. The 30-40 minutes spent during EFEIR
was time well spent/time not well spent.
(Choose one.)

Forty-eight TCs responded to the survey, and,
given qualitative nature of the data, | decided to
code the responses in Nvivo
(https://www.gsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-
data-analysis-software/home) to “[break] down the
initial responses into discrete parts” (Saldafia,
2009). The first code | assigned was what |
perceived to be the main idea of the comment.
Then, | assigned a code identifying one of five

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

thematic categories: instruction, environment,
organization, experience, and reflection. Given the
open-ended nature of the data, it was common for a
response to warrant my assigning more than one of
the thematic category codes to it. Samples of TC
participant responses to Question 1 are illustrated in
Table 2.

| devised the five thematic category codes
based on my observations of the TCs during the
EFEIR notetaking and debriefing phases. As
discussed above, | was prepared to assign more
than one thematic code to each TC’s survey
response. My preparedness to do so was in accord
with  Saldafia’s (2009) qualitative research
principles. My experience with applying my pre-
determined thematic codes to the data validated
their applicability.

| looked for specific attributes in assigning a
thematic code to a response. For example, |
assigned “instruction” to comments that focused on
the teaching the TC reported observing during the
observation. | assigned “environment” to responses
that focused on the classroom organization, or
posters on the walls, or other tangible classroom
elements. | assigned “organization” to responses
that focused on the host teacher’s classroom
management or the EFEIR process. | assigned
“experience” to responses that focused on the TC’s
experience during EFEIR. Finally, | assigned
“reflection” to those responses that drew a
comparison to the experiences the TC had in their
assigned field experience classroom with their
mentor teacher.

Results

The anonymous Qualtrics survey was
completed by 48 of the 83 TCs (57%) and included
three open-ended and one binary-choice question.
The coded results from my coding of the first three
questions are shown in Table 3.

The low response rate may have been
influenced by the anonymous nature of the survey,
that its completion was not a class requirement, or
that there was no inducement to respond. | noted
that a further 17 responses had been partially
completed. If those 17 responses were from distinct
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individuals, the response rate would have risen to
78% (65 of 83 TCs).

Findings

Tables 4, 5, and 6 summarize my findings in
relation to the responses to the first three questions
in the Qualtrics survey. “Instruction” and
“‘environment” codes dominated the positive
characteristics of EFEIR. It is possible that, in these
early field experiences, TCs went into the host
teachers’ classrooms narrowly focused on the
instruction they were seeing. Indeed, there may be
a link between the “instruction” and “environment”
codes. They appear together in 16 of the 48 (34%)

Table 2

Sample of Implementation of Coding Process

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

favorable remarks regarding EFEIR. Quotes 1 and
2 in Table 4 typify the TC’s responses in this
category. In these statements, “room set up” or “how
they run their classrooms” suggested to me a focus
on “environment” while “method of teaching” and
“teaching styles” suggested a focus on “instruction.”
In Quote 3, the TC mentioned “hands-on” teaching.
| interpreted this as an interesting way to describe
entering the classroom and seeing the teaching with
their colleagues. Prior to entering he classroom for
EFEIR, the TCs were instructed to look for things
that they might be able to use in their own
classrooms someday. This frame of reference may
have influenced these remarks.

TC Response

First Code Thematic Code

It allows you to get into another teacher’s
classroom and see how they had their room set
up as well as see their style of teaching. | think
observing many different teachers is important in
helping you find your teaching style.

| was able to see different types of teaching in
different classrooms. | picked up and many
classroom management strategies and learning
techniques that may be useful in my own
classroom.

Instructional Rounds were a huge positive aspect
to me as a future educator. It showed me how
teachers at different levels run their classrooms
and their teaching styles. | learned that grades
can be learning similar things but taught
differently and there is still a lot of success.

Room arrangement Instruction

Style of teaching

Environment

Another classroom Environment

Teaching styles

Instruction

Teaching styles Environment

Different grade levels
Instruction
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Table 3

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

Frequency of Thematic Codes Assigned to TC’s Responses

Question Instruction Environment Organization Experience Reflection

Positive aspects of

1 EFEIR 31 29 3 3 7
Negative aspects

2 of EFEIR 1 6 28 4 0
Impact of EFEIR

3 on TC learning 28 16 3 2 3
about teaching
Total 60 51 34 9 10

In sum, | coded 60 of the 73 positive aspect
comments as exhibiting either an “instruction” or
“environment” focus. This conformed to my
expectation, given that the TCs were in the early
stages of their teacher education program. | suggest
it is reasonable that TCs would instinctively look
initially at the teacher’s instructional actions and the
instructional context when observing an
experienced teacher in their own classroom.

Question 2

The second question on the Qualtrics survey
asked TCs about negative aspects of EFEIR.
Supporting quotes from the TC’s responses are
shown in Table 5. There were 39 responses to this
question, and the code | most readily assigned was
“organization,” with 28 instances out of 39
responses (72%). One TC’s comment summed up
the general feeling | gained from the survey
respondents: “it took time out of the classroom we
were working in.” Another stated, “it takes time away
from you in your own classroom, and you can’t
teach a lesson during that time slot either.” |

was interested to note that, in the TC’s responses
both “too much time” and “not enough time” were
stated as negative aspects to EFEIR. There were 30
negative survey responses related to time, 20 (67%)
of which mentioned being out of their mentor
teacher’s classroom as a negative. Quote 1 in Table
5 alludes to this criticism. The remaining 10 (33%)
responses asserted that there was not enough out-
of-the-classroom time devoted to EFEIR.

Quote 2 in Table 5 mentions the shortness of
the EFEIR: “you don’t get to stay in the classroom
very long.”

In the one response that did not mention time,
one TC wondered if what they were seeing was
reality for the classroom. Other responses that
highlighted negative aspects of EFEIR focused on
the observation form, the flow of the classroom
being impacted by a group of TCs watching from the
back of the room, the leaving of the mentor
teacher’s classroom, and the number of adults in the
host teacher’s classroom when EFEIR was taking
place.
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Table 4

Typical Positive Aspects of Instructional Rounds

Quote Response

1 It allows you to get into another teacher’s classroom and see how they had their room set up
as well as see their style of teaching. | think observing many different teachers is important in
helping you find your teaching style.

2 Instructional Rounds were a huge positive aspect to me as a future educator. It showed me
how teachers at different levels run their classrooms and their teaching styles. | learned that
grades can be learning similar things but taught differently and there is still a lot of success.

3 You get to experience hands-on teaching experiences at a welcoming school. You can
observe how teachers guide their students in a no-pressure situation for you. You get to know
the teacher and their atmosphere of the classroom so you get to see a wide array of situations
throughout the rounds.

Table 5

Typical Negative Aspects of Instructional Rounds

Quote Response
1 It took some time out of my classroom and being with my mentor teacher and the children
that | was working with.
2 You don’t get to stay in the classroom very long so you have to soak in as much

information as you can. We also only visited two classrooms so we did not get to see how
the whole school functions as time would not permit that.

3 | think one of the biggest negative aspects might be that the time that is being observed
might not be 100% reflective of how the class normally functions. For example, we are only
there for a few minutes, so the short amount of time might not be accurate for how the
class might normally function. Also, we could be entering the classroom at a time that is
disruptive or different from their normal routine.
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Question 3

The final open-ended question on the Qualtrics
survey inquired about what impact EFEIR had on
the TC’s learning about teaching. | coded 85% of
the responses to this question as “instruction” and
“environment.” From my perspective, the responses
provided several different examples of what TCs
would take away from their EFEIR experience. One
TC mentioned the importance of being yourself
when you teach (see Table 6, Quote 1). This TC'’s
comment was meaningful to me because | believe
that TCs tend to want to emulate other teachers and
follow a role model. However, to become successful
teachers, TCs have to find comfort with their own
teaching style and with their teaching dispositions.
The TC from whose response | excerpted Quote 1
was aware of that developmental imperative.

Another TC looked at the impact in terms of the
classroom environment. In Quote 2 in Table 6, it is
clear to me that this TC had come to the realization
that active engagement by the teacher with the
students is paramount to effective teaching.

Table 6

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

Moreover, they were aware that it is not only
important for the teacher but also the children that
they learn to gently correct each other. Their
response highlights the essence of the environment
in the classroom this TC observed.

Finally, another TC’s response highlighted the
general overall view they took away from EFEIR and
the teaching practice they observed. Stepping into
the practical environment to see how a particular
teacher addressed the circumstances with which
they were confronted helped this TC to build their
knowledge of teaching at different grade levels from
their current assigned field experience. This is a
valuable aspect of EFEIR since the TCs could be
certified in up to eight different grade levels through
current state credentialing.

On balance, it seems to me that the majority of
TCs’ interactions with EFEIR were positive. It gave
them the opportunity to observe new teaching
techniques and classroom management practices
as well as giving them a window into their potential
careers as teachers. EFEIR afforded the TCs an
opportunity to observe in an authentic classroom

Typical Responses Highlighting Projected Impact on TC’s Teaching Practice of EFEIR

Quote

Response

1 I think it showed me that every teacher teaches in a different way. Not one teacher, |

observed, taught with the same methods or used the same strategies. It showed me
that when | am placed in a classroom that | have free range to teach my way and not
to compare myself to other educators.

It really taught me the importance of classroom management and to be involved with
the children as they learn. When teaching a lesson, it really needs to be fun and
engaging because it keeps students focused on what is going on. The environment
needs to be fully positive because it gives students the power to not be shy when
answering a question. One room that sticks out the most to me is the room where the
teacher had the students come up to the board and write down a math problem and
solve it. This student did have an error, and her peers used positive words in telling
her what she did wrong and how she could fix it.

Instructional rounds impacted my learning about teaching by allowing me to see
other teachers and their effective teaching methods. | was also able to see a variety
of grades and the ways approaches to teaching differ when the grade level changes.
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environment. It gave them the chance to make
connections between what they were learning in
the university classroom, the reality of teaching,
and their future as a teacher.

Question 4

The final question on the Qualtrics survey
inquired about the TCs’ thoughts regarding the time
spent in instructional rounds. This closed-ended
question prompted TCs with “the 30-40 minutes
spent during instructional rounds was...” and they
had the choice of two responses: either “time well
spent” or “time not well spent.” Interestingly, given
their comments about the negative aspects of
EFEIR, 45 out of 48 (94%) TCs indicated that EFEIR
was time well spent. This near-unanimous positive
assessment when confronted with a binary choice
is somewhat confounding given the participants’
responses to Question 2, which were much more
nuanced. Of course, a binary choice is not
conducive to nuance, but | wonder:

e When a TC began the survey, did they feel
compelled to respond to every question?
This question comes to mind because eight
(17%) of the TC participants stated there
were no negatives to EFEIR. Another four
(12%) of the respondents didn’t respond at
all or responded with “none.” Did 75% of the
TCs respond because they thought they
had to do so?

e Were TCs torn between the EFEIR process
and their mentor teacher’s classroom? The
answer to this question, | believe, is that
some were torn. In response to Question 2,
19 out of the 48 respondents indicated
being absent from their mentor teachers’
classroom caused some issues for them.
The issues ranged from not being able to
get a “flow” that day to not being able to see
their mentor teacher teach a subject they
were going to have to teach in the next
week.

The responses to Question 4 supported the
comments TCs made in response to Question 1. It
is reasonable to assume there is a connection
between these two questions. The EFEIR process
was seen as positive and assisted TCs see more
clearly their potential as teachers.

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

Limitations

One limitation of EFEIR, as well as instructional
rounds in general, is the necessity of obtaining the
trust of regular classroom teachers to let a small
group of young future teachers witness their
teaching. Even the most experienced teachers may
feel uneasy and anxious about being observed by
others, even if it is a non-evaluative observation.
The classroom teacher must maintain a growth
mindset (Dweck, 2006) to make this experience a
positive one for all involved.

Lee (2015) made mention of three other
possible limitations for sustaining rounds in
education. First, the amount of time required for
organizing, planning, and debriefing the rounds
process takes can be difficult to find. Teachers are
inundated with many demands on their time during
the school day. Next, if preservice teachers are
asked to observe practicing teachers, there could
be issues because of their differential levels of
practical teaching knowledge. Roegman and Riehl
(2015) expressed concern that the practicing
teachers’ expertise may be overlooked because
preservice students may lack the knowledge to
understand why such instructional methods are
more ineffective than others (Lee, 2015). Does the
instructional rounds process lead preservice
teachers to adopt a single point of view of good
teaching? If common forms of teaching frameworks
are used to observe teaching during rounds, TCs
may determine there is one method of good
teaching. They could overlook the fact that there are
many forms of teaching success in the classroom
that exist (Lee, 2015). This is a programmatic
question that should be considered before scaling
up instructional rounds to any teacher education
program.

Overall Comments

The anonymous TC survey indicated that the
participants considered EFEIR a beneficial program
for their early field experience. The TCs were given
access to classrooms that they would not normally
be privy to and they were able to discuss their
observations with peers who had observed the
same lesson. TCs mentioned that they were able to
see multiple ways of teaching, classroom
management techniques, organization, and
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classroom arrangements to enrich their teacher
education knowledge and dispositions. When asked
if the EFEIR was worth the time, 94% of the survey
participants agreed that yes, it was worth the time.
The EFEIR increased the number of general
education teachers the TCs had an opportunity to
observe teaching from one to three. Based on the
work of City et al. (2009), the EFEIR process
allowed 83 TCs to view not just their field experience
mentor teacher but also two additional teachers in
action.

Another element of the EFEIR process that TCs
mentioned often in their survey responses was that
of time. Seventy-seven percent (30) of the negative
comments about EFEIR referenced time as some of
the TCs (33%) wanted more time in the classroom
during EFEIR. Other TCs (67%) thought that the
time away from their field experience classrooms
was an issue. | can readily see that time could be
an issue when pulling students from what they see
as their role in a process to immerse them in another
classroom, especially when they are heavily
focused on the practice of teaching. During my
informal discussions with EFEIR host teachers,
several mentioned that they would like to schedule
time with the TCs following the observation to
debrief about their observation | can see the
potential for this to benefit both the TCs and host
teachers in the EFEIR process, but, again, time
would be a barrier to be overcome.

My informal survey of the university internship
coordinators from around the state revealed that
approximately 50% of interns are hired by a school
district within the region they interned. Rural school
districts seem to hire those interns who successfully
complete their internship in that district. This is not
a surprising revelation given the current teacher
shortage, the advantage that districts have of being
able to see interns teach prior to extending an offer
of employment, and the advantage the interns have
of being able to know something of the district prior
to potentially accepting that offer. The value of TCs
having experience with an instructional rounds
process prior to their internships thus could benefit
both the TCs and the rural school districts they
serve.

Teacher Candidate Perceptions of Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds

Experience with the 21st-century skills of
observation, debriefing, reflecting, collaboration and
questioning that are embedded in EFEIR might
make graduates more valuable to a rural district that
has a need to create professional development
opportunities from within. | believe it cannot be
overstated that teacher education at universities
can impact change in school districts through their
graduates. Teacher education, according to
Hakkinen et al.,, can be a potent channel for
triggering long-term change and supporting the
integration of 21st-century skills into daily
educational activities (as cited in Valtonen et al,
2021).

Finally, the significance of instructional rounds,
according to City et al. (2009), rests in bringing
“direct discussion of instruction into the process of
school improvement” (p. 3). If the term “school
improvement” was replaced with “teacher
education,” the relevance of EFEIR might be
heightened for all schools.

Future Directions

There are several ways the EFEIR program
could be modified to fit other field experiences. A
cross-school visitation rotation might be something
worth looking at. Also, my study was conducted at a
rural midwestern elementary school, but a similar
experience could be completed in a middle or high
school also. However, to expand this program
comprehensively, allowing time for TCs and host
teachers to talk about the lesson would be
advantageous. Perhaps online video conferencing
could allow for TCs and host teachers to discuss the
observations virtually, at different times of the day.
As | have mentioned over and over, time is often a
barrier to discussion and reflection.

Finally, the intrinsic benefits of this process on
TCs could be studied. Would this process enhance
the dispositions of TCs in a way that would be
advantageous to those entering the teacher
workforce in a rural school? Could these TCs bring
a different mindset to school communities that have
limited access to professional development? A
deeper dive into these questions may be well worth
the time.
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Appendix

Early Field Experience Instructional Rounds Observation Form

| saw... | noticed... | heard...

Because the teacher , the students were able to

What questions come to mind as you observed the teaching segment? You do not need to complete all
three questions blanks.

1.

2.

3.

How will this observation impact my learning about teaching?
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Despite the inclusion of “rural” in the title, Rural America’s Pathways to College and Career: Steps
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Discussion of rural access to postsecondary
education has surged within the past five years. For
better or worse, mainstream media spotlighted this
topic following the 2016 U.S. presidential election
(Belkin, 2017; Marcus & Krupnik, 2017; Pappano,
2017), coinciding with emerging research
investigating rural Americans’ relationship with
higher education (Ardoin, 2018; Koricich et al,
2018; McNamee, 2019; Means et al.,, 2016;
Sansone et al, 2020). Rick Dalton’s Rural
America’s Pathways to College and Career: Steps
for Student Success and School Improvement
(2021) is the latest entry into rural college access
literature, described as a “how-to guide for building
college and career readiness within rural schools”
(p. i). The book centers around Dalton’s college
access organization, College for Every Student
(CFES) Brilliant Pathways. CFES's claims of

helping 100,000 low-
income students
enroll in college is
supported by case
studies  delineating
how CFES students
overcome personal
challenges and is
accompanied by
detailed instructions
for creating college-
going support
systems, sometimes
in rural spaces.

Review of the Text

Chapter one begins with a broad, but
unfortunately often deficit-focused, discussion of
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rural America and the “hidden crisis” in rural schools
(p. 1), describing how rural communities have been
left out of public discourse. The author discusses
barriers to higher education for rural students and
how a lack of college access impedes rural
populations from acquiring jobs that are not “dead-
end” and “unskilled” (p. 2). Dalton’s personal
connections and CFES initiatives in rural schools
are outlined, generally adapted from urban
programs. The chapter concludes by encouraging
readers to focus on “rural students, rural schools,
and rural communities” (p. 19).

Chapters two through six focus on ways rural
secondary schools build college-going cultures with
the author attributing such success to CFES
partnerships. Chapter two highlights a particular
rural school, Crown Point Central, located at the
junction of rural Upstate New York and Vermont.
The author creditsCFES’s work with educators,
school board members, and students to alter
pedagogical and leadership practices as the
impetus to turn low test scores and college-going
rates around for the better.

CFES’s trademarked “Essential Skills: Goal-
Setting, Teamwork, Leadership, Networking,
Perseverance, and Agility” are detailed in chapter
three. Dalton discusses how students can build and
implement the Essential Skills, including school
activity examples and an Essential Skills self-
assessment rubric. The concluding discussion
covers why such skills help rural youth pursue
higher education.

Chapter four focuses on CFES’ “college- and
career-readiness (CCR) advisors” (p. 86). The
author uses “The Rural Trap” (p. 87) to describe
how capable and intelligent rural students face
“cultural, financial, and logistical obstacles to higher
education” (p. 110) and lack individuals to provide
college-going knowledge. In response, CFES trains
and credentials educators and community members
to be CCR advisors who support students in
developing the Essential Skills. The funding, job
description, and longevity of CCR advisors is
unclear.

Chapter five delves into ensuring students are
also career-ready. Again, ascribed to CFES’s work,
Dalton details school-business partnerships to
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foster students’ professional skills. A guide to
building such partnerships are outlined, with the
author discussing how urban examples can be
adapted to rural contexts (yet does not provide
specifics on how to accomplish this).

Returning to college-going topics, chapter six
credits CFES with tools and strategies to foster
college readiness—including a college-readiness
assessment rubric, student to-do lists, and
suggestions on building school—college
partnerships. While examples of rural students and
schools are provided, most tips outline college
readiness broadly, not specifically to rural students.

Chapters seven through ten, while relevant, are
a bit disjointed in discussing varying concepts about
rural students’ access to and readiness for college.
Chapter seven centers on rural issues of broadband
connectivity while encouraging rural communities to
leverage technology to access education and
technological jobs. This conversation is couched
within the COVID-19 pandemic that expanded
remote learning. While the rest of the book does not
often mention rural students returning to their
hometown after graduation, this chapter effectively
discusses ways to recruit individuals to live and
work in rural areas.

Chapter eight outlines “rural America’s dropout
crisis” (p. 187), detailing the need to recruit and
retain rural students to and throughout college.
Dalton expands on rural college student dropout
rates by describing the complexity of rural family
buy-in and cultural clashes between higher
education and rural students’ backgrounds.
Practical solutions, tips, strategies, and university
initiatives for preparing rural students to thrive in
college are provided.

The author in chapter nine details how science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
careers are important to the future of rural
communities while also describing issues faced by
rural students in pursuing STEM degrees. Like
earlier chapters, examples of programs to interest
students in STEM are outlined, followed by features
of rural students who pursued STEM careers.

Chapter ten focuses on financial issues,
including stories of rural students who encountered
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obstacles to pay for college. Practical tips to assist
students and families in understanding the financial
aid process and examples of rural scholarship
programs are provided. While not specific to rural
students, this chapter provides a lengthy list of
financial aid myths and realities, explanations about
deciphering financial aid packages, and a “Glossary
of Financial Aid Terms” (p. 250). It concludes with
specific lessons learned from one student’s
experience in funding their collegiate pursuits.

The conclusion summarizes issues rural
students encounter accessing college degrees and
indicates “the relationship between rural America
and higher education has grown fraught in recent
years” (p. 267). While examples of how rural
schools and communities have built college-going
cultures are included, the conclusion, as the rest of
the book, directly mentions CFES college and
career readiness activities. Dalton concludes by
describing how rural students not pursuing higher
education is a loss for themselves and their
communities, reiterating the importance of helping
rural students reach their “full potential” (p. 269).

Strengths and Weaknesses

Dalton’s book is a valuable guide for those
looking to understand the basics of college access
advising—yet a glaring issue lies in the inclusion of
‘rural’ in the title, as examples, suggestions, and
experiences described rarely utilize rural
populations, instead relying on the broader
implication that rural schools will also benefit from
these strategies. In fact, as rural education
researchers ourselves, we conclude that most
content is not specific to rural education at all, but
instead an expanded summary of CFES
accomplishments. In providing solutions to rural
educational challenges and serving as a guide for
building college and career readiness in rural
schools, the author provides a one-dimensional
perspective, based substantially on CFES
experience. The rural lens seems out of place, given
the CFES website states only 23 percent of students
in the organization are from rural communities
(Brilliant Pathways, 2021).

Despite the broad applicability, Dalton fails to
mention other college access organizations and
initiatives. Another glaring weakness appearing is
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the lack of recent research or citations in general.
Although the book is not presented as scholarly
research, mention of interviews conducted are not
backed by documented citations nor is detalil
provided as to the scope of interviews. Recent
scholarship regarding rural student college
enrollment, retention, and success is also missing
(such as Chambers, 2020; McNamee, 2019;
Means, 2019; National Student Clearinghouse,
2020; Sansone et al., 2020; Wells et al., 2019).
Additionally, the deficit perspective of rural America
presented throughout is disappointing, highlighting
CFES as more a savior than a college access
organization. Despite good intentions and some
mention of successful rural schools and
communities, the language depicts rural schools as
“a hidden crisis” (Dalton, 2021, p. 1) without
acknowledging more deeply the strengths of rural
schools, communities, educators, and students.

Dalton’s extensive experience brings
substantial strengths to this book for those
interested in providing access to college for
underrepresented populations. The practical
resources in building college and career readiness
allow educators, community members, or students
to implement advice almost immediately. Through
examples, it is clear that CFES activities are leading
more underrepresented students to pursue and
complete college degrees (although including more
data would be helpful in substantiating claims).

Prospective Audience

For the field of education generally, this book
contributes a succinct, easy-to-read introduction to
college access. Therefore, audiences who would
benefit include community members, educators,
and students with little prior knowledge of college
and career readiness best practices. However, its
applicability in an undergraduate or graduate
classroom is limited, and it would best be used as a
practical college preparation guide for scholar-
practitioners. Intellectually, while this book presents
little new knowledge or research related to rural
education, its practical implications (based on a
long-standing, reputable organization) are worthy of
a quick read.

Theory & Practice in Rural Education, 12(1) | 135



Ganss, McNamee, & Islem

References

Ardoin, S. (2018). College aspirations and access
in working-class rural communities: The mixed
signals, challenges, and new language first-
generation students encounter. Lexington
Books.

Belkin, D. (2017, December 1). For colleges, a
rural reckoning. Wall Street Journal.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/for-colleges-a-
rural-reckoning-1512159888.

Brilliant Pathways (2021). Where we work. CFES
Brilliant Pathways.
https://brilliantpathways.org/where-we-work/

Byun, S., Meece, J. L., & Agger, C. A. (2017).
Predictors of college attendance patterns of
rural youth. Research in Higher Education,
58(8), 817—-842.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-017-9449-z

Chambers, C. R. (2020). Let's give ‘em something
to talk about: Spurring college conversations
among rural students, schools, and families. In
H. C. Green, B. S. Zugelder, & J. C. Manner
(Eds.), Handbook of research on leadership
and advocacy for children and families in rural
poverty (pp. 279-294). IGI Global.
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-2787-
0.ch013

Dalton, R. (2021). Rural America’s pathways to
college and career: Steps for student success
and school improvement. Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003080268

Koricich, A., Chen, X., & Hughes, R. P. (2018).
Understanding the effects of rurality and
socioeconomic status on college attendance
and institutional choice in the United States.
Review of Higher Education, 41(2), 281-305.
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2018.0004

Means, D. R., Clayton, A. B., Conzelmann, J. G.,
Baynes, P., & Umbach, P. D. (2016). Bounded
aspirations: Rural, African-American high
school students and college access. Review of
Higher Education, 39(4), 543-569.
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2016.0035

Higher Education Access and Success of Rural Students

Means, D. R. (2019). Crucial support, vital
aspirations: The college and career aspirations
of rural black and Latinx middle school
students in a community-and youth-based
leadership program. Journal of Research in
Rural Education, 35(1), 1-14.
https://jrre.psu.edu/sites/default/files/2019-
06/35-1.pdf

Marcus, J., & Krupnick, M. (2017, September 27).
The rural higher-education crisis. The Atlantic.
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/
2017/09/the-rural-higher- education-
crisis/541188/

McNamee, T. (2019). Social capital in the rural
United States and its impact on educational
attainment. In P. George & R. Bartee (Eds.),
Contemporary perspectives on social capital in
educational contexts (pp. 201-220).
Information Age Publishing, Inc.

National Student Clearinghouse (2020). High
school benchmarks - 2020: National college
progression rates.
https://nscresearchcenter.org/high-school-
benchmarks/

Pappano, L. (2017, January 31). Colleges discover
the rural student. New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/31/educatio
n/edlife/colleges-discover-rural-student.html

Sansone V. A., Sparks C. S., & Cano-McCutcheon,
P. (2020). Metro and non-metro variation in
postsecondary enrollment: The role of race,
ethnicity, and residential location in Texas,
Journal of Critical Thought and Praxis 9(1),
Article 6, 1-16.
https://doi.org/10.31274/jctp.11013

Wells, R. S., Manly, C. A., Kommers, S., & Kimball,
E. (2019). Narrowed gaps and persistent
challenges: Examining rural-nonrural
disparities in postsecondary outcomes over
time. American Journal of Education 126, 1—
31. https://doi.org/10.1086/705498

Theory & Practice in Rural Education, 12(1) | 136



Ganss, McNamee, & Islem Higher Education Access and Success of Rural Students

About the Authors

Karen M. Ganss, MS, is a student affairs professional with the College of Engineering and Applied Science
at the University of Colorado Boulder in Boulder, Colorado. She has a BA in business administration (2009)
from Western Colorado University and a MS (2014) in college student services administration from Oregon
State University. As a rural Colorado native and first-generation college student, both her research and
professional passions surround increasing awareness and support of rural higher education students.

Ty McNamee, MA, is a doctoral candidate in Higher and Postsecondary Education at Teachers College,
Columbia University. Concurrently, he serves as a Graduate Research Associate at the American Council
on Education and Instructor in the Student Affairs in Higher Education program at Colorado State University.
Ty holds a BA in English (2013) from the University of Wyoming and a MA in Higher Education and Student
Affairs (2015) from the University of Connecticut. Growing up on a farm/ranch in rural Wyoming greatly
influenced his research interests, which focus on rurality and social class related to higher education,
particularly college access and equity for rural students as well as teaching and learning and faculty
development at postsecondary institutions.

Shadman Islem, MA, is a first-year doctoral student in Higher Education at Boston College. Prior to
attending Boston College, he worked in Graduate Student Affairs at Columbia University’s School of
Engineering and Applied Science. He holds a BS in Brain and Cognitive Sciences (2017) from the University
of Rochester as well as an MA in Higher and Postsecondary Education (2018) from Teachers College,
Columbia University. His research interests are in spatial inequality and the geography of opportunity,
shaped by his experiences as both a first-generation American and college student.

Theory & Practice in Rural Education, 12(1) | 137



	1-2 Editorial
	3-24 Hewitt_6-17
	25-40_Driver 6-16
	41-63_Kang 6-17
	65-82_Reed_6-14
	83-104 DAmico et al. 6-15
	105-115 Davis_Buchanan 6-14b
	117-132_Nielsen_6-14
	133-137_Ganass et al



