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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation study compared the three most common pathways of traditional 

preparation for novice middle level teachers (elementary, middle level, and secondary) 

and attempted to answer the central question of which group felt best prepared for middle 

level teaching. Selected novice teachers from each of the three pathways were 

interviewed and asked to reflect on their preparation program. All participants were 

graduates of the same large, urban, public university. Data were collected using an 

interpretivism paradigm and analyzed using the constant comparative method. The state 

has recently redesigned its certification structure and teacher education institutions have 

redesigned their programs to reflect these changes. This study sought to discover if the 

restructuring resulted in greater feelings of preparedness among novice teachers. This 

study was exploratory, but initial findings indicate that there was very little difference in 

feelings of preparedness among the three pathways for teaching at the middle level with 

respect to program components and understanding of the needs of middle level 

adolescents. There was limited difference among the three pathways with respect to 

content preparation. This poses an interesting policy question: If the state’s intent in 

restructuring the certification tiers was to ensure more prepared teachers for the middle 

level and this exploratory study shows little difference in feelings of preparation, was the 

decision to restructure teacher certification a worthwhile endeavor? The study offers 

possible programmatic changes to increase feelings of preparedness as well as ideas for 

further research around this topic.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

The middle school years represent a tumultuous and dramatic time for children 

aged 10 to 15. Aside from the first three years of life, middle school aged adolescents 

undergo more changes than at any other time in their lives (Carnegie Council on 

Adolescent Development, 1989; Gootman, 2007a; Waidelich, 2012). These changes are 

“physical, hormonal, and social” (Guilamo-Ramos, Jaccard, Dittus, Bouris, Holloway, & 

Casillas, 2007, p. 56), and carry over into academics as well. Most people are aware of 

the physical changes, but are unaware of the effect on academics. Statistics show that 

middle grade students perform worse on national standardized tests than students in 

elementary school. Scores drop in both poor urban districts and well-funded suburban 

districts, but the effects are seen more definitively in urban schools that are already 

dealing with myriad problems (Gootman, 2007a). Middle grade students need teachers 

who are equipped to engage them and understand their stages of development 

(Waidelich, 2012). Furthermore, teachers must feel adequately prepared to overcome the 

obstacles faced by students during this time. 

Unfortunately, “many teachers of middle school students say they dislike their 

work,” probably because they lack the specialized training for middle school teaching 

(Killion & Hirsh, 1998, para. 7). Most middle level teachers have not received any 

specialized training for instructing middle grade students. The result is that thousands of 

middle grade students across the nation are being taught by teachers who are not as 



2 

 

effective as they could be because the teachers lack middle level specific training for 

adolescents. Being instructed by teachers who are not fully knowledgeable about 

cognitive needs for adolescents has immediate and obvious effects on high school 

achievement, but implies subsequent effects on college achievement (McEwin, Smith, & 

Dickinson, 2003). 

 

Statement of Problem 

Middle grade teachers across the nation are not prepared in a consistent manner. 

The great majority are trained in either generalized elementary programs or subject-

specialized secondary programs that certify teachers to teach a wide range of grades. 

While teachers from both secondary and elementary pathways have strong pedagogical 

strategies, they often lack understanding of the cognitive and emotional development of 

the middle grades student and are not equipped to provide quality instruction for the 

expanding mind of a middle grades student. Specialized middle level certification is 

important to produce high quality teachers that understand the unique characteristics of 

middle grades students, but teachers with specialized middle grades training are few in 

number (Conklin, 2007, 2009; Killion & Hirsh, 1998; Jeanpierre, 2007; National Forum 

to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform, 2003; Virtue, 2007). 

Middle grades educators agree on the importance of specialized middle level 

teacher preparation (McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003; Scales, 1993; Virtue, 2007). 

Studies have clearly shown that the quality of the teacher directly impacts the success of 

the student (Almy et al., 2013; Hudson, 2009; Killion & Hirsh, 1998). However, little 

work has been done on how teacher certification (elementary or secondary) impacts 
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student achievement. Very little has been studied regarding the effects of a teacher’s 

middle level specific certification on student achievement (Neild, Farley-Ripple, & 

Byrnes, 2009). According to McEwin, Smith, and Dickinson (2003), “[t]he majority of 

middle level teachers currently teaching young adolescents have not received the 

specialized professional preparation needed to be effective.” (p. 5). Earlier research 

determined that teachers are not equipped to provide quality instruction for the expanding 

mind of a middle grade student (Conklin, 2009, 2010). In short, there are few specially 

prepared middle level teachers and this affects student achievement because they are not 

fully equipped to “address the developmental and learning needs of young adolescents” 

(Mertens, Flowers, & Mulhall, 2002, p. 120). 

In 1993, fewer than 20% of middle grade teachers held a middle level specific 

certification (Scales, 1993). Nearly a decade later, not much had changed. Mertens et al. 

reiterated the sentiment that many teachers at the middle level have little, if any, 

specialized training. In 2002, Mertens et al. put the number of middle school teachers 

with a middle level specific certification at only 6% but 22% of teachers in their study 

had a middle grades add-on endorsement. Although middle school specific teacher 

education programs are strongly recommended by middle level policymakers and 

researchers, there is a dearth of them nationwide (Caskey, 2006). 

Even in the face of the existing research and policy recommendations, institutions 

of teacher education have not adjusted their programs to correct the problem of 

underprepared middle school teachers. Besides the detriment to middle grade students, 

there are effects on higher education. Preservice middle grade teachers are more likely to 

consider their teacher preparation program as comprehensive and favorable if there are a 



4 

 

greater number of courses devoted to middle school (McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 

2003). Teachers with a middle level specific certification rate their programs higher than 

teachers with either a secondary or elementary certification (Scales, 1993). 

However, there is no incentive for colleges of education and teacher education 

programs to modify their curriculum. Universities do not create specialized programs 

unless they are required by state licensing agencies because specialized programs cost too 

much money to implement and sustain (Caskey, 2006). Although 90% of states (45) 

currently offer a middle level specific licensure, less than half of all states (42% or 18 

states) require a middle level specific certification; usually an elementary or secondary 

certification suffices (Caskey, 2006; Howell, Faulkner, Cook, Miller, & Thompson, 2016; 

Neild et al., 2009). 

“Advocates and proponents of middle level education argue that staffing middle 

grades classrooms with teachers who have not been trained to work with young 

adolescents is a great social injustice to future generations” (Mertens et al., 2002, p. 120). 

Teachers must be adequately prepared to overcome the obstacles faced by students during 

this time. Unfortunately, teachers in previous studies reported that the social and 

emotional development of middle grades students was rarely covered during preparation 

courses. Middle school specific preparation is advocated by national organizations and 

teacher educators. Specialized training is more likely to prepare effective teachers and 

translate into academic achievement for students (Conklin, 2009, 2010; Killion & Hirsh, 

1998; McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003; Mertens et al., 2002; Scales, 1993; Waidelich, 

2012). 
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Research Questions 

The study intended to add to the body of research by examining middle level 

teacher preparedness. Specifically, this study attempted to answer the following central 

question: Do selected novice middle level teachers feel more prepared when they hold an 

elementary certification, a secondary certification, or middle level certification? Several 

sub-questions were answered as part of this study as well.  

1. How do novice middle level teachers describe their teacher preparation program and 

which program elements or components do novice teacher perceive best prepared 

them for the middle level?  

2. How do novice middle level teachers perceive their understanding of the 

developmental and intellectual needs of middle level students and the instructional 

techniques considered best practices for middle level students?  

3. How well do novice middle level teachers feel prepared for grade level specific 

content areas?  

 

Purpose of Study 

 The purpose of this study was to compare the three most common pathways of 

traditional preparation for novice middle school teachers (elementary, secondary, and 

middle level specific. As detailed below, there is little research on the preparation of 

middle level teachers. There have been national longitudinal studies of elementary and 

high school students and teachers, but no studies of middle level students and teachers to 

date (Neild et al., 2009). The majority of existing research studies undergraduate 

preservice teachers. Very few focus on teachers after graduation from their preparation 
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program while they are practicing in the classroom. My study has added to the body of 

research by examining preparation from a qualitative standpoint and interviewing 

practicing novice teachers about their preparation program. This study examined how 

prepared novice teachers from different pathways (elementary, secondary, or middle 

school specific) felt for middle level teaching. 

 

Significance of Study 

 The middle level movement has been defined by a curriculum specifically 

developed for the needs of the middle school adolescent in combination with team 

teaching, hands-on learning, cooperation between teachers and among students, and 

authentic assessments (Gross, 2003). Furthermore, middle level specific teacher 

education programs should include specialized coursework on young adolescents and 

developmentally appropriate pedagogy for the middle level (Howell et al., 2016). The 

middle level movement has been pitted against the vastly oppositional accountability 

movement, defined by high stakes standardized tests and academic standards mandated 

by districts or state departments of education. The ideas behind the middle level 

movement (cooperation and individualization) are Progressive in nature, but the 

accountability movement is quite Essentialist (standardization, rewards, and sanctions). 

The mismatch between the requirements of two movements has caused a state of 

turbulence within the middle level movement (Gross, 2003). 

 Gross (2003) defined four levels of turbulence, ranging from light (little 

disturbance) to extreme (a loss of control). Gross contended that the middle level 

movement was in a state of severe turbulence, just one step below extreme turbulence. 
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The middle level movement is stalled in this severe level. There has been a large shut 

down of schools in response to debate over which grade level configuration is best and 

warnings about what to do in the future (Gross, 2003). (More discussion on grade 

configuration can be found under the section below on teacher preparation for middle 

grades). Newspaper articles have been written attacking middle schools as detrimental for 

students (Conklin, 2010; Gross, 2003; for examples see Gootman, 2007a; Killion & 

Hirsh, 1998; and Rockoff & Lockwood, 2010). Changes to grade configurations at the 

district level and numerous articles in widely read papers are a few symptoms of the 

turbulence being experienced in the middle level movement.  

 Middle level advocates are opposed to the focus of content over process and 

standardized teaching because these take away from the whole child approach to 

teaching. Further, middle level advocates believe these logistical arguments detract from 

the larger argument of middle level specialization in teacher education, something the 

middle school movement believes is truly important. There is definitely a feeling of crisis 

for those involved in the middle school movement because the Progressive nature of the 

middle level movement is in direct opposition with today’s dominant Essentialist 

viewpoint (Gross, 2003).  

 The Essentialist philosophy of the accountability movement philosophy has 

certainly dominated today’s educational realm (Gross, 2003). The recent educational 

climate has been very standards driven (DeLuca & Bellara, 2013; Gross, 2003). 

Conversations emphasize the utilization of school standards and favor content over 

process (Gross, 2003). The standards-based paradigm has strengthened with subsequent 

pieces of federal legislation. Initially authorized in the 1960s, the Elementary and 
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Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was implemented to desegregate schools and mandated 

accountability measures for uses of government funds. In 2001, ESEA was reauthorized 

as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and called for more accountability measures. 

The 2010 reauthorization of ESEA, titled the Blueprint for Reform, further called for the 

use of standardized data to assess schools and student achievement. Each reauthorization 

of the ESEA has increased the use of accountability measures and standardized tests 

(DeLuca & Bellara, 2013). This has pushed the Essentialist accountability movement 

forward while derailing the Progressive middle level movement. 

 NCLB and the Blueprint for Reform have spurred the push for alignment between 

curricula and standardized assessments (DeLuca & Bellara, 2013). This has been proven 

true both at the K-12 level (so called “teaching to the test”) and at the university level 

(e.g. preservice teachers must pass standardized tests to become certified and university 

programs must ensure their curricula meets state standards to become accredited). 

Alignment has been defined as “the degree to which various educational components – 

policies, standards, teaching, and assessment – are in agreement with each other, and 

guide learning toward desired expectations” (DeLuca & Bellara, 2013, p. 360).  

 According to the DeLuca and Bellara (2013) study, policy documents (at the 

governmental level) gave broad guidelines for acceptable practices while standards 

documents (from accreditation organizations) were more specific. Curricula documents 

(course syllabi at university level) were closely aligned with standards documents. 

Although policies were very broad, they were supported by the standards documents and 

provided consistency across curricula documents. Although this study was completed at 

the university level, it is likely true at the K-12 level as well. The recent push toward 
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alignment is representative of the Essentialist movement. This directly counters the 

Progressive movement and the tenets of the middle level movement because it 

standardizes teaching and ignores the needs of middle level students. 

 Teachers who understand the many intricacies of the middle level student are 

needed to promote academic achievement during this crucial developmental time. The 

purpose of this exploratory case study was to compare the various pathways of 

preparation for novice middle level teachers. As noted previously, there is little research 

on the preparation of practicing school teachers at any level, but particularly at the middle 

level. Studying teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness provided vital insight on the 

topics that they felt readied them for teaching at the middle grades level, or topics they 

felt unprepared for. The results of this study are important for decision makers at the 

collegiate, district, and state level because they could shape the way in which certification 

programs for middle education are structured and delivered. Educational leaders at all 

levels have a responsibility to ensure students across all ages receive a high quality 

education. Ensuring novice teachers feel prepared is a key place to build on middle level 

research. 

 

Theoretical Perspectives 

 This research was grounded in two theoretical perspectives. One was the social-

cognitive theory of learning. The other was turbulence theory. Each is explained in more 

detail in the following paragraphs. 

 Based in psychology, social-cognitive theory recognizes that learning depends 

greatly on the background of the student as well as the context where the learning takes 
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place. It states that where and how learning happens, what is taught, who is learning, and 

when learning occurs all have an effect on preservice teacher learning and development 

(Feiman-Nemser & Remillard, 1995; Pintrich, 1990). Goodlad (1990b) contended that 

the socialization process of the teaching profession begins in preservice teacher 

preparation programs.  

 There are two main parts to the social-cognitive theory. The cognitive portion of 

the theory deals with formal knowledge. Formal knowledge includes subject specific 

content knowledge as well as pedagogical knowledge (Richardson, 1996). It also includes 

problem-solving skills and how teachers think about formal knowledge (metacognition) 

(Pintrich, 1990). The social portion of the theory contends that context matters. 

“Knowledge exists within various system – cultural, physical, social, historical, and 

personal… learning to teach involves developing ways of interacting within these 

systems” (Calderhead, 1996, p. 716). Context may include many things. The individual’s 

background and personal experience are key components. There are some personal 

characteristics in every human being that cannot be denied: race, gender, religion, 

socioeconomic status, hometown, personal world/societal view. All of these factors affect 

how a person thinks about teaching and learning (Pintrich, 1990; Richardson, 1996). 

Context also includes relationships with others and self. The preservice teacher’s 

receptiveness to learning during their program, prior beliefs and knowledge, self-

motivation, and personal learning style all affect the learning process (Feiman-Nemser & 

Remillard, 1995; Pintrich, 1990). Social interactions, both those between other students 

and those with the professor, are important to the learning process as well (Feiman-

Nemser & Remillard, 1995). Goodlad (1990b) believed that teacher education programs 



11 

 

have not capitalized on the potential peer socialization opportunities (for example, the use 

of cohorts) in the way other professional programs have. Teaching is dialectical in that 

interactions with students, parents, and colleagues can cause teachers to rethink their 

understanding and reconstruct their knowledge base about teaching (Calderhead, 1996). 

Knowledge about teaching and learning depends on the interaction of these contexts – the 

school and classroom environment, the time and place learning occurs, and the type of 

activity (Calderhead, 1996; Feiman-Nemser & Remillard, 1995).  

Most researchers within this theory (Kohlberg, 1958, Piaget, 1954, and Perry, 

1970 are examples) have utilized a developmental scaffold where people must move 

through certain stages has they mature. Because novice teachers develop, change, and 

grow over time, this is an appropriate way to examine teacher development (Kurfiss, 

1983; Pintrich, 1990). This study proved teachers’ feelings and reflections on their 

preparation programs. This was a psychological process. These perspectives were 

explicitly outlined in the Conklin studies (2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2012, 2012 – with 

Daigle), but were also evident in other teacher preparation studies (see literature review 

below). 

Turbulence theory was the second lens through which this study was examined. 

Gross (2003, 2014) described how school leadership and policymakers might use the 

analogy of airplane turbulence to assess current dilemmas in educational arenas. Difficult 

decisions or situations should be assessed using a turbulence gauge, which defines four 

levels of turbulence, ranging from light (little disturbance) to extreme (a loss of control). 

The turbulence gauge is meant to help stakeholders “reflect upon their issues in measured 

ways” (Gross, 2014) and examine factors that might increase or decrease turbulence. 
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Although turbulent situations can be unsettling in school settings, turbulence theory states 

that each level of turbulence has the potential to act as a positive force. Stakeholders will 

work as agents of change as they strive to stabilize their turbulent situations. There were 

several aspects to this study that experienced turbulence: the novice teachers themselves, 

the schools where the participants were employed, the state certification structure, and the 

teacher certification programs at Parliament. Utilizing turbulence theory to analyze the 

perceptions of preparedness of selected novice teachers was a logical choice. 

The social-cognitive theory and the turbulence theory were used to structure the 

collection of data in this study and were later used to analyze the findings of this study. 

Chapter 5 describes how these theoretical lenses framed the findings and subsequent 

recommendations.  

 

Definitions 

 Adequate Yearly Progress. An accountability metric of NCLB that utilizes 

standardized test scores to ensure schools and districts are meeting specific target areas. 

Commonly referred to as AYP (Paige, 2002).  

 Alternative certification. Nontraditional programs leading to initial certification 

for teacher candidates who hold a bachelor’s degree in a non-education subject area 

(Feistritzer, 2005). 

 Elementary certification. Typically, a generalist teaching license valid in grades 

kindergarten (K) through 6 (Quinlan, 2008). Pennsylvania offers a generalist certification 

in grades pre-kindergarten (PK) through 4 (Pennsylvania Department of Education 

[PDE], 2014). 
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 Highly qualified teacher. According to NCLB, a highly qualified teacher (HQT) 

is one who has a bachelor’s degree, holds a state teaching license, and is competent in the 

subject they teach. Teachers at the middle and high school levels can demonstrate subject 

competency in one of six ways: 

1. a bachelor’s with a major equivalent to the subject they teach, 

2. sufficient credits equivalent to a major in the subject, 

3. a passing score on a state determined standardized test (usually a 

Praxis series), 

4. an advanced state certification, 

5. a graduate degree, or 

6. a combination of classroom experience and professional development. 

This proof of competency is called HOUSSE (High, Objective, 

Uniform State Standard of Evaluation), and is reserved for those 

teachers already employed (No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2001). 

 Middle level. The middle level is traditionally defined as grades 6 through 8, but 

may include grades 5 or 9. Specifics will depend on the teacher certification regulations 

in a particular state (Association for Middle Level Education [AMLE], 2012). For the 

purposes of this study, the middle level will be defined as grades 4 through 8 as per 

Pennsylvania guidelines (PDE, 2014). This term may be used interchangeably with 

middle grades. 

 Middle grades endorsement. An additional two to four courses (6 to 12 credits) 

covering middle school specific content that are added to an elementary or secondary 

certification. Endorsements are not required to teach the middle grades in most states 
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(McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003; National Forum, 2003). The middle grades 

endorsement in Pennsylvania has been phased out and is no longer available (PDE, 

2014).  

 Middle school. A school serving students in grades 5 or 6 through grade 8 

(Carnegie, 1989).  

 Middle level certification. Also called middle grades certification. A teaching 

license that typically covers grades 5 through 8, but may extend to grade 4 and/or 9 

(National Forum, 2003; Quinlan, 2008). In Pennsylvania, the middle level certificate is 

valid in grades 4 through 8 (PDE, 2014). 

 Middle level student. Also called middle school student or middle grades student. 

A student who is in the middle grades (grades 5 or 6 through grade 8). Students will 

generally range in age from 10 years old (beginning of grade 5) to 14 years old (end of 

grade 8) (Carnegie, 1989; National Forum, 2003). For the purposes of this study, grade 4 

is also included, so students may be as young as 9 years old. 

 Middle level teacher. Any teacher who is the teacher of record in one or more of 

the middle level grades (Carnegie, 1989; National Forum, 2003). For this study, middle 

level teachers will be defined as those teaching in grades 4 through 8. May also be 

referred to as a middle grades teacher or middle school teacher. 

 No Child Left Behind Act. Public Law 107-110. Authorized in 2001. Commonly 

referred to as NCLB. Is a reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act. Became effective January 8, 2002 (NCLB, 2001). 
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 Novice teacher. A teacher who has graduated from preparation program and is in 

his/her initial years of teaching (DePaul, 2000). For the purposes of this study, a novice 

teacher will be one with four or fewer years of experience.  

 Out of field teacher. According to NCLB, a teacher who is not teaching in a grade 

level or subject area in which he/she is highly qualified (NCLB, 2001). 

 Secondary certification. A content specific teaching license valid in grades 7 

through 12 (Quinlan, 2008).  

 Traditional teacher preparation program. A college or university sponsored 

certification program at the undergraduate or graduate level. All programs must meet 

guidelines set by the governing board of the particular state (DeMonte, 2013). In 

Pennsylvania, programs must be approved by the Department of Education. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Overview 

Middle schools, if operated, utilized, and staffed effectively, “are potentially 

society’s most powerful force to recapture millions of youth adrift.” (Carnegie, 1989, p. 

8). During the middle school years, teachers begin to recognize the precursors that 

indicate a student may become a high school dropout (Waidelich, 2012). The 

achievement gap between African American and White students grows during the middle 

school years (Gootman, 2007a, Killion & Hirsh, 1998). Evidence points to the fact that 

teachers with a special preparation in teaching students in the middle grades are needed to 

address the shortcomings currently found in middle schools. Unfortunately, teachers like 

this are few in number.  

Middle schools often have ineffective and inexperienced teachers. Most teachers 

did not choose to teach middle school, but took placements there as a way to gain entry 

into the elementary or secondary grades they would prefer to teach (Carnegie, 1989; 

George, 2004; Lexmond, 2003). In New York City and Philadelphia, more middle level 

teachers leave the profession each year than teachers at the elementary and secondary 

levels (Conklin, 2010). Middle school students need teachers who are equipped to engage 

them and understand their stages of development (Waidelich, 2012), and teachers must 

feel adequately prepared to overcome the obstacles faced by students during this time. 
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Teacher Preparation 

Background 

 There are more than 1,400 institutions that offer at least one teacher preparation 

program and many institutions offer various programs. Teacher preparation programs, 

even within one institution, are very diverse (American Association of Colleges for 

Teacher Education, 2013). There are over 200,000 graduates from teacher preparation 

programs every year (Greenberg, McKee, & Walsh, 2013). 

 Traditionally, the teaching force has been predominantly White, female, and from 

small town/suburban middle class families (Amatea, Cholewa, & Mixon, 2012; 

Feistritzer, 2003; Frankenberg, 2009 ; Greenberg et al., 2013). Eighty-four percent of 

public school teachers are female and 84% of K-12 teachers are White (Heitin, 2011a). 

Eighty-two percent of bachelor’s degrees in education were earned by White candidates 

and 75% of these were female (AACTE, 2013b). Males only represent 24% of the 

teaching force (Feistritzer, 2005; Ingersoll & May, 2011). Statistics vary, but between 

14% and 16% of teachers are members of minority groups (Heitin, 2011b; Ingersoll & 

May, 2011). Only 4% are African-American or Latino men (Grasgreen, 2011). 

  The American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE) 

completes a survey each year with its member organizations. For the 2012 survey, the 

response rate among member colleges and universities was 95% (which included 800 

higher education institutions). Some key data from the survey are outlined below: 

• 88% of institutions reported accreditation by the National Council for 

Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) or the Teacher 

Education Accreditation Council (TEAC) 
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• Of responding institutions, 48% were private institutions, and 43% 

were located in a suburban setting. 37% were urban and 20% were 

rural 

• 88% of teachers completed a program based in a higher education 

institution, including those in alternative certification programs. 

 There are increasing amounts of pathways to becoming a teacher. In addition to 

traditional elementary specific programs and secondary specific programs, there are now 

over 600 alternative certification programs in nearly all fifty states (Feistritzer, 2005, 

2009). Alternative certification pathways do not require teachers to attend a university 

sponsored teacher education program, although two thirds are based in institutes of 

higher education (AACTE, 2013b). In these programs, teachers can enter the classroom 

immediately and earn their certification while teaching. Created 25 years ago to supply 

individuals with a way to become certified quickly in order to meet schools’ needs, 

alternative programs have generally served to fill jobs in areas where there is a teacher 

shortage.  

 Most alternatively certified teachers are placed in urban or rural classrooms and 

teach subjects that are traditionally hard to staff like science, math, and special education, 

and English as a second language (AACTE, 2013b; Darling-Hammond, Chung, and 

Frelow, 2002; Feistritzer, 2005, 2009, 2011; Kee, 2012; Schonfeld & Feinman, 2012). 

Today about 40% of new teachers are hired via state run alternative certification 

programs (Heitin, 2011a). These programs have grown in popularity because they tend to 

recruit more minority teachers than traditional certification programs and place teachers 
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in classrooms (especially hard to staff classrooms) much quicker (Feistritzer, 2005; 

Heitin, 2011a; Kee, 2012). 

 There has been an ongoing scholarly debate about the merit of alternative 

certification programs. Advocates cite the early placement of quality teachers into 

classrooms, particularly those that are hard to staff and the fact that alternative 

certification programs tend to compliment the on-the-job training with intensive support 

(Feistritzer, 2005, 2009, 2011; Kee, 2012). Opponents argue that alternative certification 

programs contribute to the de-professionalization of the teaching profession because 

teachers with little pedagogical knowledge to enter the classroom (McEwin, Smith, & 

Dickinson, 2003; Wilson, 2011). They also state that traditionally prepared teachers leave 

the profession at a lower rate than those from alternative certification programs (AACTE, 

2013b). 

In 1998, New York City distributed a survey to all teachers with less than four 

years of experience. Participants were asked to rate their preparedness for teaching in 39 

dimensions in addition to their overall feeling of preparedness. Darling-Hammond, 

Chung, and Frelow (2002) examined respondents with less than three years of teaching.  

They compared the differences in feelings of preparation among two groups. One group 

was traditionally prepared teachers. The second was those teaching under a provisional 

license, including those who participated in alternative certification programs or were 

credentialed through a transcript review. The authors aimed to find out if there was a 

difference in feeling of preparedness, and if so, which group felt more prepared.  

Teachers who had graduated from teacher education programs rated significantly 

higher than those who had not. “The sharpest differences were on those items that rated 
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teachers’ knowledge about curriculum and teaching strategies, including how to meet 

students’ needs” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2002, p. 290). Teachers from alternative 

programs rated their preparation for technology use higher than graduates of teacher 

education programs. Graduates from teacher education programs felt more prepared than 

teachers from other pathways, both transcript review candidates and participants in 

alternative certification pathways. Teachers without any prior teaching experience felt 

significantly less prepared than graduates of teacher education programs. Feelings of 

preparedness were fairly uniform among teacher education program graduates. Since 

teacher education programs usually have many things in common, this is to be expected 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2002).  

Teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness depends on a number of different 

contextual aspects, like the school setting, whether the teacher is teaching in his/her 

content area, and available support system. A teacher’s perception of his or her 

preparedness has not been related to actual effectiveness in the classroom. However, the 

data allowed for a comparison of the teacher’s feelings of preparedness with their sense 

of efficacy. Feelings of preparedness and sense of efficacy are positively correlated. 

Poorly prepared teachers are more likely to say they would not choose teaching if they 

had to do it over and are more likely to say they will leave the profession (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2002).  

However, the data did not account for teachers who left the system after their first 

year. Turnover among first year teachers is much higher and poorly prepared teachers 

leave in greater numbers during this time. Poorly prepared teachers state they would not 

choose the same route to teaching while well prepared teachers would choose the same 
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program. A positive sense of self-efficacy is linked to a teacher’s enthusiasm for and 

commitment to teaching. This study showed that teacher education programs do train 

graduates who feel well prepared for teaching. Training well prepared teachers may cut 

down on costs for replacing poorly prepared teachers who have a high turnover rate 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2002). 

The debate over alternative certification programs may be a moot point. Evidence 

has shown that teacher preparation programs are not a key factor in establishing the 

efficacy of a teacher (Feistritzer, 2011). Teachers with more thorough preparation, 

regardless of program type, are more likely to feel more prepared, be more effective, and 

remain in the classroom (Feistritzer, 2009, 2011; Kee, 2012). The rate of success between 

teachers from different programs looks the same after teachers’ first years because of the 

knowledge gained on the job (Kee, 2012). The National Center for Education Information 

administered a survey to K-12 teachers and the responses indicated that teachers would 

overwhelmingly recommend their teacher preparation program, regardless of program 

type. Teachers also indicated that their classroom experience best prepared them, with 

peer collaboration or mentoring close behind. Education courses and other types of 

professional development were not even close to the top of the list (Feistritzer, 2011). 

 Given that there are a variety of pathways to becoming a teacher, it follows that 

there are multiple pathways to becoming a middle level teacher. Within traditional 

schools of education, prospective middle grades teachers can choose to take an 

elementary certification pathway or a secondary certification pathway. Where available, 

they may also choose a middle level specific certification pathway. Some may choose to 

earn a special education certification in order to teach middle school (Neild et al., 2009). 
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Additionally, prospective middle level teachers may choose an alternative certification 

route. With all these pathways to becoming a teacher, more attention is being given to 

research on teacher preparation in general but little research has been done on the 

pathways to middle school teaching (Conklin, 2009, 2010; Conklin & Daigle, 2012; 

Killion & Hirsh, 1998). 

 The lack of consistent training for middle level teachers is an example of 

the turbulence affecting the middle level movement. If one desires to teach at the 

middle level, in most states one has multiple options. One can seek an elementary 

certification and be qualified to teach grades 4 through 6 (depending on the state). 

One can seek a secondary certification and be qualified to teach grades 7 and 8. 

Where available, one can seek a middle grades specific certificate. Depending on 

the state, this may qualify one to teach in any grade from 4 to 9. In most states, 

one could also seek an alternative certification program to become qualified for 

teaching at the middle level. At the elementary and secondary certification levels, 

there are just one or two paths to certification. Typically, these are the same from 

state to state. This would represent light levels of turbulence. Middle level 

certification has upwards of four certification paths – and even those differ from 

state to state in which grades are included. This would indicate a moderate or 

severe level of turbulence. “A certification code that ignores or marginalizes the 

middle level sends a subtle, but strong, message as to the validity of unique 

preparation for the successful teaching of young adolescents” (Anfara, 

Rosenblum, & Mahar, 2002, p. 6). If there is not a relatively consistent 

certification structure, how is it possible for policymakers to heed the call from 
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middle level researchers and educators that the middle level is important? Since 

middle level specific certification is not often mandated by the state, higher 

education institutions have been hesitant to create middle level specific programs 

(Anfara et al., 2002). As a middle level licensure is not required, there is not a 

demand from prospective teachers and so colleges of education are again reluctant 

to institute middle level specific certification programs. 

 Middle level specific teacher preparation programs are more prevalent 

than they were in the past, but are still not widely available nationwide. About 

half of universities nationally offer specialized degrees or courses for middle level 

teaching and 44 states mention some licensure condition for middle level 

educators. However, very few teachers receive specialized preparation or hold a 

specialized licensure. Evidence from certifying bodies shows that middle level 

specific preparation is not viewed as important. In 2003, forty four states had 

some type of licensure or endorsement for middle level educators, but only twenty 

one of those states actually required that middle grades teachers hold a middle 

school specific license. A study in six states that offered a middle level licensure 

found that only 20% of middle school teachers in those states had actually 

received specialized preparation (McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003; National 

Forum, 2003). 

For Middle Grades 

There has been a one-size-fits-all approach to teacher education, grounded in the 

idea that all students everywhere are essentially the same and one set of pedagogical 

skills can be modified to fit all classrooms. This idea has contended that teachers can 
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make slight adjustments to their pedagogy techniques when they meet and get to know 

their students. Studies have found that this approach misses many of the nuances found in 

middle level contexts as well as urban contexts (Siwatu, 2011; Sleeter, 2000).  

Middle schools serving students in grades 6-8, began in the 1960s after junior 

high schools (grades 7-9) began to be seen as unresponsive to the needs of adolescent 

development (Gootman, 2007a; McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003). When middle 

school reform started, early reformers called for middle schools that were academically 

rigorous and “developmental responsive” (Morocco, Brigham, & Aguilar, p. 6). Later, 

reformers expressed a desire that schools should promote social equity and a belief that 

all students can learn at high levels. 

There are numerous grade configurations for students in grades 5-8 and there has 

been much debate over which configuration is best (Waidelich, 2012). Many districts 

have moved from a two-tier model of K-8 and 9-12 schools to a three-tier model, ending 

elementary schools at fifth grade and adding schools with grades 6-8. There has been a 

noticeable decrease in the number of K-8 schools nationwide because they are no longer 

considered appropriate. There has been a move away from junior highs and two grade 

schools (7th and 8th) as 5/6-8 grade schools have increased. The three-tier model is viewed 

as the best educational plan for young adolescents. Sixty-two percent of principals 

nationwide support the three-tier model of schools broken up into grades K-5, 6-8, and 9-

12 (McEwin, Dickinson, & Jenkins, 2003). From 1970 until 2000, the number of public 

middle schools grew from 1,500 to 11,500.  

Some people believe that middle schools harm student learning. Rockoff & 

Lockwood (2010) used data from New York City that examined public school students 
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from grade 3 through grade 8. They found that the standardized test scores of those 

students who attended a separate middle school dropped significantly while the scores of 

students who remained in K-8 schools did not drop as drastically (though they did fall as 

well). Researchers also found that students attending middle schools had a more absences 

than students in K-8 schools. They could not attribute the failings to inadequate funding 

(funding per student was the same between K-8 and 6-8 schools), class size (again, 

roughly the same), nor age (students transitioning in 7th grade fared as poorly as those 

who transitioned in 6th grade). Authors suggested that one detriment to middle schools is 

their large size in comparison to elementary schools. Middle schools had many more 

students per grade than K-8 schools and pulled students from many diverse elementary 

schools. This change in environment and peer groups may also be jarring for students, 

resulting in lowered achievement levels (Rockoff & Lockwood, 2010). In light of recent 

negative data about achievement in middle schools, urban districts (including 

Philadelphia) are moving away from the previous model of educating middle school 

students separately from elementary or secondary students and back to the two-tier model 

(Rockoff & Lockwood, 2010). 

The debate over the “correct” or “best” configuration for middle grades students 

is another prime example of the turbulence that is currently being experienced within the 

middle level movement (Gross, 2003). In addition to the changing grade configurations, 

there is also debate over how students and teachers should be organized (teams, 

advisories, etc). Experts have been unsure about what to do with students in the middle 

grades (Neild et al., 2009). The multiple viewpoints about organizational structure 

indicates that the turbulence levels must be more than light. However, the Association for 
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Middle Level Education (AMLE) maintains that “it’s not about building or grade 

configurations; it’s about providing educational programs and practices that meet the 

unique needs of young adolescents” (Waidelich, 2012, para. 3) regardless of the physical 

location. Middle grades students need teachers who are equipped to engage them and 

understand their stages of development (Waidelich, 2012).  

 The idea for specialized middle grades teacher preparation arose simultaneously 

in the 1960s as the middle level movement developed as a reform to the junior high 

school movement (McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003). For over 80 years, middle level 

educators have advocated for specialized preparation and licensure for teachers at the 

middle level, but in most states, their efforts have been unheeded. Educational resources 

have been allocated to other initiatives, like math education or special education. Many 

national groups support the specialized preparation of middle level teachers and agree on 

its importance. (McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003; National Forum, 2003). Specialized 

middle level certification is important to produce highly qualified teachers at the middle 

school level (National Forum, 2003). When all the professionals in a school have been 

prepared specifically for middle school, they can focus on “providing the best learning 

opportunities possible” for students (McEwin, Dickinson, & Jenkins, 2003, p. 2). Since 

social-cognitive theory notes that context is important in learning to teach, specialized 

programs for the middle level make logical sense. 

 “The 1980s brought a growing awareness that early adolescence is not just a 

turbulent transition on the way to maturity, but is itself a critical period of growth and 

development” (Morocco et al., 2006, p. 3). Research on middle grades preparation is 

severely lacking, probably due in part to the fact that it wasn’t until 1989 that national 
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standards for the preparation of middle level teachers became available (Conklin, 2009; 

Conklin, 2010; McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003). However, more attention should be 

given to the preparation of America’s middle grades teachers because many studies have 

pointed to the importance of effective teachers for middle school students.  

It is important for teachers to understand the unique characteristics of middle 

grades students (Jeanpierre, 2007). Research offers that programs should specifically 

recruit middle level teacher candidates and create curricula aimed at training and 

supporting teacher candidates for this age group (Carnegie, 1989; Conklin, 2007, 2010; 

Lexmond, 2003). To effectively teach middle grades students, teachers at that level must 

thoroughly comprehend the “distinctive developmental characteristics” (Conklin, 2008, 

p. 38) of adolescents.  

In 1993, the Center for Early Adolescence at the University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill made recommendations for middle level teacher preparation. Their 

recommendations included clearly defined standards for certification programs and a 

curriculum to reflect these standards, leadership opportunities for middle level teachers, 

and improved field experiences involving experienced cooperating teachers in curriculum 

development. The Center also advocated for instruction on the social, emotional, and 

developmental needs of middle grades students and historical contexts of middle school 

reform (Scales, 1993). 

A year later, Manning (1994) compiled three recommendations for middle level 

teacher education programs based on research from the late 1980s and early 1990s. First, 

programs should be grounded in middle level specific philosophy and focus on the 

middle grades student. Second, programs should emphasize the various types of 
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psychological development that happens during adolescent years and teach pedagogy that 

addresses these changes. Third, programs ought to provide candidates with several 

middle school specific field experiences with expert middle school teachers and an 

opportunity to reflect on these experiences. These early recommendations were 

advocated by experts a decade later. In addition to field experiences in middle school 

settings that occur early in the program and continue throughout, a cohort approach was 

also suggested to provide peer support to preservice teachers (Caskey, 2006). Goodlad 

(1990a) also advocated for field experiences early on in teacher education programs and 

in a wide range of settings. According to the social-cognitive theory, context matters in 

teacher preparation. Thus middle level preservice teachers must have tailored experiences 

in order to ensure their effective preparation. 

In 2002, the National Middle School Association (NMSA) released a set of 

middle level teacher preparation standards that had been approved by NCATE. In 

response to some negative articles about university based teacher education programs, 

Messer (2010) surveyed classroom teachers to ask what topics should be taught in the 

university’s teacher education program. The survey was based on the Performance 

Standards for Initial Middle Level Teacher Preparation from NMSA. The Likert scale 

survey had 16 items and was passed out to teachers at six different schools. About half of 

the respondents had student teachers; the other half did not. Overall, the teachers agreed 

that the NMSA Performance Standards were important and should be taught in university 

teacher education programs. Preservice teachers who had completed their first year of the 

program were also given the survey. The results from the practicing and preservice 
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teachers were compared. The results were highly correlated, indicating that what was 

being taught was similar to what teachers thought should be taught. 

In 2011, NMSA changed its name to the Association for Middle Level Education 

(AMLE). Building on the success of the initial standards, AMLE released an updated 

version of the middle level teacher preparation standards in 2012. There are four 

overarching principles with five standards. These are outlined below. 

Principle A is the Learner and Learning. Standard 1 is Young Adolescent 

Development. Under this standard, the middle level teacher candidate should understand 

how adolescents development and the implications of this development on curriculum 

and best practices. Candidates should also comprehend how diversity places into the 

development of middle grades students. Middle level teacher preparation programs 

should teach candidates about the unique developmental needs of adolescents. Programs 

should also assess students on their knowledge of adolescent development. Lastly, middle 

level teacher preparation programs should make strong efforts to assist candidates in 

overcoming negative stereotypes about adolescents and their behavior. 

Principle B is Content. Standard 2 is Middle Level Curriculum, which outlines the 

proposition that middle level educators should have a deep understanding of content 

matter they teach and knowledge of standards at all levels (local, state, national and 

Common Core). Additionally, candidates should make efforts to connect subject areas 

through interdisciplinary lesson planning. Middle level teacher preparation programs 

should ensure candidates can utilize content knowledge and knowledge of standards to 

create a “developmentally responsive curriculum that is challenging, exploratory, 
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integrative, relevant, and both technology and literacy based” (p. 5). Content should also 

be culturally relevant to the student population. 

This principle is rooted in a Progressive mindset. Middle level teachers educated 

in a middle level specific certification program that prescribes to the AMLE standards are 

likely to experience a conflict between the belief that interdisciplinary lessons constitute 

best practices and the predetermined curricula mandated by the district or state. For more 

discussion on the conflict between Progressive and Essentialist paradigms, see the 

Significance of Study section above, pages 5 through 8.  

Standard 3 under Content is Middle Level Philosophy and School Organization. 

This standard proposes that middle level teacher candidates should understand the 

“philosophical foundations of developmentally responsive middle level programs and 

schools” (p. 8) and use this knowledge to ensure the use of best practices for all students 

on academic, social, and physical levels. “Understanding the history and philosophy of 

middle level education guides the practice of middle level teacher candidates, gives them 

confidence, and helps develop their ability to teach all young adolescents in ways that 

support healthy development and enhance student learning” (p. 9). Middle level teacher 

preparation programs should ensure the historical context is part of the curriculum. 

Goodlad (1990b) argued that preservice teachers should understand school settings as a 

whole and not focus on isolated classrooms. In his opinion, teachers need to understand 

what makes a school successful and what makes a school fail so that they are able to 

build on the practices necessary for successful school organizations. 

Principle C is Instructional Practice and Standard 4 under this principle is Middle 

Level Instruction and Assessment. Middle level teacher candidates should understand 
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instructional and assessment strategies that are “especially effective in the subjects they 

teach” (p. 11). Candidates should utilize a wide variety of techniques and assessment 

tools that are responsive to diverse adolescents. Assessments should be used in both 

formative and summative matters to drive instruction. Middle level teacher candidates 

should use a range of materials and resources to motivate young adolescents and create a 

productive and safe learning environment. Middle level teacher preparation programs 

must give candidates many opportunities to plan lessons and assessments. Programs must 

also ensure candidates can use assessment data to modify instruction. Candidates should 

also make modifications and accommodations for exceptional learners while preparing all 

learners for success on standardized tests. Middle level preparation programs ought to 

require candidates to demonstrate their abilities to motivate adolescents and assist 

adolescents in making interdisciplinary connections to prior experiences. 

Principle C truly supports the social-cognitive theory. In his book, Social 

Learning Theory, Albert Bandura (1977) stated that “new patterns of behavior [could] be 

acquired through direct experience or by observing the behavior of others” (p. 3). 

According to Bandura, in order to accurately implement a new behavior, the learner must 

have chances to practice the behavior in addition to observing others perform it without 

difficulty. Furthermore, the learner must take this newly learned behavior and apply it to 

a novel situation. During the learning process, learners need positive reinforcement and 

constructive criticism to ensure the new behavior is engrained appropriately (Bandura, 

1977). Principle C advocates for each of the sub-processes of Bandura’s social learning 

theory to take place in middle level specific teacher education programs. 
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Principle D is Professional Responsibilities and Standard 5 is Middle Level 

Professional Roles. Middle level teacher candidates must act as role models for 

adolescents. They should also advocate for developmentally appropriate best practices in 

their schools, like team teaching or advisory programs. Candidates should seek continual 

professional development to improve practice and take on leadership roles where 

appropriate. “These specialized professional roles constitute one of the primary 

differences in specialized middle level teacher preparation programs and professional 

preparation programs designed to prepare teachers of young children for the primary 

grades or older adolescents at the senior high school level” (p. 16). Candidates must 

understand diverse cultures and family structures and use this knowledge in 

communication with families and the school community. Knowledge of the community 

was also advocated by Goodlad (1990b). Candidates ought to be aware that outside 

circumstances often impact school achievement and plan for this. Parental involvement 

has been shown to drop in middle school and so middle level candidates should make a 

plan for how to collaborate and involve parents. Teacher preparation programs should 

ensure candidates have these skills. Middle level candidates should also feel positively 

about teaching middle grades students. 

Although there are standards for middle level teacher preparation, implementing 

middle school specific teacher preparation programs on a widespread scale has proven 

difficult for several reasons. Research says middle school teachers should have a deep 

content knowledge in at least one academic subject to ensure they are able to capably 

explain the content to a group of students (Carnegie, 1989; Killion & Hirsh, 1998; Weiss, 

Banilower, McMahon, & Smith, 2001). Because of all the additional certification 
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requirements set by states, education schools may not be able to teach preservice 

candidates all the content knowledge they will encounter in the classroom. However, 

education schools must teach new teachers how to utilize resources to find content 

information on their own (Bischoff, Hatch, & Watford, 1999).  

Overlapping of licensure for middle level grades is a common practice, but it 

weakens the “effectiveness of middle level teacher licensure regulations” (McEwin, 

Smith, & Dickinson, 2003, p. 8) and “discourages prospective teachers from enrolling in 

specialized middle-grades preparation programs” (National Forum, 2003, p. 388). 

Prospective teachers tend to choose programs that will allow them the greatest flexibility 

in their career search (McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003; National Forum, 2003) and so 

often will not choose to specialize in middle school because it limits the grades they are 

certified to teach. Additionally, overlapped programs usually give more attention to 

younger grades (in elementary programs) or older grades (in secondary programs) and 

pay little attention to the middle school grades. These programs assume that graduates 

will mysteriously become proficient at teaching middle grades students (McEwin, Smith, 

& Dickinson, 2003).  

Add-on endorsements are another obstacle to specialized middle level teacher 

preparation programs. They send a message that the addition of two or three courses is 

enough to create effective middle level educators. Few preservice teachers opt for 

endorsements because they extend their college careers and cost additional money. 

Additionally, most states do not require an endorsement to teach middle grades, so the 

extra time and money are not seen as a worthwhile investment (McEwin, Smith, & 

Dickinson, 2003; National Forum, 2003).  
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Although there are difficulties with implementing middle school specific 

programs or add-on endorsements, there has been success with such programs. In 1998, 

Philadelphia schools were slated to open the school year with over 100 teaching 

vacancies in the middle grades. The Philadelphia Inquirer offered three reasons for the 

high number of middle school vacancies. First, teachers often transfer out of middle 

schools when the opportunity presents itself. Second, the state did not require a middle 

school specific certification. And third, universities and colleges did little to encourage 

their graduates to teach the middle grades (Anfara et al., 2002). 

In response to the large number of vacancies, Temple University, the School 

District of Philadelphia, and the Philadelphia Education Fund created the Excellence in 

Teaching Partnership (ETP) which was funded by a grant from the William Penn 

Foundation between 1998 and 2002. Temple created an add-on endorsement. Candidates 

were required to take two additional courses on middle school pedagogy and completed 

one (of two) field experience/student teaching at one of the partnered middle schools. 

Before ETP started, Temple’s preservice teachers were rarely placed in middle schools 

and were never placed in Philadelphia public schools. Preservice teachers experienced 

more positive feelings toward middle school students after completing their field 

experience. The middle school principals had positive feelings toward the student 

teachers in ETP. Preservice teachers began to accept positions at the middle schools 

where they had completed their student teaching (Anfara et al., 2002). The success with 

ETP showed that “middle schools exposure and a field experience overcome resistance to 

teaching in the middle grades, and even increase enthusiasm and the capacity to teach at 

that level” (Anfara et al., 2002, p. 12). 
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 As stated previously, research on the teacher preparation for the middle grades is 

relatively scarce (Conklin, 2010, 2012; Conklin & Daigle 2012). Most studies that exist 

are quantitative in nature and several are based on a national data set. The majority of the 

studies that do exist focus on undergraduate preservice teachers in a local area. Very few 

focus on teachers after graduation from their preparation program while they are 

practicing in the classroom. Some studies of particular relevance to this project have been 

described below. They are grouped to reflect the research questions at the center of this 

study. 

Effects of Field Experience 

 Field experiences have been found to be quite influential on preservice teachers. 

Lexmond (2003) studied 21 secondary education majors at a large university in the 

Midwest. During a one semester long general methods course, the students “participated 

in four curricular activities designed to elicit their perceptions of and attitudes toward 

early adolescents and middle school teaching” (p. 30). They wrote an autobiography of 

themselves as middle grades students, read articles about adolescence, watched a video 

showing a model middle school classroom, and completed a case study on a middle 

grades student. At the end of the semester, the group of 21 teachers had spent 25 hours or 

more in a middle school classroom. This experience had the strongest impact on an 

increased interest in teaching middle school. At the end of the semester, slightly more 

than half of the 21 teachers (11) stated they would prefer a middle school teaching 

assignment to a high school assignment (Lexmond, 2003). Teacher candidates in the 

Hudson study (2009) stated that field experiences built their confidence in teaching 

middle grades students. Preservice teachers wanted more hands on and clinical 
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experience and less theory. They found the clinical and field experiences more valuable 

(Hudson, 2009). Positive field or student teaching experiences in a middle school setting 

can change pre-held conceptions about teaching middle school students from negative to 

positive (Carnegie, 1989; del Prado Hill, Phelps, & Friedland, 2007). 

Effects of Other Program Components 

There are components of teacher education programs beyond field experiences 

that have an impact on feelings of preparedness for the middle level. One such 

component is the teacher educators in the program. A study by Conklin (2009) found that 

teacher educators had the strongest “influence on the preservice teachers’ learning about 

strategies for teaching middle school social studies.” (p. 494). Although her study 

focused on social studies teachers, this is likely to be the case in other subject areas as 

well. Lexmond (2003) advised that university faculty in middle level specific programs 

be experts in the field and not generalists with an elementary or secondary education 

background. Conklin (2007; 2008) also discussed the influence of the teacher educators. 

Neither professor in her 2007 study had any middle school experience. Therefore, their 

students (the preservice teachers) portrayed attributes similar to participants in any other 

education program. The elementary preservice teachers tended to overestimate the 

abilities of middle grades students while the secondary preservice teachers tended to 

underestimate their abilities. She concluded that the background of the teacher educator 

had a lot to do with the preservice teacher’s perception of middle grades students. 

Conklin (2007) suggested that future studies examine gender and the backgrounds of the 

teacher educators. 
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In Conklin’s 2009 study, two groups of preservice teachers at one university were 

followed. One group was from an elementary program and the other way from a 

secondary program. The two pathways were studied on a number of features, including 

the admissions process, program goals, course sequence, field experience length, course 

curricula, and beliefs and preparation of the teacher educators. All preservice teachers 

were given pre and post surveys to ascertain their attitudes about middle level students 

and their thoughts on middle school appropriate pedagogy for social studies. From the 

survey data, six teachers were chosen for in-depth case studies, three from each pathway. 

All participants were White and expressed some desire to work with middle grades 

students in their survey. The professors of the methods courses, cooperating classroom 

teachers, and university supervisors of the preservice participants were also interviewed 

to determine the goals and learning expectations of each program (Conklin, 2009). 

The two pathways differed in some areas. The admissions standards for the 

secondary pathway appeared to be higher than those for the elementary pathway. The 

secondary program accepted fewer students than the elementary program and these 

candidates had a higher grade point average (GPA) than the elementary candidates. 

Elementary candidates completed a total of eighty one practicum hours, while the 

secondary candidates completed almost six hundred hours over the course of the 

semester. Teacher education programs need to provide teacher candidates with explicit 

tools and strategies to implement higher order thinking skills in the classrooms of all 

grades. Explicit training was provided to the elementary candidates in this study, but was 

lacking in the secondary methods course (Conklin, 2009). 
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The two pathways had many things in common. The preservice teachers learned a 

wide variety of teaching tools, were encouraged to promote higher order thinking skills in 

students, and found ways to engage middle grades students in social studies. Teacher 

candidates in the elementary program believed the higher order thinking skills activities 

were appropriate for middle grades students. The secondary program teachers believed 

the skills were more appropriate for high school students and too challenging for middle 

grades students. Teachers from both programs believed that the methods professor 

modeling teaching strategies was the best way for them to learn how to use the strategies 

in their own classrooms (Conklin, 2009).  

Many things influenced the preservice teachers’ expectations for middle grades 

students. That the elementary preservice teachers had higher expectations for middle 

grades students seems to come from the way their professor engaged them in thinking 

about how complex topics could be taught to elementary and middle grades students. 

“The instructional practices – how the social studies methods instruction occurred – 

appeared to be a powerful influence in both groups of teachers’ learning.” (Conklin, 

2009, p. 483 – emphasis in original). Cooperating teachers had a strong influence on the 

secondary preservice teachers. Some factors could have contributed to the preservice 

teachers’ thinking about the abilities of middle grades students but were not supported by 

data in this study, including sex of the preservice teacher, experience with adolescents 

outside of a classroom setting, knowledge of social studies content, school demographics, 

and understanding of adolescent development (Conklin, 2009). 

According to Conklin (2009), “because the middle school years are critical in 

determining the future trajectories of young people, teacher education programs should 
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commit to preparing teachers for this level and should consider how their purposes, 

practices, and program opportunities lead to such preparation” (p. 497). Conklin (2008) 

found that few preservice teachers would choose a middle level specific training 

program. Some realized later that they enjoyed teaching middle school aged adolescents. 

Because desire to teach at the middle level may not develop until later, middle school 

specific concerns and strategies should be addressed in both the elementary and 

secondary programs (Conklin, 2008). Lexmond contends that schools of education 

without middle school specific programming should develop such programming and 

recruit and prepare teachers for this age group. Teacher preparation “becomes a crucial 

place to begin chipping away at our culture’s negative perceptions of middle level 

students, schools, and teaching” (Lexmond, 2003, p. 49). 

Conklin and Daigle (2012) built on Conklin’s 2010 study of the two 

undergraduate programs – one middle level specific and one social studies secondary 

program – in the same institution with overlapping certification for grades 6 through 8. 

This study focused on the social studies methods course for each program by 

interviewing the course instructor in addition to analyzing the syllabus, additional 

documents (e.g. PowerPoints, assignments, class agendas), and the textbook(s). 

Information from the program graduates (from the 2010 study) was also included, but the 

focus remained on the social studies methods course. 

 The middle level methods course was taught by a full-time doctoral student with 

four years of experience teaching middle school. The methods course in the secondary 

program was also taught by a full-time doctoral student. Although this instructor had 

experience as a high school teacher, he had none as a middle school teacher. The 
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instructor with middle level teaching experience focused on providing preservice teachers 

with a wide variety of instructional strategies while the instructor with no middle level 

teaching experience focused on ensuring preservice teachers were “agents of social 

change…working against the status quo” (p. 176). None of the course texts focused 

extensively on middle school best practices. Conklin and Daigle (2012) concluded that 

there should be more work on the professional development needs of teacher educators, 

especially novice ones. Teacher preparation programs can be strengthened if universities 

focus on ensuring that teacher educators feel comfortable in teaching their content. 

 None of Conklin’s studies could declare if an elementary pathway or secondary 

pathway was better for preparing middle grades teachers. They do say that both pathways 

are quite similar, and the teacher educators had a large influence on the preservice 

teachers. As teacher preparation programs have a strong impact on the practices and 

perceptions of preservice teachers, it logically follows that teacher preparation programs 

would also have a strong impact on novice teachers once they enter the classroom 

(Conklin, 2009). 

Meeting the Needs of Middle Level Students 

Research has found that meeting the intellectual needs of middle level students 

has proved to be a conundrum for preservice teachers. In 2007, Conklin compared 

elementary and secondary preservice teachers on their views of their middle school 

preparation. She performed one hour interviews with six preservice teachers at one 

university (three from the elementary program and three from the secondary program), 

and the instructors from each of the methods courses. Conklin’s major finding was that 

while teachers in both the secondary and elementary pathways had strong pedagogical 



41 

 

strategies, they lacked understanding of the cognitive and emotional development of the 

middle grades student. A study by Conklin (2009) found that elementary certified 

preservice teachers had higher expectations for middle school students, while secondary 

program teachers believed that certain skills were too challenging for middle grades 

students. Lexmond (2003) found that preservice teachers almost exclusively spoke of 

supporting developmental needs, not intellectual pursuits. There must be a balance 

between meeting the intellectual and developmental needs of middle level students, and 

middle level specific teacher preparation is offered as an effective way to achieve such a 

balance. Meeting the diverse needs of middle level students is one reason professionals 

advocate for middle level specific certification.  

Bischoff, Hatch, and Watford (1999) studied 10 preservice teachers who in the 

first semester of their junior year. All were majoring in middle grades education and were 

enrolled in two methods courses, one for math and one for science. Students were 

provided with the same sixth grade science objective from the state curriculum and were 

told to write a lesson plan to meet the objective. Participants were then interviewed about 

the lesson plan they had created. Afterwards, the preservice teachers taught their lesson in 

a classroom at a local school. Students were then asked to view their recorded lesson and 

evaluate them using a tool from the state department of education. 

Three professors with expertise in different areas independently examined the 

videotaped lessons, the lesson plan, and the self-evaluation tool for ‘readiness’ of the 

preservice teachers. One student stood out from the rest, so her data were compared to the 

other nine participants. The professors found that the successful student foreshadowed 

concepts the sixth graders might have difficulty with, felt confident in her ability to teach 
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the lesson successfully, was concerned with trying to make the lesson more student 

centered, and created a well-organized lesson that was appropriately scaffolded using the 

students’ prior knowledge. Additionally, when it came to self-reflection the successful 

teacher commented on the implementation of her lesson instead of the content material 

(Bischoff et al., 1999). 

The results of the Bischoff et al. study (1999) showed that preservice teachers 

must feel confident in their ability to “engage in self-guided content mastery.”(p. 398). 

Professors of methods courses must integrate content knowledge with pedagogy to 

provide new teachers with the appropriate tools for success in the classroom. Teacher 

education programs must also highlight the importance of self-reflection to new teachers 

can develop into effective teachers comfortable with teaching content knowledge as 

opposed to depending on rules and procedures. Education schools may not be able to 

teach preservice candidates all the content knowledge they will encounter in the 

classroom. However, the schools must teach these new teachers how to utilize resources 

to find content information on their own. Bischoff et al. advocate for schools of education 

to engage in more field experiences so students can benefit from constructive criticism 

and self-reflection. 

In Lexmond’s (2003) study, 21 students were interviewed in depth, and an 

additional 143 students completed a survey on their preferences for middle school. The 

survey found that 78% of secondary education majors preferred to teach high school. 

Those who were seeking a middle school placement mentioned several reasons for their 

preference. Reasons for preferring middle school remained similar between interview 

respondents and survey respondents. One reason given was being able to have a greater 
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impact on younger students. Preservice teachers almost exclusively spoke of supporting 

developmental needs, not intellectual pursuits. They also expressed a lack of confidence 

in teaching high school. A reason cited for the lack of confidence was that closeness in 

age would lessen their authority and make classroom management more difficult. 

Additionally, middle school was also noted as being a stepping stone to a high school 

assignment. (Lexmond, 2003). 

“Even many of the preservice teachers who expressed the strongest desire to teach 

at the middle level still often dismissed the possibility of intellectually engaging their 

students.” (Lexmond, 2003, p. 44). High school was preferred because preservice 

teachers believed they could cover more intellectually stimulating content than they could 

in middle school. There should not be an overemphasis on the developmental needs of 

middle grades students, nor should their intellectual development be overlooked. In 

general, secondary education majors thought negatively about middle grades students 

(Lexmond, 2003). 

Mertens et al. (2002) surveyed teachers, students, administrators and parents on 

“several areas of school improvement including attitudes toward middle-grades’ 

educational practice, parent contact and involvement, classroom and interdisciplinary 

team practices, school and classroom climate, and professional development activities 

and needs” (p. 122). Four surveys were administered between 1994 and 2002. The 

information from this article is derived from the 2000/2001 school year and includes data 

from over 3,700 teachers in 134 middle schools. A subset of 2,001 teachers were chosen 

based on three characteristics: taught a core subject, were a full time classroom teacher of 
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record (not a special educator, counselor, librarian, or social workers), and taught in 

grades 5, 6, 7, or 8. 

In the Mertens et al. study (2002), 58% of teachers in the study held an 

elementary certification and 46% held a secondary certification. Of the teachers with a 

middle level certification, 80% also had an elementary certification, 23% had a secondary 

certification. 87% preferred to remain in the middle grades because they preferred middle 

school students to elementary or high school students. Of teachers with a middle grades 

endorsement (12%), 70% were elementary certified, 32% were secondary, and 12% were 

middle grades. The authors examined practices of the interdisciplinary teams and the 

individual classroom teacher for elementary, secondary, and middle grades certified 

teachers as well as those teachers with a middle grades endorsement. If a teacher held 

more than one type of certification, she was included in both groups. The data points 

were self-reported (Mertens et al., 2002). 

Teachers with middle grade certification were comparable to teachers with 

elementary certifications on teaching scales. Middle grades certified teachers reported 

more contact with other building resource staff as well as a higher frequency of small 

group instruction, authentic instruction, teaming, and reading skill practices. Elementary 

certified teachers only scored higher on integration and interdisciplinary practices. 

Secondary certified teachers had the lowest scores across the board (Mertens et al., 2002).  

The Mertens et al. (2002) survey showed that teachers with middle level specific 

certifications or add-on endorsements more frequently use best practices as outlined by 

organizations such as AMLE. This supports the Lexmond (2003) and Anfara et al. (2002) 
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studies that teacher preparation programs are the best place to instill positive feelings 

about middle grades students and support the middle level movement.  

In Conklin’s 2008 study, “the preservice teachers observed that young 

adolescents’ cognitive levels do not necessarily correspond to the rest of their 

development, and they noticed the tension in young adolescents simultaneously seeking 

more responsibility, yet holding on to child-like behaviors” (p. 46). She found that 

elementary trained teachers held greater expectations about the cognitive abilities of 

middle grades students while the secondary trained teachers believed the students were 

not able to focus on academics because of everything else going on in their lives during 

adolescence. Both groups of teachers understood the complexities involved in 

transitioning through adolescence, but held opposing beliefs about what the students were 

able to accomplish academically. One reason for this could be the teachers’ frames of 

reference. Secondary teachers were comparing middle grades students to older, more 

experienced and emotionally stable high school students. Elementary teachers, on the 

other hand, compared middle grades students to inexperienced younger elementary 

students. 

Some of the preservice teachers in Conklin’s study (2008) understood the 

potential in middle grades students and recognized their role as teacher in helping them 

realize said potential. Others questioned their ability to help students navigate 

adolescence. Several secondary teachers did not believe that the strategies they were 

taught for implementing higher order thinking skills in the high school classroom applied 

to middle grades students. The elementary teachers understood the idea of making 

activities age-appropriate, but “wondered how, exactly, they were supposed to do it.” 
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(Conklin, 2008, p. 53). Like the elementary preservice teachers, the secondary preservice 

teachers also found that they were not given explicit training on how to modify 

instructional strategies to be appropriate for middle grades students. Both groups of 

teachers need specific strategies for how to teach at the middle level. 

In her 2010 study, Conklin researched two undergraduate programs – one middle 

level specific and one social studies secondary program. The programs had overlapping 

certification for grades 6 through 8. Conklin wanted to determine how preservice teachers 

learned about middle level teaching in two separate programs within the same institution. 

Initially, 27 teacher candidates in the secondary programs and 22 in the middle level 

program were surveyed. From these surveys, 8 novice teachers (4 from each pathway) 

were followed for 2 years as part of a longitudinal case study. Additionally, 16 teacher 

educators at the university were surveyed and 14 were interviewed in depth. Course 

syllabi, descriptions of assignments, and accreditation reports were also examined. 

Conklin’s (2010) results found that teachers from the middle level program and 

the secondary program had different reasons for entering teaching and choosing their 

program. Middle level candidates wanted strongly to work with middle level students and 

“enjoyed the process of teaching and learning” (p. 54). Secondary candidates wanted to 

“make a difference in society” (p. 54) and strongly desired to work with high school 

students. The middle level candidates, by virtue of their program, had many opportunities 

to learn about and work with middle level students. Although the secondary candidates 

were certified to teach the middle grades, they had much fewer opportunities to learn 

about or work with middle level students. In fact, no field experiences at a middle school 

were required for these teachers.  
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In the survey given to secondary candidates, 72.5% noted there was limited or no 

emphasis on understanding young adolescents in their program. By contrast, 100% of the 

middle level candidates stated there was a strong emphasis. The middle level program 

graduates expressed a strong like of middle level students, while the secondary program 

graduates did not have the same affinity for young adolescents. Furthermore, 77% of the 

graduates from the middle level program recognized that middle school was a critical 

time of change for adolescents but only 41% of the secondary program graduates agreed. 

Both groups agreed that the “young adolescents’ intellectual capabilities are often 

underestimated” (p. 62), but middle level program graduates more strongly believed in 

those capabilities and had more specific strategies for engaging the adolescent mind in an 

age-appropriate way (Conklin, 2010).  

The secondary program purported to prepare candidates for grades 6 through 12, 

but according to graduates, there was a much stronger emphasis on grades 9 through 12. 

Given that six program graduates accepted jobs in a middle school, Conklin (2010) 

suggested that the program rethink the program emphasis. Conklin further suggested that 

her findings could bolster support of policy to eliminate the overlapping certification for 

the middle level and the creation of middle level specific certification. Conklin also noted 

that teacher educators should take care to ensure their graduates are fully prepared to 

teach all grades in which they will be certified to teach. 

Conklin and Daigle (2012) study focused on the social studies methods courses 

for the middle level and secondary certification programs. The middle level methods 

course provided middle level specific strategies and emphasized an understanding of 

young adolescents, but did not promote “an understanding of intellectually demanding 
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social studies teaching” (p. 182). Conversely, the secondary methods course promoted 

intellectually demanding teaching, but focused very little on understanding middle level 

best practices or young adolescents. Graduates of the secondary program believed the 

strategies they learned would not be useful in middle level classrooms because of their 

challenging nature. Middle level program graduates had a dearth of knowledge of 

intellectually stimulating instructional strategies (Conklin & Daigle, 2012).  

Researchers have found that middle grades students are not sufficiently 

challenged in the academic sense. The general public agrees with what research says. 

Although the cognitive abilities in young adolescents are increasing, teachers are 

providing them with a decreasing amount of challenging work. Many middle school 

teachers lack the training and knowledge base to develop an academically challenging 

curriculum for adolescents (Conklin, 2012).  

Content Preparation 

Middle level specific certifications and add-on endorsements may lead to more 

frequent use of best practices, but AMLE also advocates for middle grades teachers to 

have a deep content knowledge of the subject areas they teach. The Report of the 2000 

National Survey of Science and Mathematics Education (Weiss et al., 2001) found that 

while middle school science and math teachers were more likely to have a science or 

math undergraduate major (11% in science and 58% in math) than elementary school 

teachers, they were less likely than high school teachers to have those qualifications (81% 

in science and 58% in math). The majority of elementary school teachers completed 

majors in education instead of math or science fields. Teachers with a content major are 

more likely in the middle grades, but a majority still had degrees in education. Therefore, 
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elementary and middle level teachers are more likely to lack content knowledge 

preparation in math and science than high school teachers (Weiss et al., 2001). 

The lack of content knowledge preparation causes teachers to feel ill prepared to 

teach certain subjects. Only 18-29% of elementary school teachers felt prepared to teach 

science. Middle level teachers felt more prepared to teach earth science, process skills, 

environmental science, and biology than they did physics or chemistry. Middle grades 

math teachers felt prepared to teach lower level math skills (like computation and 

estimation) but not higher level skills (like functions or pre-calculus) (Weiss et al., 2001). 

Participants in Lexmond’s (2003) study also cited a preference for middle school because 

of insecurities about their understanding of the content knowledge at the high school 

level (Lexmond, 2003). This lack of preparedness is detrimental to adolescents. This is 

especially true at the middle level because middle grades content sets up the foundation 

for success with high school content.   

Conklin’s 2008 study was a comparative case study of two groups of preservice 

middle level teachers. One group came from a program focused on preparing teachers for 

grades 3-8 and the other group came from a program that focused on preparing teachers 

in grades 6-12. Both groups studied at the same university and were also certified to teach 

middle school. Conklin used interviews, observations, surveys, and documents to collect 

data. Documents included lesson plans from the teachers as well as university produced 

program information. Conklin (2008) looked at the teachers’ understanding of the social 

studies content by examining how much and what type of coursework they’d had at the 

collegiate level. She also looked at how the teachers engaged with social studies concepts 

in their leisure time (like volunteering, reading the news, or participating in politically 
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charged discussions). The teachers from the secondary group spent more time on social 

studies related activities than the elementary teachers. Because of this, the secondary 

teachers were more comfortable with the social studies content, allowing them to better 

assess the assigned curriculum and draw connections between topics. Secondary certified 

preservice teachers also knew where to access additional resources. Elementary school 

teachers should take more courses on social studies content so they can better understand 

topics they are likely to teach at the middle level (Conklin, 2008). 

One of Conklin’s more recent studies (2012) compared two male middle level 

teachers in their second year of teaching. One had graduated from a secondary program 

while the other had graduated from a middle level specific program. Unlike her other 

studies comparing secondary and elementary prepared teachers, this study compared a 

secondary teacher and a middle school specific prepared teacher. This study was not 

focused on preservice teachers like her previous studies, but instead focused on novice 

teachers. 

Conklin (2012) analyzed observations (6 days in the first year, 3 days in the 

second year), interviews with the teachers, surveys from all the teachers who had 

graduated in their cohorts, surveys of and interviews with the teacher educators, syllabi, 

professor developed assignments and handouts, program literature, lesson plans, and 

student work samples. The secondary and middle level specific programs both placed an 

emphasis on engaging students, using the backward design planning method, and 

reflecting on one’s practice. The middle school program placed more of an emphasis on 

understanding the adolescent learner. The secondary program was focused more on social 

studies content. 
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The graduate from the high school pathway did not like his job. He had taken a 

job as a middle school teacher with the hopes of finding a high school position in the near 

future. He stated that his “vision of practice was influenced most strongly by his teacher 

education program” (Conklin, 2012, p. 177). Conklin stated he developed challenging 

assignments, but did not implement them appropriately for middle grades students. Since 

his lessons were not scaffolded appropriately, the students experienced frustration which 

in turn caused the teacher to experience frustration at their lack of understanding. This 

frustration led him to move away from student-centered activities, causing the rigor of his 

lessons to decrease. He lamented the immaturity of students and complained that his 

teacher education program did not adequately prepare him for teaching at the middle 

level. The graduate from the middle school specific pathway desired to be a middle 

school teacher from the start and really enjoyed teaching at the middle school level. He 

thought he could make more of a difference in the lives of middle grades students than 

the lives of high school students. His vision of teaching was also strongly influenced by 

his teacher education program. He wanted to use group work and choice, but struggled to 

plan in advance as a first year teacher. Therefore, many of his lessons were teacher-

centered (Conklin, 2012). The middle level certified graduate felt the fact that his 

methods professor was a novice professor negatively impacted his preparation for 

teaching social studies. The methods courses were taught outside of the program by 

specific subject disciplines. For the middle school specific pathway graduate, “the most 

influential courses in his thinking about teaching were the core middle school education 

courses” (Conklin, 2012, p. 180) because of their focus on the middle grades student. He 
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was taught to create a welcoming classroom environment, allow students to work 

cooperatively, and scaffold tasks to engage his students. 

While the high school specific graduate’s lessons moved from student-centered to 

teacher-centered, the middle school specific graduate’s lessons moved in the opposite 

direction as he gained more experience. Teacher preparation programs must “provide 

preservice teachers with opportunities to learn the full range of understandings that 

teachers require for the subject and grade levels they are earning certification to teach” 

(Conklin, 2012, p. 182). Content knowledge and age-specific pedagogy knowledge 

should not be taught in separate courses, but rather combined and integrated throughout 

the program. Since this task falls to teacher educators, they must understand how 

preservice teachers learn so that learning can be productively facilitated (Conklin, 2012). 

Feelings of unpreparedness among novice teachers are not just rooted in content 

knowledge, but extend to pedagogical knowledge as well. Goodlad (1990b) commented 

on the “social disjunctures” in teacher preparation programs. He believed that coursework 

and field work were not related closely enough. He felt there was often a mismatch 

between the theory taught and its practicality in the classroom. Goodlad advocated for 

more realistic field experiences that engaged students in problem-solving in the field 

(1990a). 

Conklin’s studies support nearly all of the AMLE middle level teacher 

preparation standards.  Several of Conklin’s studies found that preservice teachers in an 

elementary pathway routinely overestimated the abilities of middle grades students while 

preservice teachers in secondary pathways underestimated middle grades student 

abilities. Teachers with a better understanding of middle grades students are better able to 
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design curriculum and lessons that meet the developmental needs of middle grades 

students. This aligns with Principle A of the AMLE standards. Secondary certified 

preservice teachers have a better understanding of content. Conklin’s studies were 

focused on social studies content, but it follows that the same would hold true for all 

content areas. Strong content knowledge aligns with AMLE Principle B. Explicit training 

on how to modify instructional strategies for middle level classrooms and students was 

found to be important in Conklin’s 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2012 studies. These findings 

support AMLE’s Principle C that middle level teachers should understand appropriate 

instructional strategies for adolescents to create productive and safe learning 

environments.  

All of the studies above, not just Conklin’s, found that various aspects of teacher 

preparation programs have a strong impact on the practices and perceptions of preservice 

teachers. These studies also demonstrated that programs whose certification covers the 

middle level range (elementary and secondary programs) should focus specifically on 

that age group to effectively prepare teachers for the middle grades. The studies provide 

support to the proponents of the middle level movement who advocate for the 

requirement of a middle level specific certification for teachers.  

Current State of Traditional Teacher Preparation 

 The public blames many things for the educational crisis in the United States – 

poverty, overcrowded classrooms, shorter school years, increased diversity of the student 

body, and budget cuts to name a few. In recent years, traditional teacher education 

programs have been criticized for under-preparing our nation’s teaching force (Fuller, 

2014; George, 2004). Colleges of education have been viewed as secondary programs, 
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somewhere students went if they were unable to get into business or medical school. The 

highest performing students are rarely advised into education (George, 2004). An 

overview of the debate is outlined below. 

 The American Council of Trustees and Alumni (ACTA) has attacked education 

schools for poorly doing the job of preparing teachers. It pushed for a revamped 

curriculum focused on content taught by professors who are experts in their fields 

(regardless of their 6-8 teaching expertise). ACTA also called for external consultants to 

review teacher education programs and suggests education leaders be replaced with 

those outside education fields. However, the ideas of ACTA and other leading education 

reform organizations (the Education Leaders Council [ELC], the National Council on 

Teacher Quality [NCTQ], and the American Board for Certification for Teacher 

Excellence [ABCTE]) are in direct contrast to the best practices offered by AMLE 

(George, 2004). 

Some groups that have attacked traditional teacher education are involved in an 

“interlocking directorate” meaning that the board members of separate organizations 

overlap extensively. The leaderships of ELC and NCTQ overlap with Education Next (an 

education journal), the Fordham Foundation, and ACTA. Maintaining interlocking 

directorates is a corrupt practice that led to the economic collapse and the Great 

Depression. Since this didn’t work for economics and business, proponents of traditional 

teacher education question why it being practiced now for education reform (George, 

2004). 

 A study funded by NCTQ found that America’s traditionally prepared teachers 

are poorly prepared in the nation’s colleges and universities. This study investigated 
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2,400 traditional initial certification programs in 1,130 institutions that together prepare 

99% of America’s traditionally certified teachers. About 50% of the institutions in the 

study were accredited by NCATE. Schools were rated on 18 standards in four 

overarching categories: selection, content preparation, professional skills, and outcomes 

(Greenberg et al., 2013). 

 Using a four-star rating system, the study determined that most higher education 

based traditional teacher preparation programs do “not give aspiring teachers adequate 

return on their investment of time and tuition dollars” (Greenberg et al., 2013, p. 2). 

Those programs with no stars were given a “Consumer Alert” warning with the thought 

that market forces are more powerful than the policies that have been enacted to improve 

teacher education programs (Greenberg et al., 2013). 

 In the NCTQ study, 377 middle level specific programs were evaluated for 

Common Core middle level content. In order to meet the definition of highly qualified 

under NCLB, middle grades teachers must have a major or pass a state-defined test in 

every subject that they teach. Since many middle grades teachers must teach more than 

one subject, NCTQ recommends a minor in each subject being taught. Middle level 

specific programs were evaluated by presence of a state licensure test in combination 

with content coursework. Since most states have rigorous licensure tests, 82% of middle 

level specific programs earned four stars on this standard. Eleven percent earned no 

stars. Programs that earned low ratings did not require adequate content preparation in 

science, social sciences or multiple-subject certifications. Graduate programs with low 

ratings did not require mastery of content area from undergraduate transcripts 

(Greenberg et al., 2013). 
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 According to this study (and others), admission requirements for teacher 

preparation programs are low, with students in the top 50% being allowed admission 

(Almy, Tooley, & Hall, 2013; Greenberg et al., 2013). Only 27% of programs in the 

NCTQ study earned four stars in the selection category. In Pennsylvania, 78% of 

undergraduate elementary programs earn four stars on this standard. To qualify for 

certification, the Pennsylvania Department of Education requires applicants to have a 

minimum GPA of 3.0 or a minimum GPA of 2.8 and qualifying scores on a basic skills 

test. Most teacher education programs in Pennsylvania insist preservice teachers meet 

former standard. The most common GPA requirement for undergraduate programs in this 

sample was 2.5 points (Greenberg et al., 2013). However, the AACTE survey found that 

while GPA requirements for programs averaged 2.6 points, candidates who were actually 

accepted to certification programs had significantly higher GPAs than required for 

admission, with the average being 3.24 points (AACTE, 2013b).  

 According to some research, too many teacher preparation programs are 

producing candidates who are not prepared for the classroom. These researchers stated 

that a majority of candidates are not prepared to teach the Common Core standards that 

have been adopted by 45 states and the District of Columbia because teacher preparation 

curricula have not been changed to mirror the Common Core standards (Almy et al., 

2013; Greenberg et al., 2013). NCTQ also reports that elementary teachers are not being 

taught the research driven best practices for teaching reading (Greenberg et al., 2013). 

 These studies stressed the importance of adequately preparing novice teachers 

since first year teachers teach approximately 1.5 million students every year. Many of the 

students taught by first year and novice teachers are already behind their peers and lose 
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even more academic ground when they are taught by first year teachers who are 

underprepared. In addition to being unfair to program graduates, it is also detrimental to 

those groups most likely to have new teachers – students of color and students living in 

poverty (Almy et al, 2013; Greenberg et al, 2013). 

 The NCTQ report gained a lot of attention from the media because of its shock 

value (AACTE, 2013a). AACTE called the report “misleading, unreliable, and an effort 

to promote an ideological agenda rather than a genuine effort to inform the public and 

improve teacher preparation” (AACTE, 2013a, para. 1). Other experts agreed and many 

responses to the report were published after its release. The responses strongly critiqued 

and outlined the shortcomings of the NCTQ report. A few key critiques are described 

below. 

 The NCTQ report focused exclusively on inputs (e. g. GPA requirements, course 

syllabi). There is no evidence that links inputs of teacher education programs to 

important outcomes. Just because a program requires a particular course for its 

preservice teachers does not mean that those teachers will be more effective in the 

classroom. Additionally, teaching does not ensuring learning. There was no way to 

determine if program graduates applied the learning from the coursework (Darling-

Hammond, 2013; Fuller, 2014). The report fails to display the work being done by 

traditional teacher education programs because it “does not consider the actual quality of 

instruction that the programs offer, evidence of what their students learn, or whether 

graduates can actually teach” (Darling-Hammond, 2013, para. 2). 

In a 2012 report, the American Institutes for Research (AIR) concluded that using 

input measures to evaluate teacher education programs was not sufficient to determine 



58 

 

program quality (AACTE, 2013a). While outcomes for program graduates (e. g. 

placement rates, student achievement, and retention) would be difficult to study, they 

would provide a more complete picture of teacher preparation programs. Research has 

shown that some outcomes (like the California Teacher Performance Assessment) are 

directly linked to improved student achievement. The licensure exam passing rates for 

programs graduates are typically available from state agencies, but NCTQ did not 

examine this data for the programs it ranked.  According to Darling-Hammond (2013), 

the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing keeps records of various outcomes 

for graduates of teacher education programs, yet NCTQ did not attempt to contact CCTC 

for this information. When investigated by Fuller (2014) for the state of Texas, some 

programs with few, if any, stars had high passing rates while some highly ranked 

programs had low passing rates. There was no correlation between the number of NCTQ 

stars and percentage of graduates who passed the licensure test. Other stakeholders, like 

future preservice teachers and hiring principals, would likely deem programs with high 

licensure exam passing rates as effective. Yet, NCTQ did not take this into account 

(Darling-Hammond, 2013; Fuller, 2014). 

 It was often noted that a mere 10% of programs in the NCTQ report participated 

completely in the study (AACTE, 2013a; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Fuller, 2014). There 

are approximately 1,450 institutions of higher education that have teacher education 

programs, but only 608 institutions were rated in the NCTQ report (Sawchuk, 2013). 

Data were lacking for many programs (less than 50%) on many standards (between 50% 

and 60%). Therefore the ratings were developed with data that were incomplete and 

sometimes incorrect (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Fuller, 2014). For example, according to 
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the NCTQ fine print, elementary programs were only rated on five standards while 

secondary programs were rated on just three areas. How these standards and areas were 

selected or weighted is not explained. Even so, NCTQ gave 163 programs a “Consumer 

Alert” warning. NCTQ was only able to evaluate 36% of programs with regards to 

classroom management and yet generalized that the whole of traditional teacher 

preparation produced teachers with mediocre skills in classroom management and 

content knowledge (AACTE, 2013a). The “low collection and participation rate calls 

into serious question the validity and generalizability of the inferences made by NCTQ” 

(Fuller, 2014, p. 70). Indeed, had this report been submitted to a peer reviewed journal, 

it would not have been accepted (Fuller, 2014). 

 In some cases, NCTQ misrepresented the data. For example, graduate teacher 

education programs at Harvard and Columbia earned low selectivity ratings because 

these programs do not require a GRE score or minimum GPA. Yet Harvard and 

Columbia are well known to be highly selective universities. Furthermore, some data in 

the NCTQ report were completely wrong. Columbia University earned a rating for an 

undergraduate program that it does not have. Stanford earned a low rating for its 

secondary mathematics program because NCTQ claimed its candidates did not have to 

take specialized courses in content area curriculum and instruction. This is untrue. Other 

colleges, such as University of California at Santa Barbara and California State 

University at Chico were also given poor ratings in the NCTQ because of inaccurate 

data. California universities were especially underrated because the NCTQ report 

focused on undergraduate programs and California requires teacher preparation take 

place at the graduate level (Darling-Hammond, 2013). NCTQ did not perform member 
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checks to ensure accuracy and thus the report contained errors (Darling-Hammond, 

2013; Fuller, 2014). 

 Furthermore, the standards on which the programs were ranked were not 

grounded in strong research. NCTQ admitted that it used research when available, but 

also relied on “leading thinkers and practitioners.” Only 50% of the standards were 

based on more than one research study with a strong design. Just three standards were 

based on five or more strongly designed research studies. Additionally, the standards 

were not separated by grade level or content. If a study showed that a particular strategy 

was effective for high school or science, the strategy was also applied to elementary 

school or other subject areas. Such generalizations were typically unjustifiable. 

Additionally, some research about teacher preparation was ignored in the creation of the 

standards. NCTQ supported the idea of a one-size-fits-all educational pedagogy by 

failing to mention the growing diversity found in today’s classrooms (Fuller, 2014). The 

one-size-fits-all approach also is in conflict with the middle level movement and 

specialized teacher education for middle level teachers. 

 According to critics, the NCTQ report “completely misuses the research by 

contending that every program must use a certain strategy. That is simply not what 

research says or what researchers would advocate in terms of how the data should be 

used” (Fuller, 2014, p. 68, emphasis in original). NCTQ purports to be objective, but 

opponents believe NCTQ is biased against traditional teacher preparation programs and 

is a strong supporter of alternative certification programs (AACTE, 2013a). In the 

Teacher Prep Review, NCTQ mentions several alternative certification programs (like 

Teach for America) as programs to emulate, but none of these programs are ranked in 
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the report. The exclusion of these programs leads critics to believe that NCTQ published 

the report to provide evidence for policymakers to “reduce reliance on university-based 

programs and privatize teacher preparation” (Fuller, 2014, p. 72). The NCTQ report 

called for sweeping reforms. Such calls for reform are not unusual, but this report is 

particularly damaging because it comes during a time when the accountability 

movement is pushing for the educational field to become a market economy (AACTE, 

2013a; Fuller, 2014). Critics argue that the report cannot be used to drive improvement 

of teacher education because of the flaws throughout, but worry that it will be used by 

policymakers who aim to dissolve traditional teacher education programs (Darling-

Hammond, 2013; Fuller, 2014). Traditional teacher preparation is currently in a state of 

extreme turbulence. A turbulence gauge for traditional teacher preparation programs is 

shown in Table 1 below and examples are provided throughout the following section. 

 As explained above, some say teacher education does not lead to better prepared 

teachers (the Secretary of Education’s report on teacher quality, the NCTQ report), but 

other research contends that teacher education does have a positive correlation with 

teacher quality (Arhar, 2003). Critics push for privatization, and a nationalized 

certification that would certify anyone with a bachelor’s, a clean background check, and 

a standardized test for a specific subject area. Proponents agree that universities and 

colleges hold some blame – “teacher education certainly needs to be even more closely 

associated with public schools” (George, 2004, p. 14) – but things beyond the control of 

colleges of education (e. g. low funding, understaffing, ancient technology) are also at 

play (George, 2004). Given the current climate of accountability at all levels of 
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education, the debate is not likely to be settled any time soon. The current state of 

extreme turbulence makes coming to a consensus more difficult. 

 

Table 1 

 

Turbulence Gauge for Traditional Teacher Preparation Programs 

 

Level of 

Turbulence 

General 

Definition 

Example as Applicable to Traditional Teacher 

Preparation Programs 
Light Little, if 

any, 

disruption 

There is cooperation between policymakers, researchers, and 

teacher educators. All interested parties agree on the needs of 

preservice teachers and the best methods of teacher 

education. 

Moderate Widespread 

awareness of 

issue 

Alternative certification programs appear as a way to fill 

teacher shortages in specified areas of need. Traditional 

programs are still thought of as the most effective form of 

teacher preparation. A schism begins to develop between 

alternative certification providers and traditional teacher 

preparation programs. 

Severe Sense of 

crisis 

The schism between alternative certification providers and 

traditional teacher preparation programs widens. 

Policymakers have chosen a side of the debate and have a 

multitude of research studies to support their opinion. There 

is little agreement on the needs of preservice teachers and the 

best method to prepare them. 

Extreme Structural 

damage to 

reform 

There is an active attack on traditional teacher preparation 

programs. Programs are rated by nonprofits and researchers 

on a range of indicators. There are calls to close programs 

that are deemed underperforming (market economy). There is 

strong advocacy for alternative certification programs. The 

general public has become aware of the issue. There is no 

agreement on the needs of preservice teachers and the best 

method to prepare them. 

 

Significance to Higher Education and Policy 

 “States have made unprecedented changes in their teacher policies but almost 

none in teacher preparation” (Greenberg et al., 2013, p. 4). Although there has been much 

policy debate in standards for students, there has been little discussion about how to 

prepare teachers (Almy et al., 2013; Sarason, 1990). Sarason identified teacher education 
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as an understudied problem in the early nineties (Sarason, 1995). It appears little has 

changed. If K-12 schools are to undergo the drastic changes so many agree they need, an 

overhaul needs to happen at the beginning – with who is being trained to teach. Some 

believe that the answer to the on-the-job training most teachers receive now is to develop 

higher quality and more effective teacher preparation programs (Greenberg et al., 2013). 

Several authors have recommended that teacher education in general should 

model itself after other professional training, like law or medicine (Duncan-Andrade, 

2011; Greenberg et al., 2013; Sykes, Bird, and Kennedy, 2010; Wilson, 2011). There is 

no codified knowledge on the best way to prepare teachers. There is no shared 

vocabulary, and there are numerous disputes regarding proper research methodology.  

Unlike law or medicine, the teaching profession lacks a “signature pedagogy” in training 

its students (Sykes, Bird, and Kennedy, 2010, p. 467). 

Sykes et al. (2010) used the occupational competence approach (proposed by 

Robert Dreeben, 1970, 2005) to analyze current practices in teacher education. The 

occupational competence approach states that occupations change and grow with social 

and technological developments. Proper training to reflect these developments is a logical 

progression of this idea in any given occupation. The teaching profession has not 

followed the occupational competence model for a variety of reasons. One problem with 

developing occupational competence for the teaching profession overall lies in teacher 

education. 

The fact that there is no common curriculum for teacher preparation has been a 

major source of criticism for traditional programs (Wilson, 2011). Teacher preparation 

and professional development is not uniform among institutions, so developing 
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occupational competence on a national scale is nearly impossible. The research on best 

practices is extensive yet indecisive.  There is a general “absence of technical knowledge 

to guide teacher education” (Sykes et al., 2010, p. 467). Some researchers have begun to 

develop core competency lists (Wilson, 2011), but none have been widely adopted. A few 

believe that extreme similarity in teacher education programs likens teacher preparation 

to a trade rather than a profession (Pearson & Goatley, 2013). 

According to those who support drastic reform for teacher education, traditional 

schools of education believe their mission it to instill a professional mindset in new 

candidates. Instead of providing novices with concrete skills, preservice teachers are 

given ways to think about each class as an individual entity. However, reform proponents 

argue that this simply shifts the training away from the teacher preparation programs and 

to the novice teacher or the principal/school (Greenberg et al., 2013). Proponents of 

traditional education believe that providing preservice teachers with a professional 

mindset allows them to practice flexibility and differentiation in the classroom (Pearson 

& Goatley, 2013). 

Although many had serious issues with the NCTQ report, some experts agreed 

that the report shed light on the fact that teacher preparation has no common curriculum. 

For example, while a secondary science education program at Alabama State University 

required 56 credits in science, a program with the same name at York College of 

Pennsylvania required just 29 science credits (Sawchuk, 2013). However, some 

practitioners reason that programs in any discipline, not just education, will differ from 

one institution to another (Layton, 2013). Continuing with the example above, more 

science credits does not necessarily indicate that the program at Alabama State University 
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is more rigorous or prepares better teachers than the program at York College of 

Pennsylvania. 

 The number of teachers has grown by over a million in recent years, and is highly 

separated by subject and grade level. These separations cause problems for teacher 

education programs that must train a large number of teachers, but also provide them 

with specialty concentrations. This aspect of teaching is likely to cause degradation of 

occupational competence of training programs. The teaching process is seen as uniform, 

yet the outcomes (student achievement) are extremely unique, even in the same grade of 

the same school. Student achievement and learning outcomes in teacher education 

programs are just as unique as results in K-12 schools (Sykes et al., 2010). For example, 

in the NCTQ report, no programs offering PK-12 special education certification provide 

adequate content preparation. It is unrealistic to expect that a graduate of a PK-12 special 

education program will be able to provide appropriate instruction to all students over 

such a wide span of grade levels (Greenberg et al., 2013).  

 In other countries, the smartest and most accomplished college students are 

encouraged to become teachers because teaching is a highly regarded profession. This is 

not true in the United States. Increasing the profile of teaching and attracting top tier 

students to the profession would improve teacher quality and subsequently improve the 

performance of K-12 school children (Duncan-Andrade, 2011; Greenberg et al., 2013; 

Wilson, 2011). Improving teacher quality is paramount because teachers have been found 

to be the most important school based factor in raising student achievement (Almy et al., 

2013; Hudson, 2009). 
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Finland has been oft cited as an example of a successful educational system. 

Finland was able to raise the status of the teaching profession by raising the standards for 

teacher preparation (Greenberg et al., 2013; Hökkä & Eteläpelto, 2014). Finland began to 

require a master’s degree for teacher certification in 1979. Furthermore, the curricula of 

teacher preparation programs are strongly researched based and admission is very 

selective with only 10% to 15% of applicants accepted. Teachers are seen as 

professionals and have a visible role in educational policymaking (Hökkä & Eteläpelto, 

2014).  

 Under the model proposed by advocates who recommend modeling teacher 

education after other types of professional training, all teachers would earn a bachelor’s 

degree in a content area, and then enroll in professional training. Since teachers would 

already have a content specialty, the professional training would focus on culturally 

relevant and/or middle level specific pedagogies. Middle level teaching would be a 

specialization, like pediatrics is in medicine. Candidates would focus on building a deep 

understanding of middle grades students and their unique developmental needs (McEwin, 

Smith, & Dickinson, 2003; National Forum, 2003). 

 The research suggests several components of teacher education that should be 

implemented to ensure the preparation of high quality and effective teachers while 

utilizing a professional training model. These are detailed below. 

• Teacher preparation should become primarily school based since most learning 

occurs there rather than in a university setting (Sykes, et al., 2010; Wilson, 2011). 

Currently, graduates from teacher education programs with extensive clinical 

experiences leave the profession at a lower rate than those with from programs 
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with fewer opportunities for field experiences (AACTE, 2013b). While earning 

their specialization, preservice teachers would be involved in extensive field work 

in middle school settings. Using the medical metaphor again, doctors participate 

in several years of residencies before earning their certifications. The National 

Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform (2003) advocates for field 

experiences to start early in the program and continue throughout. 

• Field practice should have a stronger relationship with university schooling 

(Sykes, et al., 2010). Many agree that teaching practice is best learned in the 

classroom. However, many candidates spend relatively little time student 

teaching, and therefore learn much during the first few years on the job. 

Compared to other careers, teacher education is short in duration and cheap in 

cost. A typical undergraduate will only spend about 30 hours of his 120 credits on 

teacher preparation (Almy et al., 2013; Sykes et al., 2010). AACTE (2013b) says 

teacher candidates spend an average of 13 to 16 weeks completing field 

experiences. 

• Teacher candidates should study under mentor teachers for the duration of their 

time in college. Mentor teachers must be chosen for their quality and commitment 

(Duncan-Andrade, 2011). Even while supervised as student teachers, the 

effectiveness of the mentor teacher is not guaranteed, so it is hard to tell if student 

teachers are learning best practices (Almy et al., 2013; Sykes et al., 2010). While 

experts are pushing for more clinical experiences, few are advocating for 

placement in classrooms and schools with highly effective cooperating teachers 

(Greenberg et al, 2013).  
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 When traditional preparation programs have certain elements (like longer field 

placements or placements in locations similar to where the graduate will be teaching), 

there is a link to higher student achievement (AACTE, 2013b). Many have called for a 

reform of traditional teacher preparation programs, but “[a]s states, districts, and leading 

education organizations begin to address the problems with teacher and leader 

preparation, so too must the federal government” (Almy et al., 2013, p. 1). If the federal 

government supports NCLB, then it should also support teacher preparation standards 

since that is where the work to meet NCLB begins.  

 NCLB is grounded in four major points: 

1. More accountability as measured by frequent standardized tests 

2. More freedom for states to control federal monies earmarked for education 

3. Additional federal monies for scientifically-based programs 

4. Choice for parents with children enrolled in underperforming schools. Part of 

this gives funds to charter schools (NCLB, 2001). 

 The keystone documents of AMLE (This We Believe and Turning Points 2000) 

advocate for specific goals of middle school education – academic excellence and a 

rigorous curriculum, developmental responsiveness to the needs of middle grades 

students, and socially equitable schools for all students regardless of gender, race, SES, 

and ability (Arhar, 2003). The goals of NCLB are in contrast with the goals of the 

preeminent organization for middle level education. Middle level teachers should have a 

comprehensive knowledge and awareness of the capabilities, interests, and development 

of middle grades students, however NCLB has placed more emphasis on content 

knowledge than pedagogy and knowledge about the development of students (Conklin, 
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2010; Conklin, 2012; Conklin & Daigle, 2012). Years of research have shown that 

quality teaching is much more than what NCLB defines as highly qualified. True quality 

teaching involves asking high level questions, building relationships, collaborating with 

colleagues, interpreting data, evaluating student performance, and differentiating 

instruction (Arhar, 2003). This is another example of the struggle between the 

Progressive philosophy of the middle level movement and the Essentialist philosophy of 

NCLB (Gross, 2003). 

 The federal Ready to Teach Act of 2003 intended to restructure teacher education 

programs to align more closely with NCLB and utilize a standardized, research-based 

curriculum. The Act gave grants to alternative certification programs in the area of 2.85 

billion dollars (George, 2004). However, opponents believe that since most teachers are 

prepared in university based programs, providing more funds to university based teacher 

education programs would be more beneficial to K-12 student achievement than 

providing additional funding to alternative certification programs (AACTE, 2013b). 

 The federal government currently supports teacher preparation programs by 

providing financial aid to students under the Higher Education Act (HEA). Title II of 

HEA needs to be reevaluated for several reasons. The government requests information 

on 440 indicators for teacher preparation programs, but no indicators demonstrate the 

effectiveness or success of teacher candidates in the classroom. Additionally, states 

determine their own definition for a low-performing program. Therefore, definitions are 

vastly different from state to state. In 2010, only 37 programs nationwide were identified 

as low-performing and 39 states had no low-performing programs (Almy et al., 2013). 

This is in direct contrast to the report by NCTQ which named many more low-performing 
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programs across many different states (Greenberg et al., 2013). The lack of a uniform 

definition of low-performing has proven problematic and is another example of the 

turbulence being experienced by traditional teacher preparation programs. 

 Education organizations are on board with accountability for teacher preparation 

programs. The American Federation of Teachers, The Council of Chief State School 

Officers, and the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation have each spoken 

in favor of raising the standards for teacher preparation. Some states, like Louisiana, 

Florida, and New York, are making changes to their teacher preparation standards and 

licensure requirements (Almy et al., 2013; DeMonte, 2013). But any accountability 

provisions laid out by states “only apply if a program is identified as low-performing and 

the state withdraws its approval or terminates funding” (Almy et al., 2013, p. 3, emphasis 

in original). Since withdrawal of approval or termination of funding are unlikely to occur, 

programs rarely change in response to sanctions. Forty percent of teachers enter through 

alternative certification programs and yet these programs are not required to report 

accountability measures (Almy et al., 2013). The varying definitions of low-performing 

programs from state to state and the fact that alternative certification standards are not 

held to the same accountability standards as traditional programs are additional examples 

of the turbulence being experienced by traditional teacher preparation programs. 

 The disagreement between the teacher production pipeline and the needs of 

school districts is another concern for higher education. Teacher preparation programs 

often do not sync with the staffing needs of school districts, meaning there is a surplus of 

certified teachers in some areas and a dearth in others (Almy et al., 2013). According to 

the PEDS survey, 31% of all initial licensure degrees were in elementary education – an 
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area where there is not normally a shortage. More needs to be done on the higher 

education end to meet the needs of the PK-12 workforce, especially in hard to staff 

districts (like urban or rural districts) and hard to staff content areas (like the middle 

level). There should be a “closer alignment of teacher production with education 

workforce needs” (AACTE, 2013b, p. 16).  

 Furthermore, in the United States, teacher preparation is not aligned with K-12 

education. Each state has its own governing structure that approves teacher education 

programs. This structure, which can include several different groups, is often different 

from the structure that guides K-12 education. In countries with highly ranked education 

systems, there is a strong link between teacher education and K-12 education. Teacher 

education programs teach a common curriculum and are set up to meet the needs of the 

schools where graduates begin their careers (DeMonte, 2013). Some believe the United 

States should follow the lead of these countries to align higher education and K-12 

education. 

 These disparities make the work of policymakers difficult because opposing sides 

argue for different courses of action. Research has suggested what middle grades teachers 

should learn and various organizations have given input on what certification 

requirements should be. Changing licensure policies is not likely to be a quick process 

because any change would involve “collaboration among various stakeholder groups 

including higher education, school districts, and state professional associations” (Virtue, 

2007, p. 2). Given the current state of turbulence, any collaborative process is likely to be 

problematic. 
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Summary 

This review has looked at the preparation of middle grades teachers. To be 

successful, these teachers must be equipped with a specific set of skills that will help 

them deal with the nuances of middle grades students. Many educators, as well as the 

general public, do not understand the importance of specialized training for middle level 

teachers (McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003). The literature described above 

demonstrates otherwise. 

Most of the studies about feelings of preparedness have concentrated on 

preservice teachers. This study will focus on novice teachers in the classroom, thereby 

filling in a gap in the literature. Furthermore, the middle level certification is a new 

license in Pennsylvania. This study will examine whether this new certification has 

caused middle level teachers to feel more prepared.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 

Research Design 

This study focused on seven traditionally prepared novice middle level teachers. 

The teachers were all graduates of teacher preparation programs at Parliament University 

(PU), a large, urban public university located in the Northeast region of the United States. 

Using an interpretivism paradigm, teachers’ feelings and reflections on their own 

preparation programs were probed. This paradigm focuses on interpreting meaning from 

what is observed in a specific context. Since so much depends on specific circumstances, 

interpretivism researchers do not seek to generalize their results (Lichtman, 2010). All 

participants will have experienced their teacher preparation program in various ways. All 

will apply their past experiences to their current situations. Past experiences and current 

situations differ for all participants. Therefore, generalization cannot be a goal of this 

research. 

The constant comparative method was used to analyze all data in this study. In 

this inductive method, all data points were compared to one another in order to discover 

similarities and differences. Themes emerged from the data were merged or subdivided 

as new data were analyzed (Kolb, 2012).  

Research Questions 

This study intends to add to the body of research by examining middle level 

teacher preparedness. Specifically, this study attempts to answer the following central 

question: Do selected novice middle level teachers feel more prepared when they hold an 
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elementary certification, a secondary certification, or middle level certification? Several 

sub-questions were answered as part of this study as well:  

1. How do novice middle level teachers describe their teacher preparation program and 

which program elements or components do novice teacher perceive best prepared 

them for the middle level?  

2. How do novice middle level teachers perceive their understanding of the 

developmental and intellectual needs of middle level students and the instructional 

techniques considered best practices for middle level students?  

3. How well do novice middle level teachers feel prepared for grade level specific 

content areas?  

Sample Population 

Currently, Parliament University has several initial teacher certification programs 

at both the undergraduate and graduate levels. The early childhood degree (undergraduate 

only) certifies teachers in grades PreK through 4 and the secondary education degree 

(undergraduate and graduate levels) certifies teachers in grades 7 through 12. The middle 

grades degree (undergraduate and graduate levels) certifies teachers in grades 4 through 8 

and graduated its first cohort in the spring of 2013. Prior to 2013, PU had an elementary 

certification that certified teachers in grades K through 6 but with the change in 

Pennsylvania’s licensing structure, the certification programs were amended. 

Additionally, the special education degree is a 4+1 program where candidates earn an 

elementary certification at the undergraduate level and then complete a master’s degree in 

special education that certifies them to teach grades PreK through 8.  
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Furthermore, there are certification programs targeted at recruiting teachers in 

math and science fields. One is a program for undergraduates to complete a bachelor of 

science as well as either a middle grades or secondary certification. The other certifies 

career changers for the middle grades.  

  An effort was made to choose teachers that were representative of the traditional 

teacher preparation programs housed at PU. Using 2014 information, the College of 

Education at Parliament enrolls approximately 1,200 matriculated students at the 

undergraduate level and less than 400 matriculated students at the Master’s level. About 

68% of the students at both undergraduate and graduate levels are female and about 32% 

are male. Demographically by race/ethnicity, approximately 61% of students identify as 

White, about 14% identify as African American, and just over 4% identify as Hispanic. 

The Early Childhood program enrolls the highest number of undergraduates with nearly 

500 students. Collectively (across content areas), the Secondary Education programs 

enroll 353 students. Most of these are concentrated in English (139) and social studies 

(147). The Early Childhood and Secondary Education programs do not offer graduate 

level programs. The Middle Grades Education program enrolls only 55 students at the 

undergraduate level and 9 students at the graduate level (Office of Institutional Research 

and Assessment, 2014).  

  In order to qualify for the study, potential participants had to meet three 

requirements. They had to be recent graduates of a Parliament University teacher 

certification program (within four years), teaching at the middle level (as defined by the 

state – grades 4 through 8), and live relatively close to my area for interview purposes. I 

wanted to be able to interview participants in person as opposed to over the phone in 



76 

 

order to pick up on nonverbal cues during our conversations. Parliament was unable to 

provide a list of graduating seniors and former program graduates. Thus, I employed 

alternative methods to find participants including an email blast to the College of 

Education’s honor society, mutual contacts, unsolicited emails to local principals, and 

announcements/messages via social media (primarily LinkedIn, although Facebook was 

used as well). Over 100 individuals were contacted over a six month period. 

By early September, 13 PU graduates had agreed to participate. However, 2 were 

immediately disqualified because they had not yet found full time employment. Another 

voluntarily withdrew before completing any component of the study. In late October, 1 

participant sent an email indicating her inability to continue participating due to time 

constraints. At the beginning of December, a 14th graduate agreed to participate. By mid-

January, 4 teachers had not responded to multiple attempts to contact them via email and 

telephone. This left 4 participants that completed the entire study. This information is 

presented in Table 1. Although Jennifer, Dionne, and Isabel withdrew mid-way through 

the study, they are still included in the statistics provided.  

While the sample population is not as large as initially desired, it is still fairly 

representative of PU’s College of Education graduates. Two of the seven participants 

(28.6%) are male and five are female (71.4%). Four participants are White (57.1%), two 

are Black (28.6%), and one is Hispanic (14.3%). Three hold specific degrees in middle 

grades education – two with bachelor’s degrees and one with a master’s degree. One 

holds a bachelor’s degree in elementary education to grade four. Two earned bachelor’s 

degrees in secondary education, each in a different subject area. The mean amount of full 

time teaching experience prior to participation in the study was 0.93. The mode was zero 
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years of experience, meaning three participants (42.9%) were first year teachers. Six out 

of seven participants (85.7%) had less than two years of full time teaching experience. 

Table 2 provides more detailed demographics about individual participants.  

 

Table 2 

 

Parliament Graduates Who Agreed to Participate in Study 

 
Participant Initial Contact Method of Contact Result 

“S” 7-21-14 Email blast Disqualified - unemployed 

Amanda 7-21-14 LinkedIn  Completed study 

Rich 7-22-14 Email blast Completed study 

Tiffany 7-28-14 Mutual contact Completed study 

“K” 7-29-14 Personal connection Withdrew before study began 

Liam 7-31-14 LinkedIn Completed study 

“N” 7-31-14 LinkedIn Did not respond after initial contact 

Dionne 8-8-14 Mutual contact Withdrew after initial interview 

“J” 8-12-14 Facebook Disqualified - unemployed 

“A” 8-12-14 LinkedIn Did not respond after initial contact 

Jennifer 8-12-14 LinkedIn Withdrew after initial interview 

Isabel 8-12-14 LinkedIn Withdrew after initial interview 

“M” 8-16-14 LinkedIn Did not respond after initial contact 

“L” 12-4-14 Mutual contact Did not respond after initial contact 

 

In addition to his bachelor’s in secondary education, Richard (who goes by Rich) 

holds a master’s degree in educational psychology and two non-degree certificates in 

teaching English as a second language and special education (PreK-8). Rich also took 

additional Praxis tests to earn add-on certifications in grades 4-8 mathematics and 

English/language arts. In all, Rich is certified in five different areas at the state level. 

During his interviews, Rich almost exclusively referred to his undergraduate teacher 

preparation program, so that is the program referenced in the data. 
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Table 3 

Summary Demographics of Study Participants 

 
Name Teacher Prep Program Sex Approximate 

Age 

Race Teaching 

experiencea 

Amanda B.S. Ed. Middle Grades 

Education Mathematics 

& Science (4-8) 

Female Early 20’s White 0 

Dionne M. Ed. Middle Grades 

Education Mathematics 

& Science (4-8) 

Female Early 20’s African 

American 

0 

Isabel B. S. Ed. Secondary 

Education – World 

Language Education 

(Spanish; K-12) 

Female Early 20’s Hispanic 1 

Jennifer B. S. Ed. Early 

Childhood-Elementary 

Education (PreK-4) 

Female Early 20’s White .5b 

Liam B.S. Ed. Middle Grades 

Education Mathematics 

& Science (4-8) 

Male Early 20’s White 0 

Richard  B. S. Ed. Secondary 

Education – Social 

Studies (7-12)  

Male Mid 30’s White 4 

Tiffany M. Ed. Career and 

Technical Education – 

Business, Computer, 

and Information 

Technology (K-12) 

Female Mid 30’s African 

American 

1 

a This number references the amount of full time teaching experience prior to participation in the 

study. 
b Participant completed one semester of full time teaching after graduation but prior to 

participation in the study. 

 

Purely by chance, all the participants worked in urban schools. Five (71.4%) 

currently worked or had previously worked at charter schools. Tiffany was the only 

participant who had been employed at two schools. Of the six charter schools where 

participants were or had been employed, three admitted students via a lottery system. The 

other three charter schools were turnaround schools – low-performing neighborhood 

schools whose operations were taken over by a non-profit charter network. Two 
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participants worked at open enrollment neighborhood schools. Five of the eight 

employment schools (62.5%) serve grades kindergarten (K) through eight. Two (25%) 

are middle schools, serving grades five through eight. One school serves students in 

grades K through twelve. The fact that all participants worked in urban schools is a 

significant factor because of the inherent difficulties involved in urban teaching 

(Frankenberg, 2009; Gimbert et al., 2007; Leland & Harste, 2005; Obidah & Howard, 

2005; Siwatu, 2011). This factor will be discussed at length in chapters 4 and 5.  

For the purposes of this study, the two participants with K-12 certifications were 

grouped with the secondary certified participant. Both participants with the K-12 

certification identified themselves as being secondary certified during the initial 

recruitment process and during interviews both revealed that their programs were more 

strongly focused on teaching at the high school level. Therefore, there were three 

participants classified as secondary certified (secondary/K-12) – Isabel, Rich, and 

Tiffany. There were three participants with a middle grades certification – Amanda, 

Dionne, and Liam. Just one participant held an elementary certification and that was 

Jennifer. Throughout the findings, participants will be identified by their pseudonym 

followed by a set of parentheses indicating their certification – E for elementary 

certification, M for middle level certification, and S for secondary certification. 

Data Collection 

  Data collection for this study occurred in three ways. The primary data collection 

method was in-depth interviews with each of the participants individually. A 

predetermined set of semi-structured or open-ended questions allowed the participants to 

discuss their feelings in a candid manner. Questions regarding feelings of middle school 
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preparedness were based on the surveys done in studies of previous researchers (e. g. 

Hilary Conklin). The questions were used as more as a guide than a formula. The 

conversations built on themselves organically; follow up questions were inserted as 

necessary. Appendix A contains a list of interview questions for the first interview and 

Appendix B contains a list of questions from the second interviews. 

  I, alone, interviewed participants on two separate occasions. First interviews 

lasted an average of approximately 34 minutes. The longest initial interview was nearly 

51 minutes while the shortest was just over 21 minutes. First interviews took place 

between the middle of August and the middle of September. Interviews were conducted 

in a setting of the teacher’s choosing in order to ensure maximum comfort. Seven 

participants completed a first interview. Interviews were audio recorded in real time, and 

later transcribed by me. Once all teachers were interviewed, I coded the information to 

uncover common themes.  

During the first interview, participants were asked to rank possible influences on 

their ideas about teaching middle school. They were provided with six index cards that 

named the following influences: personal experiences as a middle grades student, prior 

experiences working with middle grades students, college classes on child and adolescent 

development, education and/or methods classes, field experience, other influences 

(another teacher, professional subscriptions, etc). Participants were handed the cards in 

random order and given time to rank them from most influential to least influential. Half 

of the possible influences were directly related to programmatic components (college 

classes on child and adolescent development, education and/or methods classes, and field 

experience).  
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  Participant journal entries were a second data source. Participants were instructed 

to make journal entries at least once every two weeks over a period of three months 

(approximately twelve weeks) for a total of at least six journal entries. An email reminder 

was sent to all participants (even those who had not responded after initial contact) every 

two weeks. The prompt was repeated: Describe a difficult situation that happened in your 

class this week. Did you feel your preparation program prepared you to handle this (or 

similar) situations? Why or why not? All responding participants choose to submit 

journals electronically. A total of 15 journal entries were collected between the end of 

September and the beginning of December (approximately 12 weeks). Only four 

participants submitted journal entries. I read and coded emails by myself, using themes 

from the first set of interviews. 

  At the end of the fall semester, teachers were interviewed a second time with a 

new set of questions. The data from the second set of interviews were coded using the 

themes from the first set of interviews. Second interviews occurred between the end of 

December and the beginning of February. The average length of the second interview 

was 42 minutes. The longest second interview was 65 minutes while the shortest was 29 

minutes. I developed question prompts for the second interviews based off information 

discovered through the first interviews and the journal entries. I asked all participants a 

core set of questions, but also asked participants to clarify information from their 

personal data or first interviews. Appendix B has a list of comprehensive questions asked 

in the second interviews. I reached out to participants as necessary for clarification after 

both interviews had been conducted. Four participants completed a second interview. 
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  Course syllabi were collected from courses in the programs from which the 

teachers graduated. It was not possible to gather syllabi for all courses participants could 

have taken. Therefore, only courses mentioned by participants in journals or interviews 

were collected. A document analysis of these syllabi served as a third data source for this 

study. Looking at the syllabi from required courses in conjunction with teacher interview 

responses provided patterns about course components and requirements. Furthermore, 

formal written documents serve to substantiate or refute information uncovered through 

the interviews or journals (Kolb, 2012). Course syllabi were coded after all interviews 

were completed and all journals were collected. 

In answering the research questions, the interviews addressed all questions. 

Journal entries addressed all questions as well. The course syllabi did not address any 

questions directly, but anchored interview and journal responses. As new themes 

emerged, data sources answered questions that they were not designed to address. 

 

Research Protocol 

 The questions in Appendix A were used for the first round of open-ended 

interviews. They have been taken or modified from articles authored by Hilary Conklin 

(2007, 2008, 2010) and Conklin & Daigle, 2012. Questions for the second interviews 

were developed after codes and concepts emerged. Some questions were universal to all 

participants, while other questions were unique to individual participants based on 

information from the first interview and/or journal entries. Such questions aimed to 

clarify information using the participants point of view. For example, Tiffany was asked 
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about her experience with a nontraditional student teaching experience. This did not 

apply to any other participants who completed the second interview. 

 

Data Analysis 

Using the constant comparative method, I analyzed the data as they were 

collected. Once transcribed, the first round of interviews was open coded to create a 

number of categories based on themes of the teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness. 

I analyzed the data by hand, color coding the interview transcriptions and journal entries 

using the highlighting and text color tools in Microsoft Word. Selections from the 

multiple transcriptions and journal entries were collected into single documents based on 

their color coding. Initial journal entries were also analyzed using the same method. 

Using the constant comparison method, some categories were collapsed or expanded as I 

more closely examined the data and axial codes emerged. I edited the documents to 

reflect the axial codes. Once the categories were fully developed, the transcriptions of the 

second interviews underwent selective coding.  

I requested course syllabi from Parliament from specific courses that were 

mentioned in interviews or journal entries. I was able to secure 12 syllabi of the 16 that I 

requested. I was unable to secure syllabi from classes housed outside of the College of 

Education. I used the available syllabi to clarify and reinforce information gleaned from 

participants during their interviews or through their journal entries. 
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Ethical Concerns 

Informed consent was obtained from all teacher participants. Pseudonyms were 

used and identifying information was redacted to ensure confidentiality. Audio 

recordings of teacher interviews are being kept in a password protected computer file for 

three years and then will be destroyed. Transcripts of interview recordings are being kept 

in a password protected computer file for future research. After transcription of 

interviews, I engaged in member checking. Participants had the authority to exclude any 

piece of information from analysis. One participant asked for a section of interview two 

to be redacted. All other information was cleared by participants. All participants and 

authorizing personnel will have access to results of the study by contacting the 

researcher. 

My past experiences had the potential to bias my objectivity when interacting 

with the data. There are steps that I took to reduce bias. First, I only disclosed certain 

facts about my past experiences. For example, I disclosed to participants that I am a 

former middle school teacher but did not disclose that I was certified through an 

alternative certification pathway. Second, I did not provide teachers with any feedback 

nor consultation about their classrooms, their teaching, or their students. Upon request, I 

was prepared to provide teachers with a set list of resources, although nobody requested 

any resources. Third, I enlisted the help of two critical friends to help reduce bias. These 

people are related to education but not involved in the study. They listened to concerns I 

had and provided vital criticism.  
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Strengths and Limitations 

Strengths 

 This study has a number of strengths that will allow it to add to the body of 

existing research on middle level teacher preparation. These strengths are described 

below. 

 First, this study gathers information from the three main pathways that are 

currently used to certify middle level teachers. Although the middle level specific 

certification was once used in Pennsylvania, the current iteration of it is very new. This is 

true in other states as well. Therefore, few studies have been conducted that have 

compared middle school specific certification to elementary or secondary certification 

programs. This study has accomplished just that. 

 Second, since the study was conducted at one university, it allowed me to 

evaluate the impact of one institution on its graduates. Since all graduates will have 

completed similar requirements in a similar setting, the variability in coursework was 

minimized. The limited variability allowed the researcher to focus on the impact of the 

preparation pathway as opposed to the impact of different universities. 

Limitations 

One limitation was sample size. Ideally, this study would have included more 

participants. I aimed to find three participants from each certification pathway to provide 

a balance of viewpoints. I believed that it may be difficult to find a sample of novice 

teachers prepared through Parliament’s middle grades education certification program. 

The program was relatively new and as mentioned above, it enrolls fairly small numbers 

compared to the early childhood and secondary education programs. However, finding 
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graduates of this program who qualified for the study and were willing to participate was 

easier than expected. I was able to find graduates of the secondary education programs 

who were teaching at the middle level, but several of them declined to participate. It was 

most difficult to find graduates of the early childhood program. These potential 

participants were either unemployed or they were not teaching at the middle level. I 

believe this group was the hardest because there is only one grade at the middle level 

(fourth) that falls within their certification area. I was unable to find any graduates of the 

now defunct elementary program that certified teachers in grades kindergarten through 

sixth.  

Second, this study examined perceptions of preparation with regards to the 

preparation pathway but there are many other experiences that may affect a novice 

teacher’s feelings of preparedness. This study will focus on perceptions and will not be 

able to report or identify causes of novice teachers’ feelings of preparedness. As Conklin 

(2008) notes, it would be very difficult to separate the variety of factors that influence a 

teachers’ perception of preparedness. 

Delimitations 

The sample and design were delimitations. This study focused only on a select 

number of early career professionals who graduated from one university. Therefore, this 

study was not able to draw broad conclusions about graduates from other programs or the 

preparedness of middle level teachers nationally. This is true of all studies utilizing the 

constant comparative method. Generalization to all Parliament graduates or all novice 

teachers was not the goal. This study was able to analyze the viewpoints of a select group 
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of recent graduates and formulate questions for further study. It served as a strong 

exploratory study. 

Furthermore, as this study focused on novice teachers and recent graduates, 

perceptions from these teachers may differ from those teachers with more years of 

experience. However, this was done purposefully as novice teachers were the focal point 

of the study. Teacher preparation programs have the potential to learn a lot from recent 

graduates about ways to strengthen their certification programs in order to ensure all 

graduates feel prepared to enter the classroom. As an exploratory study, this research 

generated a series of questions that Parliament, and other teacher preparation programs, 

may want to explore in the future.  

 

Study Timeline 

The study was conducted over approximately six months (July 2014 to January 

2015). Participants were identified over the months of July, August and September. 

Initial interviews took place in August and September, depending on when the participant 

agreed to participate in the study. Second interviews occurred in late December and early 

to mid-January. Journals were collected between the end of September and the beginning 

of December. Course syllabi were not collected until the middle of February, when all 

interviews had been completed.  
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Summary 

Although some issues existed, I think my teaching experience, knowledge of 

middle grades students, and knowledge of teacher preparation programs benefited my 

study. I drew on my experiences to develop a comprehensive study that will hopefully be 

valuable and add to the existing body of research. 

Researchers find that middle grades students are not sufficiently challenged in the 

academic sense. Although the cognitive abilities in young adolescents are increasing, 

teachers are providing them with a decreasing amount of challenging work. Depending 

on the pathway teachers take to get to middle grades certification (elementary or 

secondary), the understanding of the capabilities of middle grades students is quite 

different. However, little is known about how these pathways differ with regards to 

conceptions of middle grades students and middle level teaching (Conklin, 2008, 2010; 

Conklin & Daigle 2012). 

Teacher education is an “extremely complex phenomenon” (Conklin, 2009, p. 

467). This study will likely be quite challenging, but also very eye-opening. I enjoyed 

exploring the complexities of novice teachers’ perceptions of their preparedness for 

middle level teaching. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 

The purpose of this study was to determine how well teachers from various 

certification pathways felt prepared for teaching at the middle level. This exploratory 

study set out to address the overarching question of whether selected novice middle level 

teachers feel more prepared when they hold an elementary certification, a secondary 

certification, or a middle level certification. A better understanding of this information 

could help shape the various certification pathways in the future and lead to teachers who 

feel extremely well-prepared. Encompassed in this question were three main sub-

questions: 

1. How do novice middle level teachers each of the preparation pathways 

describe their teacher preparation program and which program elements or 

components do novice teacher perceive best prepared them for the middle 

level? 

2. How do novice middle level teachers each of the preparation pathways 

perceive their understanding of the developmental and intellectual needs of 

middle level students and the instructional techniques considered best 

practices for middle level students? 

3. How well do novice middle level teachers from each of the preparation 

pathways feel prepared for grade level specific content areas? 

Nine findings emerged as a result of the data analysis. This chapter will discuss 

the findings from each of the three main sub-questions and then will delve into a 

discussion of the findings for the overarching question. In answering each of the sub-
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questions and the overarching research question, three underlying themes emerged: 

commonality versus distinction, default versus aspiration, and confidence versus 

uncertainty. These three themes will be discussed as the three sub-questions and the 

overarching question.  

 

Program Components 

The first research sub-question focused on how novice middle level teachers from 

differing pathways described their teacher preparation programs and which program 

components these novice teachers perceived as best preparing them for teaching at the 

middle level. Two major findings emerged from this question. Each finding will be 

highlighted in bold and discussed in detail below. 

Finding 1: Field Experiences 

Regardless of pathway, field experiences were ranked as a highly influential 

program component on participants’ ideas about teaching at the middle level. 

However, participants from all pathways found the field experiences to be 

unrealistic. For this study, field experiences included any experience in a K-12 

classroom, including student teaching. Four of seven participants ranked field 

experiences as the most influential component on their ideas about middle level teaching. 

Two participants ranked field experiences as the second most influential, meaning all but 

one participant placed field experiences as the first or second most influential stimulus on 

their ideas about teaching at the middle level. There was no difference between 

participants across the three certification pathways. 
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Participants ranked the field experiences as the most influential because they were 

able to “see things in action” and “get excited” about their future career (Rich (S), 

personal communication, August 13, 2014). Tiffany (S) commented that she relished 

“seeing teachers at work and how they dealt mainly with classroom management” 

(Personal communication, August 20, 2014). Liam (M) noted that student teaching was 

influential because “until you’re actually in the classroom doing it yourself you don’t 

really know what it’s like to be a teacher” (Personal communication, August 10, 2014). 

Amanda (M) echoed those sentiments by stating she “didn’t realize how much [she] 

really liked being in the classroom and actually being a teacher until [she] was actually in 

the classroom” (Personal communication, August 20, 2014). For Jennifer (E), field 

experiences helped her “understand exactly what it was all about” because she saw “the 

real struggles of middle school” and was able to see the differences between middle 

school and the lower elementary grades (Personal communication, September 14, 2014). 

For Isabel (S), the things she learned to do were just as important as the techniques she 

learned not to use: 

 

I think that influenced me the most, just because especially with student teaching, 

like I learned a lot of things…and a lot of ideas that I actually implement into my 

classroom….it was interesting going back to my high school especially because I 

learned a lot of things that I shouldn’t do with my kids. So that was really 

important to me. (Isabel, personal communication, September 3, 2014) 

 

As seen in the comments above, field experiences allowed the participants to see 

the techniques and theories they had learned about in action. They were able to witness 

veteran teachers handle a variety of situations. For some, it solidified their passion for the 

profession and confirmed teaching as the correct career choice. The field experiences 
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were influential because they instilled confidence in the participants. Participants became 

more confident in their ability to handle themselves in the classroom and act in the role of 

teacher.  

All but one participant, Isabel (S), completed a field experience in at least one 

middle school setting. On average, participants with a middle level certification 

completed field experiences in three schools. Half of the schools named by middle level 

certified participants were traditional middle schools, serving grades six through eight. 

Secondary and elementary certified participants completed field experiences at an 

average of one and a half schools. Differences in the average amount of field experience 

placements is likely not due to differences between the programs, but rather due to the 

fact that participants with secondary and elementary certifications simply named fewer 

schools where they completed field experiences. At all levels of certification, the state 

requires a minimum level of field experience hours prior to student teaching. 

Because most participants had field experiences in a middle school, those field 

experiences had a direct impact on their feelings of preparation for the middle level. 

Isabel (S) did her field experience and student teaching in a high school setting. However, 

the field experiences were still influential to her preparation as a middle level teacher. 

When asked if the strategies she learned in her secondary field experience had transferred 

to her teaching at the middle level, she replied that it had because she was able to learn 

activities that helped her practice “classroom academic Spanish” with her students (Isabel 

(S), personal communication, September 3, 2014). Although her field experience took 

place in a high school, Isabel’s (S) preparation as a middle level teacher was still 

impacted because she has been able to translate the strategies she witnessed to her current 
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middle grades students. Isabel’s field experience still gave her confidence to teach at the 

middle level. Her field experience, although it took place in a high school, still gave her 

confidence to teach at the middle level as evidenced by the fact that she planned to 

implement strategies she had learned during her experience in the field.  

With respect to field experiences, the theme of commonality surfaced. Nearly all 

participants named field experiences as one of the most influential factors on their ideas 

about teaching at the middle level. This finding and theme are do not come as surprises. 

Prior research supports this finding. In a case study of one participant, Caskey (2006) 

found that extensive field experience was cited as a beneficial component of his 

certification program. del Prado Hill et al. (2007) found that positive field experiences in 

a middle school setting can change pre-held conceptions about teaching middle school 

students from negative to positive. It makes sense that participants in this study would 

also name field experiences as an influential factor on their ideas about teaching. 

Although most participants ranked field experiences as highly influential on their 

views about middle level teaching, one participant fell outside this common experience. 

Dionne (M) was the sole participant who did not rank her field experiences as one of the 

most influential stimuli on her ideas about teaching at the middle level. In fact, Dionne 

placed field experiences as the least influential component of the six provided. She 

described her field experiences as “not great” (Dionne, personal communication, 

September 19, 2014). This is interesting for two reasons. Each of these will be described 

below.  

First, as a participant earning a middle level specific certification, Dionne 

completed all her field experiences in middle grades classrooms. One of Dionne’s field 
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experiences took place in a seventh grade classroom at a charter school in the 

northeastern part of the city (School A). According to Dionne (M), she (and her peers) 

“were supposed to observe first, but then that got scratched, so then we…taught first. But 

it was only with, like, three students. And it was like, 3 lessons. Um, so it wasn’t, like, 

realistic at all” (Personal communication, September 19, 2014). At a second field site, 

School C (a more resourced school with high levels of parental involvement), Dionne 

(M) asserted that she “saw no teaching whatsoever” because it was “the last month of 

school” and it was “not a good time to be there” (Personal communication, September 19, 

2014). When asked what she had witnessed at this site, she said “It was going over 

homework. There was, like, a writing prompt up on the board. Not much. Like, I never 

saw a lesson” (Dionne, personal communication, September 19, 2014). Dionne (M) 

explained that in addition to being the end of the school year, the teacher she had been 

observing “wasn’t returning next year” and implied that the teacher had given up and 

“was ready to be out” (Personal communication, September 19, 2014). These negative 

experiences were off-putting to Dionne (M) because they did not provide her with any 

tangible, realistic knowledge should could use in her own classroom. To her, they were 

more of a waste of time than a valuable learning experience. She claimed to have learned 

very little about middle grades students and/or teaching in her field placements, although 

she had been placed in middle level classrooms. She did not witness what she thought to 

be a quality lesson. Dionne did not get a very realistic experience practicing her skills in 

front of students. Because of the inability of the field experiences to inspire confidence in 

Dionne, it is not odd for her to have ranked field experiences as the least influential 

component on her thinking about teaching middle school. 
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Second, Dionne (M) had a nontraditional student teaching experience. Under the 

traditional student teaching route, Dionne (M) would have been under the supervision of 

a cooperating teacher as she gradually assumed more teaching responsibilities. In 

Dionne’s (M) case, she was employed as the full time teacher of record in a sixth grade 

classroom and this full time employment was able to substitute as her student teaching 

experience for certification purposes. As Dionne (M) explained it, she had been working 

at her school as a part-time assistant teacher, but Parliament would not allow this part-

time position to stand-in for traditional student teaching. Dionne’s school, School M, 

encouraged her to apply for the full-time position instead of quitting. Parliament allowed 

her to teach full-time as the teacher of record as her student teaching experience. Dionne 

(M) had no cooperating teacher for daily support, but there was a coach from Parliament 

assigned to observe her four times over the course of the semester (as there would have 

been for any student teacher). At the time of our first interview, roughly a month into the 

school year, the coach from PU had observed Dionne just (M) once. Additionally, the 

school where Dionne (M) works employed a full time mentor teacher. However, Dionne 

(M) noted that she didn’t “really get a lot of support there” (Personal communication, 

September 19, 2014). Although the mentor was supposed to observe and meet with 

Dionne (M) on a weekly basis, at the time of our first interview the mentor had not yet 

observed or met with Dionne (M). Therefore, Dionne (M) was mostly on her own as she 

figured out how to teach. In her own words:  

 

My experience is a little bit different because I haven’t student taught, so like, 

maybe this [the field experiences card] would be at the top if I was student 

teaching and, like, a lot of the things that I said that I wasn’t prepared for maybe I 

would be prepared for if I had, like, just student taught. (Dionne (M), personal 

communication, September 19, 2014) 
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When asked if Parliament should have required her to have a traditional student teaching 

experience, Dionne (M) said yes without hesitation, even cutting me off mid-sentence. 

She explained:  

 

Do I think that I should be teaching right now? No. Laughter. But I took it. To be 

honest, like, no. Like, I mean, I’m doing, like, a fine job…. But no, I don’t feel 

prepared. Not – I do feel prepared because I’ve been at School M. I know how 

they work. But like, lesson planning wise and I don’t know, I just feel like I 

would have actually liked to have that not so, just being pushed into it experience. 

(Personal communication, September 19, 2014) 

 

This quote exemplifies the theme of confidence versus uncertainty. Because Dionne (M) 

had missed the traditional student teaching experience, she felt more unprepared as she 

began her teaching career. She felt pushed into the classroom and all the accompanying 

responsibilities. However on some level, she felt comfortable because she was familiar 

with the school where she worked since she had been an assistant in their after school 

program. Dionne’s lacked confidence in her abilities as a teacher, but her knowledge of 

her school setting somewhat offset the uncertainty in herself. Even so, this nontraditional 

student teaching experience was described as a negative one, just like her other field 

experiences. Both her field experiences and her nontraditional student teaching 

experience were turbulent situations for Dionne. Once again, it is not peculiar for Dionne 

(M) to have ranked field experiences as the least influential component on her thinking 

about teaching middle school. 

Like Dionne (M), Tiffany (S) had a nontraditional teaching experience. However, 

Tiffany (S) framed this experience more positively. When asked if Parliament should 

have allowed her to act as the full time teacher of record in place of a traditional student 
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teaching experience, she replied yes. Tiffany (S) believed that the experience in the 

classroom on her own was valuable, but lamented the lack of fit between the work 

required for her job and the assignments for her accompanying Parliament course. I asked 

Tiffany (S) if she would recommend others in her program do the nontraditional student 

teaching route and why. Her response: 

 

I would, if they continue to offer student teaching like they do, where it’s just that 

two and a half to three months or whatever, then I encourage more people to take 

the risk and do that because I feel like it’s going to give you more of a realistic 

experience. I feel like the more traditional student teaching and then going to 

teach full time is like shell shock. It’s just overwhelming. You have to learn so 

much so fast…. I had more true confidence because I didn’t have anyone to lean 

on. I didn’t have someone to, if I made a mistake, a co-teacher behind me saying 

hey, I’ll take over from here. Like, I just had to figure it out. And in figuring it 

out, I figured it out. So, you know, I had those ah-ha moments to reflect on. And I 

became more self-reflective... (Tiffany, personal communication, January 16, 

2015) 

 

Tiffany (S) believed the experience of being the teacher of record was much more 

realistic than the traditional student teaching experience. It gave her more confidence as a 

teacher because she was unable to rely on a cooperating teacher. Operating without a 

cooperating teacher allowed her to develop more skills in classroom management. One 

thing Tiffany (S) disliked was how the assignments required for her accompanying 

coursework did not correspond with what she was doing in her classroom. Overall, 

Tiffany (S) would recommend the nontraditional route because it would instill confidence 

in future teachers and allow them to grow exponentially as practitioners.  

One key difference between Tiffany (S) and Dionne (M) that could explain their 

opposing feelings about the nontraditional student teaching experience was level of 

experience. Tiffany (S) was starting her second year of teaching when the study began. 
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She had confidence in her ability as a teacher because she had successfully completed 

one entire year. Even though that year was difficult and did not always proceed as 

planned, Tiffany (S) could chalk her mistakes and shortcomings up to experience. She 

was able to reflect on that first year and move forward in her second. Dionne (M), on the 

other hand, was still in the first month of her first year when I interviewed her. She had 

experienced so many difficulties in that first month that her confidence was shaken. 

Additionally, this could explain why she was overly negative in describing her program 

at Parliament. Perhaps next year, Dionne (M) will look back at her nontraditional student 

teaching experience and have the same opinion as Tiffany (S) because she will have more 

confidence in her ability as a teacher. 

Although most participants regarded their field experiences as highly influential 

experiences, several believed that field experiences and student teaching should be 

remodeled to provide more realistic experiences. Dionne, Amanda, and Liam held a 

middle level specific certificate while Tiffany held a secondary certificate. Their thoughts 

on the topic were quite extensive, but the consensus was that field experiences and 

student teaching were not long enough and did not provide a realistic experience of the 

work of a teacher. 

 

Probably more field experience with me, by myself, having the whole classroom 

because all my field experience was with like, was with a partner the whole time 

and when I did 7th and 8th grade field experience…we were only working in small 

groups. And it wasn’t what I’m doing, so. I think um, more experience by myself 

where I didn’t have that person to lean on all the time. Cause now I don’t have 

really anyone to lean on, so. (Amanda (M), personal communication, December 

30, 2014) 
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I personally think that student teaching is not a long enough experience. I think it 

gives students a false sense of what teaching is because you never know who you 

might get to pair with as your cooperating teacher and I felt like a lot of students 

that were in my class [seminar class that accompanies student teaching]… felt like 

the teacher of record wasn’t willing enough to let go of the reigns. To give them 

that full-on experience. They were always still like, kinda on their shoulders or 

behind them. And at the end of the day, when once you’re done with student 

teaching and you’re the teacher of record…. there’s no-one in the classroom to 

help you manage. And if you don’t have that authentic, full throttle experience, 

you know, with the safety net still there, I feel like you’re kinda like, still going in 

blindly…. Um, you’ve got to actually live it.  (Tiffany (S), personal 

communication, August 20, 2014) 

 

You just teach three or four classes over the course of the semester, so it was like 

you’re a special guest. You’re not actually there every day like you would be in a 

school….but I wish I woulda had more field experience classes and um, I wish 

student teaching would almost be like two semesters so I could be there the whole 

year. Cause I was only there at the end half of the year. So I didn’t get to see, like, 

what a first day looks like and I had to do that by myself without ever seeing it, 

so…. I feel like it’s something you only learn by doing, uh, like you, when you’re 

a student teacher you always have your mentor teacher there so, like, they handle 

that kind of stuff. You don’t really learn it until you’re by yourself in the 

classroom….Maybe just make student teaching longer? Or somehow organize 

that you get almost like your own class where the mentor teacher isn’t supposed 

to interact at all. (Liam (M), personal communication, September 10, 2014) 

 

I feel like they should have something before student teaching. I mean, they do 

have, like, practicums and everything but that’s totally not realistic with three kids 

in a class….even when you’re student teaching, you’re in there with the teacher, 

but…like, getting a sense of what they do and having to do what they do. Like, 

with papers, with grading, even little things, like, just like a seating chart or, I 

don’t know, just like those little things that you don’t ever think about 

before….they just need to be more practical and, like, realistic….It’s like really 

hard and you don’t ever, like, see how hard it is until you know, obviously, 

there’s nothing that could really prepare you for being on your own in the 

classroom aside from doing it. But it just, I don’t know. It needs to be, like, more 

realistic, more experience inside of the classroom. (Dionne (M), personal 

communication, September 19, 2014) 

 

There are universal ideas present in the above quotes. Student teaching did not provide a 

realistic experience of how to be a teacher. It is difficult to learn how to teach when you 

can lean on cooperating teacher. Student teaching should be longer than just one 

semester. There should be more hands-on field experiences as opposed to prolonged 
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observational experiences. In Tiffany’s (S) words, “have more real world experiences [is] 

better” (Personal communication, January 16, 2015). These four ideas encompass the 

theme of confidence versus uncertainty. There was disparity between the amount and 

type of experience the participants wanted as preservice teachers and what they actually 

received. Most felt their experiences were too short and unrealistic. Practicing as a 

student teacher for just one semester and having a cooperating teacher to rely on did not 

instill confidence in the participants’ feelings of preparedness for the classroom. The 

participants wanted more congruence between what they were doing in their field 

experiences and what they would be doing in the future in order to build stronger 

confidence in their preparation for teaching. 

It is interesting that all three middle level certified participants – who completed 

multiple field experiences in various middle school settings – still believed more and/or 

longer field experiences would have made them feel more prepared for the classroom. 

The middle level certified group was more vocal about the disparities between what they 

felt they needed and actual field components. Looking at the data I have, I cannot find a 

reason why the middle level certified group would be more outspoken about the 

shortcomings of the field experience component. The state mandates 190 hours of field 

experiences hours prior to student teaching, so students in all programs theoretically 

completed the same number of hours in field experience. One possible explanation is the 

level of teaching experience among the middle level certified participants. All were in 

their first year teaching. Therefore, it is possible that the shortcomings of the field 

experiences were more apparent to this group because they had recently completed their 

student teaching experience. They would have been able to more readily compare their 
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student teaching experience to their employment experience since less time had lapsed 

between the two points in time. The elementary certified participant and most of the 

secondary certified participants did not offer suggestions for change to the same degree. 

The secondary and elementary certified participants were not in their first year of 

teaching, so more time had elapsed between their field experiences and full-time 

employment. It is interesting to note that even though more than half the participants 

suggested improvements to the field components, nearly all stated that the field 

experiences were most influential in their thinking about teaching at the middle level. The 

field experiences did not necessarily leave all participants feeling confidently prepared 

for the realities they were facing in their own classrooms, but participants still considered 

field experiences the most influential component of their certification programs. The next 

section will examine the differences between field placement schools and employment 

schools. 

Field Placement Schools versus Employment Schools 

Participants often referenced their field experience placement schools in our 

interviews. The field placement schools were often compared to their current 

employment schools. In the interviews, field placement schools were usually described as 

highly organized schools with hardworking teachers, supportive administrators, and an 

abundance of resources. In contrast, the employment schools were typically described as 

dysfunctional schools where teachers worked in isolation with unsupportive 

administrators and a dearth of resources. The contrast between field placement schools 

and employment schools seemed like an interesting program component that warranted 

further investigation. 
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The state releases a yearly School Performance Profile on all public and public 

charter schools operating in the state. According to the state Department of Education, 

the profiles act a resource to “communicate performance results to various constituencies 

and assist districts and schools in aligning and focusing resources for continuous 

improvement” (PDE, 2015). The report also “provides information used in determining 

federal accountability status Title I” (PDE, 2015). The performance profiles provide a 

comprehensive snapshot of each school in the state and allow stakeholders to compare 

individual schools to others in the district or state. 

Each profile includes a wide range of metrics: student demographics (i.e. sex and 

ethnicity), percent of students receiving supplemental services (special education or 

English language learners), percent of students who are economically disadvantaged, 

experience of teachers, “highly qualified” status of teachers (according to NCLB), 

average daily attendance rate, promotion rate, and performance on state accountability 

tests. Profiles for schools with students in grades 9 through 12 also include graduation 

rates, drop-out rates, SAT scores, percentage of students enrolled in college credit classes 

(i.e. Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate), and planned PSAT 

participation. Each school also receives a Building Level Academic Score – a complex 

calculation of school performance on several key indicators, mainly student performance 

on high-stakes tests. 

Using the most recent State School Performance Profile (school year 2013-2014; 

PDE, 2015), I compared the named field placement schools to the schools where 

participants were employed. Eleven field placement schools were mentioned in 

participant interviews, although there may have been others that participants failed to 
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mention. Eight employment schools were compared because Tiffany (S) had spent one 

full year at one school and had just started teaching at a new school when the study 

began. Appendix C contains the full profiles of each of the eleven field placement 

schools. Appendix D contains the full profiles of each of the eight employment schools. 

A comparison of the means between the field placement schools and the employment 

schools is shown in Table 3 below.  

 

Table 4 

 

Comparison of Means – Field Placement Schools versus Employment Schools 

 

 Field Placement 

Schools 

Employment 

Schools 

 

Mean SD Mean SD t p 
Enrollment 741.91 453.67 710.75 291.25 0.17 0.87 
Years of Educational Experience 

(Total) 
11.05 4.73 7.43 3.90 1.77 0.10* 

% of Classes Taught by HQ 

Teachers+ 
90.93 10.08 87.25 10.07 0.77 0.45 

% Daily Attendance 92.88 1.93 90.22 9.01 0.82 0.44 
% Black 50.35 33.57 53.47 33.48 -0.20 0.84 
% White 19.89 23.32 12.56 22.03 0.69 0.50 
% Hispanic 18.95 26.77 25.54 28.29 -0.52 0.61 
% SPED 14.33 6.42 14.97 5.99 -0.22 0.83 
% Economically Disadvantaged 68.77 21.74 83.60 14.03 -1.68 0.11 
% ELL 4.92 6.05 9.81 10.30 -1.30 0.21 
# Misconduct Incidents 14.91 14.75 55.38 78.90 -1.43 0.20 
Building Level Academic Score 65.73 12.35 60.25 8.51 1.08 0.30 
% Proficient/ Advanced Math 62.36 17.33 47.71 17.37 1.82 0.09* 
% Proficient/ Advanced Reading 63.38 19.90 43.28 17.44 2.29 0.04** 

+One field placement school listed 0% of classes taught by HQ teachers. This school was 

not included in the data because that appeared to be an error. 

*p < 0.1 

**p < 0.05 

 

I would have also liked to compare the indicators of closing the achievement gap 

between historically underperforming students and counterparts, but data for that metric 
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were not available as the state just began collecting data on that information in 2014. 

Furthermore, some of the information found in the school performance profile does not 

match what was reported by the participants. For example, Schools L and O reported just 

26 misconduct incidents according to the School Safety report. According to Rich (S) and 

Liam (M), respective teachers at those schools, there are many more incidents. Liam (M) 

stated about his principal: “She doesn’t wanna punish anybody ‘cause she doesn’t want it 

on her record. It will make her look bad if she has, like, 40 suspensions for the year” 

(Liam, personal communication, January 19, 2014). Tiffany’s (S) former school, School 

S, reported only one misconduct incident. Off the record after our first interview, Tiffany 

(S) described at least two serious incidents she had witnessed. It is possible that some 

data were being misreported (intentionally or unintentionally) that could skew the data to 

make the differences appear more drastic than they appear now. 

Additionally, school type was not compared in Table 3. Many field placement 

schools were special admission, meaning that in order to enroll students had to fill out an 

application and meet “competitive entrance requirements related to attendance, 

punctuality, behavior, grades, and standardized test scores” (School District of 

Franklinton, n.d. a, para. 3). To city natives, these are universally known as high-

performing schools and often enroll more students from middle or upper class families 

than other city schools. Two field placements schools that were not special admission 

were both located in a more affluent section of the city. No employment schools were 

special admission and all employment schools were located in more economically 

depressed sections of the city. There was also a difference in placement in turnaround 

schools. Turnaround schools are city schools that partner with charter school 
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organizations to improve “chronically underperforming schools” (School District of 

Franklinton, n.d. b, para. 1). The drastic restructuring that occurs at these schools often 

make them more difficult teaching placements. Turnaround schools, and teachers at these 

schools, are usually subject to more oversight and typically deal with higher incidences of 

misconduct from students. Only one field placement school was a turnaround school – a 

school where Tiffany (S) had chosen to observe. However, three of the eight employment 

schools were turnaround schools. The difference in school type likely had an effect on the 

classroom management issues participants described in interviews and journal entries. 

Liam (M) described it best: “where I did my student teaching at is definitely students are 

at a higher level, cause you had to get into that school, so that’s pretty self-explanatory. 

That’s why they’re well behaved ‘cause you had to get in to be there” (Liam, personal 

communication, September 10, 2014). More about classroom management issues can be 

found in the section on the needs of middle level students below. All of this information 

goes to show that although it seems that field placements schools did not differ 

significantly from employment schools, there are other factors to consider that would 

make teaching at employment schools more difficult that would not appear in a 

comparison of means. 

In most categories, the field placement schools did not differ significantly from 

the employment schools. In three categories (total student enrollment, the percentage of 

Black students, and the percentage of students receiving special education services), there 

was practically no difference between field placement schools and employment schools. 

With the expectation of one field placement school, all schools were located in one 

district. Therefore, each school is expected to be representative of the district. Only three 
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categories showed a statistically significant difference: average total years of educational 

experience of teaching staff, the percentage of students scoring proficient or advanced on 

the state test in mathematics/Algebra I, and the percentage of students scoring proficient 

or advanced on the state test in reading/literature. These categories have powerful 

implications for novice teachers. 

First, employment schools had less experienced teachers on average. This is 

typical side effect of the turbulence related to high teacher turnover that plagues urban 

school districts. Novice teachers in this study were less likely to have an experienced 

colleague at their school who they could rely on for advice. Teachers at field placement 

schools had just over eleven years of educational experience on average, while teachers at 

employment schools had nearly seven and a half – a difference of about four years. 

Several participants mentioned their lack of support and mentorship as a detriment to 

their transition into full time teaching. This ties into the theme of confidence versus 

uncertainty and is described below. 

Without colleagues to turn to, novice teachers felt uncertain about their practice. 

Dionne (M)’s feelings about her minimal support are described above, but other 

participants had similar experiences. Several times, Rich (S) contrasted his experience in 

his urban employment school to his student teaching placement in the suburbs. In his 

suburban field school, “[colleagues] all would help out, and gladly help out,” but when he 

asks for support in his employment school, he was told to “figure it out” (Rich, personal 

communication, August 13, 2014). For him, it was a frustrating experience: he had seen 

how schools could work and how novice teachers could be supported, but the same 

structures were not in place at his employment school. Rich attributed the incongruence 
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to the different school settings; his employment school was in an urban setting while his 

field placement school was in a suburban district.  

When novice teachers had a colleague to turn to, they felt more confident and at 

ease. Liam (M) and Amanda (M) completed all their field placements in the same urban 

district where they found employment. However, they both expressed gratitude to have a 

colleague who acted as a mentor for them. Liam’s (M) colleague had been working at his 

school for nearly twenty years and provided him with much appreciated guidance. “If I 

have any questions, I go to her. And she’ll give me, like, the real answer, not what you’re 

supposed to say…So it was nice to have her there” (Liam, personal communication, 

September 10, 2014). At the beginning of the school year, Liam (M) was dependent on 

her for even basic advice, like how to get a school district email assigned. He continued 

to seek her advice as the year went on about the curriculum and discipline issues. This 

woman was able to help Liam (M) build his confidence by providing guidance and 

advice. At our second interview in January, Liam (M) claimed that his veteran colleague 

was “the only reason [he’s] making it through, probably” (Liam, personal 

communication, January 19, 2015). She had assisted Liam (M) in becoming more 

confident as a novice teacher. Like Liam (M), Amanda (M) was able to seek guidance 

from a colleague about logistical concerns at the school. Her colleague had graduated 

from the same Parliament program a year prior and was able to give her insight about the 

school. This colleague told her things she wouldn’t have been able to figure out without 

his assistance. She felt “more comfortable going to [him] for questions” and admitted that 

he hadn’t been there, she would have been “really overwhelmed” (Amanda (M), personal 

communication, August 20, 2014). At the beginning of the year, Amanda (M) felt 
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unconfident and apprehensive about seeking help. She was grateful to have a peer to turn 

to answer questions and offer guidance. Amanda (M) spoke about this colleague often 

during our first interview, but at our second interview she did not mention him at all. In 

those four months, it appears that Amanda (M) became more confident in her abilities 

and no longer felt the need to rely on her colleague. In both Liam’s and Amanda’s cases, 

there was a more experienced colleague to provide mentorship and build confidence in 

the novice teachers. 

Liam (M) also was assigned a novice teacher coach from the school district. Liam 

(M) described visits from this woman as helpful, but infrequent. “She’s really helpful, but 

she’s in the same situation where she has, like, 20 people. She’s supposed to be there 

every 2 weeks, so a lot of time, I just don’t see her. She’s at, like, 5 different schools” 

(Liam, personal communication, January 19, 2015). He relied on his veteran colleague 

because she was able to provide frequent and immediate feedback whereas the school 

district appointed coach could not because she observed infrequently. Although he had a 

district-appointed mentor, he utilized a school-based colleague as a default because he 

needed more frequent and immediate advice on his classroom practice. The district-

appointed mentor should have been the one building Liam’s (M) confidence, but in her 

absence, Liam found a more suitable alternative.  

Like Liam (M), Amanda (M) described a teacher coach who was supposed to 

come observe her classroom once a week. However, Amanda was employed at a charter 

school and not a district school. School P employed four school-based instructional 

coaches. There was a coach each for fifth grade and sixth grade, as well as a seventh and 

eighth grade math/science coach and a seventh and eighth grade English/social studies 
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coach. Liam (M) found his district-appointed coach as less than helpful because she was 

not based at his school site. Since Amanda (M) had access to a school-based coach for 

seventh and eighth grade math/science, one would suspect that Amanda had a more 

positive experience with her assigned coach. However, that didn’t appear to be the case. 

Amanda (M) divulged in our interview that “the teachers who really need a lot of help 

according to their observation…they have a lot of coaching, where they [the school 

administration] said I don’t even need her [the coach]” (Personal communication, 

December 30, 2014). The coach had not spent copious amounts of time observing 

Amanda’s class because she had been identified as someone in less need of coaching 

when compared to her colleagues. School P employed four full-time teacher coaches. 

They were dedicated to the staff at School P alone. Amanda should have felt as though 

she was getting targeted support and solid advice for her classroom practice. In spite of 

the fact that coaches at School P were responsible for fewer teachers, Amanda’s 

perception of the support from her coach did not differ much from Liam’s (M), whose 

teach coach was responsible for many teachers across various school sites. 

For these novice teachers (Amanda and Liam), there appeared to be no difference 

in the perception of the helpfulness of assigned mentors although two different models 

were utilized. Tiffany’s (S) second employment school, School R, implemented a model 

that seemed to be working. Newly employed teachers were given a mentor who had been 

at the school for a few years. These were not dedicated teacher coaches, but rather 

colleagues who acted as a resource person. Tiffany (S) described the mentor program as 

“great” and stated it was “nice to have someone to ask questions to and bounce ideas 

off.” Mentors observed the novice’s classroom and gave “feedback on classroom 
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management and engagement.” As Tiffany (S) was “always looking to strengthen [her] 

craft,” the mentorship received at her employment school was extremely helpful to her 

(Personal communication, January 16, 2015). The difference in perceptions of support 

from assigned mentors could be attributed to a number of factors: personality traits of the 

novice teachers, personality traits of the coaches, types of advice given by the coaches, or 

years of experience of the coaches. Liam and Amanda were both in their first year of 

teaching; it could be that they were not yet at a place to accept instructional advice from 

coaches because they were more focused on issues of classroom management. Tiffany 

was in her second year and perhaps was more able to think more broadly about 

instructional techniques. 

Both Amanda (M) and Liam (M) had an assigned teacher coach who did not 

provide nearly as much support as a colleague at their respective employment schools. 

Tiffany (S) found her mentor colleague very helpful. It appears that retaining veteran 

teachers to volunteer as mentors may prove more helpful for novice teachers than 

employing dedicated teacher coaches. The fact that employment schools were more likely 

to have inexperienced teachers means that novice teachers had fewer experienced 

colleagues to turn to for support and advice. Retaining teachers is an issue that plagues 

urban districts. After amassing some years of experience, teachers tend to leave these 

urban schools (Orfield, Frankenberg, & Lee, 2003). Teacher retention with regards to 

feelings of preparation and mentoring is a policy issue that will be discussed in Chapter 5.   

Second, employment schools had a lower percentage of students scoring 

proficient or advance on the statewide standardized tests. This was true for both the 

mathematics/Algebra I test and the reading/literature test. In fact, there was a wide 
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disparity between field placement schools and employment schools on these factors. The 

difference in mathematics scores was significant at 0.09, while the difference in reading 

scores was highly significant at 0.04. Students at participants’ employment schools were 

struggling much more than students at field placement schools. This is likely linked to the 

percent of economically disadvantaged students in the two groups. At 0.11, the difference 

between the percent of economically disadvantaged students at field placement schools 

versus employment schools was not significant. Looking at raw numbers, the percent of 

economically disadvantage students at field placement schools averaged about 69%. This 

number averaged around 84% for employment schools. Based on the percent of students 

scoring proficient or advanced and the percent of economically disadvantaged students, it 

is likely that teachers at employment schools taught students who were behind grade 

level in mathematics and reading. Again, this is a difficult reality for novice teachers to 

overcome. 

Experiences at most field placement schools did not adequately give graduates a 

sense of preparation for the realities of teaching in the local urban school district. The 

lack of exposure to more difficult field placement settings led to feelings of frustration 

and unpreparedness. This is supported with prior research. Siwatu (2011) found that 

school context does matter when it comes to teachers’ feelings of preparedness and self-

efficacy. Field experiences often take place in classrooms that mimic the ones preservice 

teachers attended, causing a culture shock when novice teachers enter urban classrooms 

(Siwatu, 2011).  

Liam (M) and Amanda (M) demonstrated this point when they compared their 

field placement schools to their employment schools. Liam (M) believed School D had 
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been the most beneficial field placement in preparing him for employment in Franklinton 

because “it was the most similar to the environment” where he was teaching. In his 

words, it was “not the craziest, but the most, uh, under-resourced. (Liam (M), personal 

communication, January 19, 2014). After Amanda (M) mentioned wanting more solo 

classroom experience, I asked her if she would have wanted more independent field 

experience at a school more like her employment school. She replied: 

 

Yeah, probably. Laughter. Yeah, ‘cause I go from School C to School P and I’m 

just like “Oh my god.” I miss that school [C] so much. And I thought the kids 

were a little rough there, but they’re not at all compared to School P now that I’m 

there. Oh my god. Yeah, um, the kids actually responded to things I did at School 

C. And School P, not really at all. (Amanda, personal communication, December 

30, 2014) 

 

Although Amanda (M) had learned strategies in her program at Parliament and practiced 

them during her field experiences, but when she tried to implement the strategies at her 

employment school – a much lower performing school than her field placement school – 

they were unsuccessful. In her own words, “the kids [were] just so challenging” 

(Amanda, personal communication, December 12, 2014). Her field placement schools 

experienced little, if any, turbulence while her employment school experienced severe or 

extreme turbulence. The extreme discrepancy in the achievement levels of students in the 

different schools made it much more difficult for Amanda (M) to successfully implement 

the instructional strategies she had learned at Parliament.  

Furthermore, Isabel (S) and Amanda (M) brought up the incongruity between the 

focus on technology in their Parliament courses and the amount of available technology 

at their employment schools. Both women had learned a lot about how to use technology 

in the classroom but neither of their employment schools were equipped with such 
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technology. Therefore, they were unable to put into practice the things they had learned 

during their program. For Amanda (M), this caused frustration and anxiety; she felt 

unprepared to teach without using technology. She was not confident she would be able 

to disperse information to students without proper technology. Isabel (S) expressed 

greater acceptance of the lack of technology in her school. This could be because she had 

a year’s more experience than Amanda (M) and had been able to adjust her teaching to fit 

the constraints of her school. If I were to interview Amanda during her second year of 

teaching, she may feel more confident teaching without the technology Parliament had 

taught her to utilize. 

With the exception of Rich’s (S) student teaching placement school, all field 

placement and employment schools were located in the same urban city where Parliament 

is located. However, the schools where Parliament graduates accepted employment were 

significantly different on key criteria (like standardized test scores). This made them 

more difficult schools at which to teach. In the second interview, participants were asked 

if they felt their preparation program better prepared them to teach in a suburban setting. 

Of the four participants who completed the second interview, half believed that their 

teacher preparation program at Parliament better prepared them for a suburban setting. 

The other half did not believe that their preparation would have made them more 

prepared for suburban settings, but recognized that “classroom management would be 

much easier in a suburban school district” (Liam (M), personal communication, January 

19, 2015) because “behavior issues are more extreme in urban areas” (Tiffany (S), 

personal communication, January 16, 2015). Although indirectly, Liam (M) and Tiffany 
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(S) admitted that they were not fully prepared to deal with the issues that come with 

urban students. Therefore, all four participants felt unprepared for urban districts.  

To conclude, there was a wide disparity between field placement schools and 

employment schools for the participants in this study. This incongruity existed regardless 

of certification pathway, but those in the middle level certification program were the most 

vocal about it. In three key areas, field placement schools differed significantly from 

employment schools. These areas were average total years of educational experience of 

teaching staff, the percentage of students scoring proficient or advanced on the state test 

in mathematics/Algebra I, and the percentage of students scoring proficient or advanced 

on the state test in reading/literature. These factors are representative of more chronically 

underperforming schools and typically indicate that a school may be a more difficult 

school at which to teach. Some participants expressed desire to experience more 

challenging school settings to better prepare them for employment in the city. The 

participants in this study believed their field experiences to be influential on their feelings 

of preparation for teaching at the middle level, but found them to be unrealistic. Due to 

the incongruity between their field placement schools and their employment schools, they 

felt unprepared for the realities of urban teaching.  

Finding 2: Other Program Components. 

Regardless of pathway, field experiences were ranked as a highly influential 

program component on participants’ ideas about teaching at the middle level. There was 

not a similar pattern for any other program component. Other program components 

(professors, coursework, personal experiences as a middle school student, prior 
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experiences working with middle level students) did not show any pattern of 

distinction among the three pathways. 

Aside from field experiences, coursework and professors were the most 

commonly mentioned program components in interviews and journal entries. Regardless 

of pathway, participants spoke most highly about coursework and professors that 

provided them with concrete tools they could utilize in their classrooms. Participants 

appreciated courses that involved practice advice or experience that could be put to use in 

a classroom. As Rich (S) put it, “any of the classes that gave a real visual component or 

tangible component” were most beneficial (Personal communication, August 13, 2014). 

Likewise, Isabel (S) noted that in her graduate courses she was learning more “writing 

strategies and reading strategies that [she] can actually like implement into my classroom 

instead of, like, all of these theories and stuff” that she learned during her undergraduate 

program. She also discussed how she planned to implement more Hispanic culture into 

her teaching this year and believed that the culture and civilization course she had taken 

would help her with that (Isabel, personal communication, September 3, 2014). In several 

journal entries, Liam (M) mentioned how his coursework at Parliament had helped him 

with difficult situations he had encountered. For example, he mentioned utilizing a 

strategy for grading on a curve in one and handling student misbehavior in another. In 

reference to a class related to literacy instruction for elementary school children with 

disabilities, Jennifer (E) related a specific situation regarding a student who was reading 

below grade level: “I had a student last year who was reading on a mid-first grade reading 

level and …what I did in that class was like what I really needed to do for this student in 

school” (Jennifer, personal communication, September 14, 2014). Multiple participants 
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commented on the usefulness of education and methods courses. Liam (M) found his 

education and methods courses “more useful” than theory courses because they “taught 

[him] actually what to do in the classroom” (Personal communication, September 10, 

2014). Jennifer (E) thought education and methods courses were important because “that 

was where it prepared me to teach in the content area in those grades and I was able to 

know what students needed to learn in, during that time” (Personal communication, 

September 14, 2014). Participants found the courses that provided the most practical 

experience and advice as the most useful. 

Amanda (M) and Liam (M) (graduates of the same program in the same year) 

described several of the same courses. They both named their math methods course and 

senior seminar (during student teaching) as influential. Liam (M) said: “I think my 

seminar class was really good ‘cause it was just talking about our student teaching 

experiences, and, like, problems and how we could address them if we were teaching. To 

me it was really practical” (Personal communication, September 10, 2014). Amanda (M) 

stated: “It was just good to have that community where it was just a big conversation in 

the classroom. And you just got a lot of different ideas for how to handle certain 

situations” (Personal communication, August 20, 2014). However, there seems to be a 

disparity here. Liam and Amanda credited the senior seminar class as being practical and 

useful, but also talked about how they did not know how to handle certain situations 

while they were teaching. Their quotes make it seem as though they were more 

appreciative of the peer support offered by the senior seminar class rather than the 

strategies they learned. Since both lacked similar support in their employment schools, 

perhaps they missed the camaraderie of the senior seminar setting.  
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Liam (M), Amanda (M), and Dionne (M) all took the same science methods 

course. Liam (M) and Amanda (M) appreciated how the course was structured and were 

able to take away many strategies to use in their own classrooms. Liam (M) and Amanda 

(M) appreciated how this course provided them with tangible activities they could utilize 

in their own classrooms. Watching the professor implement the strategies gave Liam (M) 

and Amanda (M) confidence in their own ability to execute the activities with middle 

level students. While Liam (M) and Amanda (M) saw value in that course while they 

were enrolled in it, but Dionne (M) took some time to see the value. Dionne (M) believed 

the course to be “a total waste of time” while she was enrolled in it. Only when she was 

able to link the coursework to her practice did she see value in what the course was trying 

to accomplish. Tiffany (S) appears to have had a similar experience to Dionne (M). 

Tiffany (S) talked about how she “revisits” books from education and/or methods courses 

“in conjunction with a lot of professional organizations and subscriptions.” For example, 

she would read an article, or see a video, or topic would be referenced in a professional 

development session at her school and she would have an “ah-ha moment” that caused 

her to go back and “refer to it” in her textbooks (Personal communication, August 20, 

2014). While Tiffany (S) may not have been able to see the value in the coursework 

initially, she found value in the content while she was teaching. The real-world 

experiences in the classroom allowed participants to draw connections to and find value 

in their prior coursework.  

Tiffany (S) and Rich (S) each described a course that involved a lesson plan 

presentation to peers. Rich’s experience is detailed below, but he attributed the 

confidence in his lesson and his style of teaching to the presentation he created for the 
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social studies secondary methods course. For Tiffany (S), it was a course related to 

project-based learning. As she describes it: 

 

…that class was great because we had to research strategies um, that were related 

to project based learning, the theories and everything like that and we actually had 

to act them out in a lesson plan for our members in our class. So that was seeing it 

firsthand and then seeing how other people implement those strategies was really 

helpful. And I would say 85% of the strategies that project based learning that we 

did in that classroom, I used with my students last year. Like, soon as, soon as I 

would learn it, I would try it out within a month. So, just to see if it worked for 

my group of students. (Personal communication, August 20, 2014) 

 

According to the syllabus, Project Based Learning concentrates on “business-

related instruction in the elementary school classroom” (Professor F, 2015). Tiffany’s 

certification is technically K-12, but she stated many of her classes focused on strategies 

for high school level students. It is possible she found this class useful because it 

provided her with elementary and middle level strategies that she could implement 

immediately. Similarly, Tiffany (S) described her course on the foundations of language 

teaching as influential as well for the same reason. Many of her students were English 

language learners and that course helped her “recognize what they deal with culturally” 

and “really helped [her] help them academically” (Personal communication, August 20, 

2014). 

Comments about coursework revealed mostly common and positive experiences. 

However, Dionne (M) and Rich (S) noted that some of the courses seemed repetitious. 

For Dionne (M), it was due to her bachelor’s degree in psychology. “I did have one 

course that was helpful, but it was, like, a lot of repetition from my psychology degree” 

(Dionne, personal communication, September 19, 2014). Rich (S) simply noted that “a lot 

of the methodology becomes very repetitive” (Personal communication, August 13, 
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2014). Neither felt that the information was useless, but the repetition did make some 

courses “very dry and very boring.” (Rich, personal communication, August 13, 2014). 

This information led me to question whether there was communication between the 

professors of different courses with similar content. I also questioned if there could be a 

better flow of coursework to reduce repetition as described by these two participants. 

Other than the repetitive nature of some courses that Dionne and Rich complained 

about, there was only one area where participants felt their coursework was lacking. 

Several participants noted that they did not feel confident in the area of assessment and 

felt as though that area was overlooked. Dionne (M) claimed not to “know anything 

about grading” or “how to test kids or even, like, um, the weighting of, like, grades” She 

revealed she’d never had any “type of assessment class” (Dionne (M), personal 

communication, September 19, 2014). According to Jennifer (E) “didn’t feel strong” in 

“creating [her] own assessments.” She continued:  

 

I just didn’t, I didn’t know how to create a good teacher-made test, um, because I 

feel like a lot of the assessments that we learned about in class were like, um, 

were more like progress monitoring assessments so like DIBELS and the Fountas 

and Pinnell reading test. It, it, it really wasn’t like planning a unit and creating a 

test based on that unit you planned. So, so that was something I really wish I 

would have gotten more of….After college, you really need to plan with the end 

in mind and the assessment is really the end. And I feel like whenever we had to 

create unit plans, I think it would have been important to, for us to also create the 

assessment that matches that unit plan. We never had to create an actual 

assessment for it. Well, we might have had to say like, how we would assess, but 

we never had to create the actual test. (Jennifer, personal communication, 

September 14, 2014) 

 

Isabel (S), too, noted that she lacked confidence about assessment strategies. “I 

remember, um, learning about like different types of assessments and all of that but not 

like concrete examples. So I wasn’t, I don’t think, I wasn’t too sure like what types of 
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assessment (trails off)” (Isabel, personal communication, September 3, 2014). Isabel (S) 

was so unsure of her understanding of assessment strategies that she was unable to 

articulate any further. Dionne (M) felt as though she needed more instruction on 

assessment than her program provided. She lacked confidence in the area of classroom 

assessment. Jennifer (E) felt her assessment courses were “really important…because that 

could be used across all grade levels. So it doesn’t really change too much between first 

and second grade versus fourth grade” (Personal communication, September 14, 2014). 

However, she felt a need for more practice creating assessments. Jennifer (E) had 

experience and confidence in using pre-made progress monitoring assessments, but felt a 

lack of confidence in creating her own classroom assessments. At least one participant 

from each pathway felt as though their coursework in the area of assessment was lacking. 

After analyzing the participants’ comments regarding assessment, I reviewed the 

academic plans for each program. Only one of the classes listed in the academic plan for 

Dionne’s (M) program includes “assessment” in the title. It is a practicum class that 

focuses on special education in early childhood. In the academic plan for Jennifer’s (E) 

program, there are three courses listed. While two of these courses focus on assessment 

of children in the classroom, the last course is an assessment of the preservice teacher. 

Not counting this course, there are only two assessment courses required for the 

elementary certification program. The academic plan for Isabel’s program (secondary 

foreign language) lists only one required course with assessment in the title. It is the same 

course required for Rich’s program (secondary social studies). As with the secondary 

foreign language course, there is only one required course listed for the secondary social 

studies program. Likewise, the master’s program in career and technical education 
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(Tiffany’s program) only requires one course with assessment in the title. The 

undergraduate middle grades program (Amanda’s and Liam’s program) again requires 

two assessment courses, but one is the senior seminar course that is an evaluation of the 

preservice teacher. Therefore, the middle grades program effectively requires just one 

assessment course. Five of the six programs participants graduated from only required 

one assessment course. The elementary certification program was the only program that 

required more, but it only required two courses. About half of the participants lacked 

confidence in the area of classroom assessment. It seems as though more instruction 

around this topic would be beneficial to future graduates from Parliament certification 

programs. 

I examined syllabi for the two assessment courses required by those in the early 

childhood education certification program (excluding the senior seminar course) and the 

one course required for the master’s program in middle level education. I only examined 

these syllabi because they were specifically mentioned by participants during our 

interviews. In none of the three syllabi did I see an assignment where students were 

required to create an assessment or utilize the backward design model. I did not observe 

the courses nor did I talk to the professors, so it is not possible for me to state definitively 

that these topics were neglected. It is also possible that these topics were embedded in 

courses without assessment in the title. I did not examine syllabi for the one course 

required by the undergraduate secondary and middle level programs (bulletins for these 

programs listed the same sole assessment course). While I cannot say with complete 

certainty, it appears that the course syllabi support the participants’ claims of a lack of 

preparation around the area of classroom assessment. 
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While Dionne (M), Jennifer (E), and Isabel (S) felt as though they needed more 

practice around assessment practices, Liam (M) felt quite confident using assessment 

practices. In a journal entry, he discussed allowing students to complete test corrections 

as he learned from one of his mentor teachers during a field placement (Journal entry, 

September 23, 2014). He also noted that his “coursework at Parliament…aided [him] 

with fairly and effectively grading throughout the year.” Liam (M) wrote that he had “felt 

comfortable with grading all assignments” and his “assessment and evaluation course at 

Parliament had the biggest factor in my comfort with this task” (Liam (M), journal entry, 

October 20, 2014). In an interview, Liam (M) also commented that “in my assessment 

and evaluation class at Parliament, [he] learned a lot about like, just using rubrics…. 

Especially for tests and stuff, just have a rubric made out, like this question’s worth this 

many points, etc.” (Liam (M), personal communication, January 19, 2015). Liam (M) felt 

very much at ease with various grading practices. Some of this he learned through 

courses; some he learned in the field. According to the program requirements, graduates 

of Liam’s (M) certification program are only required to take just the one course focusing 

on assessment of students. It is possible that assessment was embedded in courses 

without assessment in the title and the constant exposure across courses assisted in 

building Liam’s confidence. However, it also appears that Liam is implementing 

strategies he learned during his field experience and not just those he learned in the 

required assessment course. Perhaps Dionne (M), Jennifer (E), and Isabel (S) did not 

witness assessment strategies in the field and so felt less confident around the area of 

assessment. 
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The feelings of unpreparedness around assessment were interesting because most 

participants, including Jennifer (E), Dionne (M), and Isabel (S) asserted that Parliament 

had given them a strong background in lesson planning. Prior to the statement about 

needing to practice creating assessments, Jennifer (E) stated that she “felt 

confident…about how to create lesson plans.” In fact, she said it was “the thing that [she] 

felt most prepared about” (Jennifer (E), September 14, 2014). In her view, however, there 

was a strong focus on lesson planning but much less of a focus on creating assessments or 

creating a unit plan around an assessment. Dionne (M), Isabel (S), and Tiffany (S) had a 

love-hate relationship with the Parliament lesson plan format. This is exemplified in their 

quotes below. 

 

I don’t know if you’ve seen the Parliament, like the standard Parliament lesson 

plan, it’s very, very detailed. But um, that definitely helped me like figure things 

out like step by step, like what exactly what I need to do, what I need to say, 

where I need to like go. So, that definitely helped. But now my lesson plans aren’t 

that detailed, but I still kinda have that in the back of my mind. (Isabel, personal 

communication, September 3, 2014) 

 

Also, like, they like, even though the lesson plans are, like, really annoying, the 5 

page lesson plans, especially at the time, I think that having to, like, write those 

out and think about everything that you’re gonna say was helpful and even 

something that I – I don’t do now, like I don’t write 5 page lesson plans but it 

makes me think about okay, what am, you know, what am I gonna say? What are 

the questions that I need to ask? And focus my thinking that way. (Dionne, 

personal communication, September 19, 2014) 

 

Like the 5 E’s, it helps me, that, that in depth. And, um, I mean, my Parliament 

lesson plan can be up to 12 pages, with, like handouts. And the one I give now is 

3….They [school administration] just want a highlight. And I’m like geez. How 

do I really sum this up?... What I learned about planning has been very helpful. I 

think that Parliament did a really good job of teaching lesson planning. Like, what 

goes into a lesson plan, objectives, essential questions… that comes really easy to 

me. (Tiffany, personal communication, January 16, 2015) 
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All three women admitted frustration with the length and detail of the standard 

Parliament lesson plan format, but acknowledged that the detail turned out to be useful to 

them as they transitioned into the classroom. Even though they did not continue to write 

out lengthy, detailed lesson plans, the fact that they had previously utilized the long 

format stuck with them as they wrote more compact daily lessons. The lengthiness of the 

Parliament lesson plan was not practical for everyday lesson planning, but these women 

were able to forgive the time spent on creating such lesson plans because they were able 

to translate the skills they had learned into shorter, more practical lesson plans while 

teaching. Jennifer (E), Dionne (M), and Isabel (S) felt confident in the area of lesson 

planning. As assessment and lesson planning are tightly connected, it would make sense 

that if participants felt confident around lesson planning, than they should have felt the 

same amount of confidence around assessment. However, there is a disparity between 

their confidence in lesson planning and their confidence in assessment. It appears that 

participants had plenty of practice in writing very detailed lesson plan. This likely 

contributed largely to their confidence around lesson plan writing. Participants expressed 

a lack of practice around classroom assessment. This is likely why they did not articulate 

confidence in the area of assessment.  

There seemed to be some disparity among participants about the impact of the 

child and adolescent development classes. However, this disparity did not show patterns 

along the lines of the various certification pathways. For Jennifer (E) and Liam (M), these 

courses were the least influential factor on their thoughts about teaching at the middle 

level. Jennifer (E) explained that she “really only had one class” and “knowing about 

adolescent development…wouldn’t draw me to laughter um, want to teach middle 
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grades” (Personal communication, September 14, 2014). Graduates of Jennifer’s program 

(elementary certification) were required to take a child development course that covered 

only birth to age nine. Age nine would be the lower limit of most students in the middle 

grades. Perhaps if Jennifer had taken another class that more heavily focused on 

adolescents in the middle grades (roughly aged nine through fifteen) she would have 

believed the course to be more influential on her thoughts about teaching at the middle 

level. However, it makes sense that the required course only covered through age nine 

because Jennifer was enrolled in the elementary certification program, which only covers 

certification through grade four. Of the child and adolescent development classes, Liam 

(M) said “not that they weren’t influential, I just think the other factors have a lot more 

weigh” (Personal communication, September 10, 2014). Given the choices, he was forced 

to rank such coursework at the bottom because he believed the other cards to be more 

influential factors. Liam did not explain further why child and adolescent development 

classes were ranked on the bottom. 

Whereas Liam (M) and Jennifer (E) said the adolescent development courses 

were not influential on their thoughts about teaching middle school, Tiffany (S) and 

Amanda (M) felt the opposite. Tiffany (S) and Amanda (M) stated that their adolescent 

development courses helped them better understand middle level students and therefore 

allowed them to work more effectively with them. For Amanda (M) these courses helped 

her understand the students in her class and “why they acted out.” It was just “the way 

their brains work at that age” (Amanda, personal communication, August 20, 2014). 

Tiffany explained:  
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In my adolescent development class, I learned a lot about like brain development 

in kids and Erickson and all that other great stuff. But I found myself leaning on 

that, recognizing that hey, they’re going through this development. So, you know, 

I’m expecting for them to get a handle on some of these things, but they’re still 

trying to figure out who they are. Like, they probably spent 30 minutes figuring 

out what they’re gonna wear …that’s what they’re dealing with right now 

(Tiffany, personal communication, January 16, 2015) 

 

For Tiffany (S) and Amanda (M), knowledge gained from the child and 

adolescent classes fostered confidence in their ability to understand and work with middle 

level students. According to the syllabus for Tiffany’s Child and Adolescent 

Development class, the professor spent at least two weeks on development for students in 

the middle grades. These two weeks obviously had an impact on Tiffany’s understanding 

of students at the middle level. Parliament’s website reveals that the professor who 

instructed Amanda’s (M) class, titled Adolescent Development for Educators, is also the 

coordinator for the Middle Grades Education program within the College of Education. It 

is likely that this professor spent additional time focusing on development for students at 

the middle level.  

The fact that there does not appear to be any correlation between certification 

pathway and the influence of child and adolescent development courses is surprising 

because four participants took the same adolescent development course. At the 

undergraduate level, the middle level specific and secondary certification programs 

require the same adolescent development course. Therefore, Liam (M) and Amanda (M) 

had taken the same course as Isabel (S) and Rich (S). Since more than half of the 

participants took the same adolescent development course, one might expect there to be 

more correlation between certification pathway and influence of this course. However, 

that was not found here. 
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There was one key difference in how coursework influenced participants’ ideas 

about teaching at the middle level. Participants in the elementary and secondary pathways 

did not believe their respective pathways gave enough focus to the middle level. 

Although Jennifer (E) found her education and methods courses influential, she noted 

that it was “really hard to say” how coursework influenced her teaching at the middle 

level because “a lot of [her] courses were focused on younger than fourth grade” 

(Personal communication, September 14, 2014). Overlooking the middle level was not a 

problem unique to the elementary certification program. Isabel (S) and Tiffany (S) – 

participants certified to teach all grades from kindergarten through twelfth – each thought 

many of the courses were focused on the high school level. Rich’s (S) certification covers 

grades seven through twelve and he also believed that the coursework was much more 

heavily focused on strategies for ninth through twelfth grades. Programs (other than the 

middle level specific programs) focused on one end of the K-12 spectrum, either younger 

elementary students or high school students. The focus on either lower elementary or 

high school is an example of how the middle level is viewed as a default grade band. 

Although all participants were in programs that certified them to teach at the middle 

level, the elementary and secondary programs tended to disregard teaching strategies 

specifically for the middle level. Only the three participants who graduated from the 

middle level specific programs believed coursework influenced their teaching at the 

middle level. 

Overall, participants from all three pathways spoke positively about their 

coursework at Parliament. Participants from the secondary and elementary pathways 

disclosed that their coursework did not focus on the middle level. Participants from the 
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middle grades specific pathways spoke most positively about the impact of their 

coursework on their ideas about teaching at the middle level. From past literature (e. g. 

Conklin), this is to be expected. Secondary programs often focus on strategies/content at 

the high school level. Similarly, elementary programs usually focus on strategies and 

content in the lower grades. The middle grades are typically neglected or superficially 

lumped in. Parliament’s programs are representative of past research. Participants were 

particularly confident when it came to creating lesson plans. Few recounted negative 

experiences, but student assessment seemed to be an area multiple participants felt was 

lacking. 

Professors were not listed on any of the cards in the sorting activity, but were 

nonetheless a component of the program that was mentioned multiple times. Amanda 

(M), Liam (M), and Rich (S) described former professors as mentors who continued to 

assist them after graduation. Amanda (M) recounted emailing her seminar professor to 

ask for advice during the interview process with her current school. Liam (M) shared that 

he planned to meet with his former science methods professor the day following our 

interview. He stated that he “stole a lot of stuff…a lot of ideas” from the professor, in 

reference to materials and activities for his middle level classroom. Liam (M) was not 

specific about what “stuff” or ideas from this professor that he had utilized. Rich (S) said 

a former professor was a “huge mentor” to him and that they “stay in touch constantly” 

(Personal communication, August 13, 2014). It seems as though participants leaned on 

their former professors when a reliable mentor was not available at their school site. 
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Rich (S) described in some detail how a professor affected his middle level 

teaching. Rich (S) mentioned how a professor encouraged the nonconventional lesson 

plan he developed as an assignment.  

 

It built my self-esteem quite a bit. And I just, I remember how important it was 

that she had endorsed what I was doing, which calmed me quite a bit and then the 

reaction from the students [the peers in his class] really drove home ‘Hey, I can 

do this in front of some kids that aren’t my age.’ (Rich, Personal communication, 

August 13, 2014) 

 

He went on to discuss how this lesson he planned for the class has transformed into an 

entire unit on the Holocaust in his seventh grade classroom. The hands-on unit culminates 

with a trip to the Holocaust museum in Washington, D.C. For Rich (S) and his students, it 

is a meaningful experience: “I teach a lot of (pause) sometimes stressful inner city kids 

who don’t connect with material very often and it’s always rewarding for me” (Personal 

communication, August 13, 2014). The encouragement from this professor changed the 

way Rich (S) approached teaching. Instead of following a traditional technique, Rich (S) 

had the confidence to think out the box and create an interactive, hands-on lesson 

applicable to real life. According to AMLE, middle level teacher candidates should 

“understand and apply developmentally responsive curriculum that is challenging, 

exploratory, integrative, [and] relevant” (AMLE, 2012, p. 5). Rich’s lesson met all the 

AMLE criteria. Although Rich (S) was not enrolled in a middle level certification 

program, this professor provided him with skills that extended to the lower limits of his 

state certification (grades 7 and 8). Because Rich (S) wound up teaching in a middle 

school, this professor and her encouragement has had a positive effect on Rich’s 

preparation for teaching at the middle level. 
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Most participants spoke positively about professors at Parliament. Dionne (M) 

was the only participant who spoke negatively about professors at the university, but 

some of the professors she mentioned were outside the College of Education. To quote 

her: “I have had some professors that, like, should not be teaching” (Personal 

communication, September 19, 2014). For all participants across the three pathways, 

professors in the College of Education had a positive impact on their teaching, even if 

they did not specifically reference how professors influenced their ideas about the middle 

level. If the professors had a positive influence on the participants, the professors 

influenced the participants’ ideas about the middle level by extension because all 

participants were teaching in the middle grades. 

Field experiences, education and/or methods classes, and professors were named 

by participants as the most influential factors in their thinking about middle level 

teaching. While field experiences were almost universally listed as a positive influence 

on ideas about teaching middle school regardless of certification pathway, there was not a 

similar pattern for the least influential factor. There appears to be no correlation between 

the least influential factor and certification pathway.  

Summary 

To summarize, there was little, if any, difference across pathways with regards to 

various program components. For nearly all participants, regardless of preparation 

pathway, field experiences were the most influential factor in participants’ thinking about 

teaching middle school. This is likely due to the confidence instilled in participants by the 

field experiences. Several participants agreed that the field experiences should be 

reworked in order to provide more realistic practice teaching a classroom of students. 
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Participants expressed a desire for longer field placements in schools more similar to the 

schools where they were employed. There was no difference between the three pathways 

in this regard. One reason that participants felt a need for more field experiences is likely 

due to the incongruity between field placement schools and employment schools. Field 

placement schools differed significantly from employment schools in three key areas. 

Employment schools featured fewer veteran teachers to act as mentors to the participants 

as novice teachers. Students at employment schools also struggled with achievement 

standardized tests, leading to more difficult teaching situations for participants. This 

impacted the feelings of preparedness among participants. Other program components 

did not show a discernable pattern among the three certification pathways. Overall, there 

was no notable difference between the three certification pathways with regards to 

program components. Participants generally describe their respective programs positively 

and agreed on which component (field experiences) best prepared them for teaching at 

the middle level. 

 

Needs of Middle Level Students 

The second research sub-question focused on how novice middle level teachers 

from differing pathways perceived their understanding of the developmental and 

intellectual needs of middle level students and the instructional techniques considered 

best practices for middle level students. Three major findings emerged from this question. 

Each finding will be highlighted in bold and discussed in detail below. 
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Finding 1: Middle Level as Default 

None of the participants expressed a desire to teach at the middle level, even 

those participants with a middle level specific certification. There was no difference 

between each of the three certification pathways. I expected to find that those participants 

with an elementary or secondary certification desired to work with elementary level or 

high school level students respectively. However, the finding that no participants 

specifically desired to teach at the middle level came as a surprise to me because I 

assumed that those participants with middle level specific certification would have 

wanted to work with middle level adolescents in particular. 

As expected, the elementary certified participant wanted to teach students at the 

lower elementary level. Jennifer (E) said she “always wanted to teach young children” 

and “was never really interested in anything else” (Personal communication, September 

14, 2014). Jennifer (E) wasn’t even interested in teaching at the middle level, but her 

experience working with fourth grade students changed her mind and now fourth grade is 

her preferred grade level. Jennifer would not have chosen a middle level specific 

certification program, but realized she enjoyed the lower limits of middle school as she 

began her career. This is in line with findings from previous research (Conklin, 2008).  

Likewise, those participants with a secondary certification chose their program 

because they wanted to teach high school students. All three secondary certified 

participants wound up teaching middle school because they were unable to find jobs at 

the high school level. Although their certifications cover grades in the middle level, a 

teaching assignment at the middle level was a default decision when no better options 

existed. 
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Rich (S) and Isabel (S) noted that they ideally wanted to teach at the high school 

level. Tiffany (S), too, expressed a desire to teach high school, albeit indirectly. She said 

this: “And my dream grade area is like, eighth to twelfth. I really like nine to twelve, but 

if I had to like, reach back and grab little kids, eighth is about where I have the patience.” 

(Personal communication, August 20, 2014). She was most drawn to ninth through 

twelfth grade (high school), but could handle the upper limits of middle school. 

Currently, Tiffany (S) teaches all grades kindergarten through eighth, so she is not 

teaching her preferred grade level.  

Rich (S) was drawn to high school because he “figured [he] could hold the kids 

more accountable and give some higher level thinking things” (Personal communication, 

August 13, 2014). Rich (S) and Isabel (S) described themselves as “apprehensive” and 

“hesitant” (respectively) about taking jobs in a middle school. Rich (S) stated, 

“Fortunately or unfortunately, all that was open was middle school” (Personal 

communication, August 13, 2014). Isabel (S) “got an offer for middle school and 

although [she] was, like, hesitant, it was something definite instead of subbing 

somewhere else” (Personal communication, September 3, 2014). Neither wanted to take a 

job at the middle level, but circumstances forced them into taking such a teaching 

placement. However, both admitted that they really enjoyed teaching the middle grades 

and would probably continue to do so in the foreseeable future. Isabel (S) said she 

“actually enjoy[ed] middle school more than high school. [She] really like[d] working 

with fifth through eighth” (Personal communication, September 3, 2014). In Rich’s (S) 

words:  
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And now I don’t know if I would leave it. So it’s very strange how that works but, 

um, if you asked me right now, I probably would stay in middle school. I think 

those kids they’re still young enough that school can still be exciting but they’re 

old enough that you can give them a little more challenging material. (Rich, 

personal communication, August 13, 2014) 

 

Five years, if it was five years ago, I was dying to get to high school. Now? 

There’s a unique element of the middle years student where they make this 

critical change from being a child to a young adult. I have an extraordinarily 

strong bond with my kids….From a teaching standpoint, teaching would be easier 

in high school. And so from a teaching standpoint, yeah, I’d love to teach high 

school more. But my life goals have changed a bit since becoming a teacher….I 

care more about making an impact and I think I do that better in middle school. 

(Rich, personal communication, January 4, 2015) 

 

The fact that preservice teachers with a secondary certification prefer to teach 

high school and took jobs at a middle school as a default is aligned to Conklin’s 2008 

study. This study found that while few preservice teachers would choose a middle level 

specific training program, some realized later that they enjoyed teaching middle school 

aged adolescents. 

Surprisingly, the three participants with specific middle grades certification also 

expressed a desire to teach at the high school level. They were among the few that had 

chosen a middle level specific certification program, but had done so as a default option 

and not because it was a grade level for which they had a particular passion to teach. 

Amanda (M) started out as a secondary education major in mathematics, but “moved 

down to middle” (Personal communication, August 20, 2014) because she found herself 

struggling with the higher level physics courses that accompanied the secondary math 

degree. Dionne (M) described a similar experience when asked why she chose the middle 

level master’s program. She explained that if she had chosen the secondary math 

certification, she would have had to “take all of those math classes and prerequisites” and 
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she “didn’t really want do that” (Dionne, personal communication, September 19, 2014). 

The middle level math and science certification only required her to take a few additional 

courses and so she decided to pursue that certification instead. Both Amanda and Dionne 

defaulted to the middle grades certification program to avoid higher level mathematics 

and/or science classes. 

The decision to pursue a middle grades specific certificate was a default or 

fallback option for Liam as well. He wanted to be a high school teacher, but couldn’t 

decide between a mathematics or science concentration. The middle level program 

allowed him to do both. Liam (M) did not mention wanting to avoid higher level content 

courses, but in his second interview, he did insinuate that higher level mathematics 

courses were unnecessary for those being certified at the middle level. The participants’ 

avoidance of higher level content courses begs the question of their confidence in their 

content preparation. When compared to the secondary certified participants, the 

participants at the middle level seemed less confident in their content preparation. When 

compared to the elementary certified participant, the participants at the middle level 

seemed more confident in their content preparation. This is discussed further in the 

section titled Content Preparation below. 

Defaulting into teaching at the middle level was a common experience from all 

participants. However, there was a distinction between the middle level certified 

participants and other participants. The elementary and secondary certified participants 

defaulted into the middle level after graduating from their programs. Having completed 

the elementary or secondary certification program, they found job placements in the 

middle level and accepted those jobs when more aspirational placements were not 
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available. On the other hand, the middle level certified participants defaulted into the 

middle level prior to employment. All the middle level participants defaulted to that 

certification after being enrolled in a secondary program or prior to enrolling in any 

program at all. The default to the middle level began years before certification took place. 

Participants could have chosen other majors or programs, but aspired to be teachers and 

the middle level certification program seemed to be their only option. 

Like participants in the elementary and secondary programs, most of the 

participants in the middle level program found that they enjoyed working with middle 

level adolescents after some exposure to them. Both Liam (M) and Amanda (M) made 

reference to the fact that they enjoyed working with middle grades students “now” 

(Personal communications, August 20, 2014 and September 10, 2014). This was 

interesting for two reasons. First, Liam’s and Amanda’s experience with middle grades 

students had been fairly limited. Liam (M) had worked at a camp and completed field 

experiences at Parliament. Amanda (M) had substituted and tutored middle level students 

in addition to her field experiences. Even limited exposure to students at the middle level 

seemed to change Liam (M)’s and Amanda (M)’s perceptions in a positive way. The 

second reason I found “now” interesting was that it meant Liam (M) and Amanda (M) 

had enrolled in a middle level specific program without knowing if they enjoyed working 

with middle level adolescents. They both aspired to teach at the high school level and 

when a secondary certification program posed issues, they stepped into the middle level 

program as a default pathway into the teaching profession. 

The theme of aspiration versus default was nearly ubiquitous as participants spoke 

about their entry into middle level teaching. Although most participants admitted that 
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they enjoyed teaching middle level adolescents, many were still considering leaving 

teaching or looking for what they believed to be more desirable placements. Many sought 

to return to their aspirational careers in high school or suburban settings. Rich (S) 

disclosed that he and some peers from his program were “always looking for something 

else. Just in case” (Personal communication, August 13, 2014). The other secondary 

participants did not discuss this, although Tiffany maintained that her preferred grade 

band was eighth and above. Graduates from the middle level program were again the 

most vocal about the possibility of leaving teaching altogether or looking for more 

aspirational placements.  

Regardless of certification pathway, the fact that teachers are looking for new 

places of employment every year is another example of the turbulence experienced by 

teachers at the middle level. Recruitment of preservice teachers who truly enjoy working 

with middle level adolescents is likely something proponents of specific certification 

would advocate to reduce turnover at the middle level. Furthermore, teacher turnover is 

another problem that often plagues urban districts. All participants in this study spoke 

about instances where they could have contributed to the turbulence that surrounds 

teacher turnover (e. g. looking for jobs outside the district, leaving the profession 

altogether, changing schools within the district). Most participants stated that they 

enjoyed teaching middle level adolescents, but this enjoyment did not seem to be enough 

for them remain to remain as a middle level teachers since many spoke about seeking 

more desirable placements. This is likely linked to the fact that employment at the middle 

level was a default option for all participants. 



138 

 

Although Amanda (M) expressed a desire to remain teaching at the middle level 

(in an aspirational suburban setting), Dionne (M) expressed a desire to teach at the high 

school level in the future. When asked about her ideal grade level and content area she 

replied “I feel like once I’m in the game for a while, if I am, um, older kids, to like 10th or 

12th grade, math.” When probed why she would do high school after teaching for a while, 

she replied “because I feel like I don’t know if I can be around middle schoolers the rest 

of my life” (Dionne, personal communication, September 19, 2014). To her, teaching at 

the middle level seemed like more of a stepping stone into her aspiration of teaching high 

school. A middle grades specific certification was only a default and almost acted as a 

placeholder. Dionne (M) wasn’t even sure that she wanted to remain in the profession 

and she had only been teaching for one month when we spoke. The fact that she is 

questioning her career choice a mere four weeks into it does not bode well for a long-

term commitment to the teaching profession.  

Toward the end of our second interview, Liam (M) revealed that he would not 

continue teaching after his first year was completed.  “I don’t like it that much to be 

honest” (Liam, personal communication, January 19, 2015). When asked what he might 

consider doing instead, he replied:  

 

Pursue another career. I don’t think I want to be a teacher anymore, honestly. So. 

Uh, going into I was all for it, but I think once I see what the day to day job is, I 

just, I don’t like that. Not that I dislike anything about like working with the kids, 

but I don’t see myself doing this for long. But I kinda had that going in. Once I 

graduated I knew I wanted to do administration or something and now I’m 

realizing that you have to have a lot of teaching experience in order to be good at 

that job. So, I think that I’m just gonna scrap it. (Personal communication, 

January 19, 2015) 
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Before beginning his teaching career, Liam (M) had thought he would become a 

school administrator in the future. Once again, he chose a middle grades certification 

program as a default. It was supposed to act as a stepping stone to his aspirational career 

in school administration. Liam’s (M) short-lived experience as a middle level teacher 

made him realize that he would need to be a teacher for a significant amount of time in 

order to be an effective administrator. After only four months in the classroom, Liam (M) 

decided that a long-term career in education was not something he wanted to pursue. As 

discussed above, Liam (M) entered the middle level specific certification program 

without knowing that he enjoyed working with students at the middle level. While he did 

not fault the children for his decision to leave, the “day to day” of the job that he claimed 

not to like is dealing with adolescents. On some level, working with middle level 

adolescents was part of the reason Liam (M) decided to quit teaching.  

Finding 2: Difficult to Teach 

All participants, regardless of pathway, believed that middle school was a 

difficult grade to teach, mainly because of classroom management issues linked to 

the developmental needs of middle level students. The participants from the 

undergraduate middle level certification program provided management strategies 

that others did not. 

Participants from the secondary and elementary pathways, as well as the 

participant from the master’s level middle level pathway contended that middle school 

was difficult because of the fact that adolescents were going through puberty. Isabel (S) 

thought seventh and eighth grade were the most difficult to teach because in those grades, 

“the students are figuring out, like, who they are and going through all kinds of changes” 
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(Personal communication, September 3, 2014). According to Tiffany (S), middle school 

adolescents were “like little adults trapped in, like, little people bodies” and described 

them as an “interesting adolescent melting pot.” She felt that some students in middle 

school were “grown beyond their years in some aspects” and explained that while 

“developmentally, like, like on a cognitive level and stuff like that they might be four to 

eight [grade level]” but “socially and stuff like that they’re more advanced” (Tiffany (S), 

personal communication, August 20, 2014). Rich (S) stated that kids were “going through 

so much” and “starting to deal with their own emerging emotions” (Personal 

communication, August 13, 2014). He continued:  

 

People always say every kid is different and unique. I think that is never more true 

than in middle school cause those kids are so vastly different from each other. 

And you know, it presents its own unique challenges in the classroom. It really 

does. (Rich, personal communication, August 13, 2014)   

 

Jennifer (E) attested that the middle level was “a very difficult age to teach” 

because of “what kids are going through, and, and, their attitudes.” She felt that it was 

“harder to engage students” in middle school because “sometimes in middle school, kids 

just get so caught up in what’s going on around them and what’s like going on in, in, 

inside of them, they kind of can lose sight of, like, loving to learn” (Jennifer (E), personal 

communication, September 14, 2014). For Dionne, middle school was “really difficult to 

teach” because the students were “so full of energy…and always need[ed] to be 

entertained or else they’re just not there with you.” She admitted that “one of [her] 

biggest struggles working with middle school students [was] just having that energy to be 

there to match their energy” (Dionne, personal communication, September 19, 2014). 
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Although none of them said it explicitly, five participants thought that teaching at 

the middle level was difficult because the students were going through puberty. Rich (S) 

and Isabel (S) described puberty as “changes” without getting into further detail about 

what that meant. Tiffany (S), Jennifer (E), and Dionne (M) described characteristics 

related to puberty, like attitude differences, immense levels of energy, and a mismatch 

between developmental and cognitive growth. While each of these five participants 

described characteristics of puberty that explained why teaching at the middle level could 

be difficult, none of them were able to provide specific strategies to overcome these 

difficulties. This is likely due to the fact that the elementary and secondary programs 

focused on either lower elementary school or high school. Therefore, it would not be 

surprising that these participants had difficulties adjusting their teaching to match the 

needs of middle level students.  

According to the secondary participants, their programs focused heavily on 

students in high school (grades 9 through 12). Therefore, it is likely that coursework 

covered very little about dealing with issues surrounding puberty since most high school 

students have already completed (or are on the tail end) of puberty. Jennifer (E) stated 

that her program focused more heavily on students in the lower elementary grades. Most 

courses in her program focused on the primary grades. Fourth grade is the upper limit of 

her certification program and the lower limit of the middle level according to the state of 

Pennsylvania. It makes sense that Jennifer (E) found it difficult to engage students in the 

middle grades because it is likely she had little training on this area. However, Dionne’s 

difficulty with teaching at the middle level is harder to explain. 
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Dionne had completed a bachelor’s degree in psychology and was in the process 

of earning a middle level specific certification, but seemed unable to adjust her teaching. 

In her certification program, most of the courses focused on methods for teaching 

students in the middle grades. Dionne’s program outline listed a course titled Child and 

Adolescent Development course. This was the same course taken by Tiffany (S) in her 

graduate certification program. As discussed earlier, the syllabus lists two weeks on 

development for students in the middle grades. Perhaps this limited exposure to student 

development in the middle grades specifically is why Dionne (M) found it difficult to 

engage her middle grades students. 

Liam (M) and Amanda (M) thought teaching at the middle level was difficult for 

similar reasons to the other participants, but in contrast to the other five participants, 

Liam and Amanda provided techniques for how to combat the difficulties encountered at 

the middle level. As would be expected of a middle level specific program, they had 

learned specific strategies for overcoming the difficulties that sometimes come with 

teaching students in the throes of adolescence. Of middle level students, Amanda (M) 

said, “I think they’re difficult, but you just, have to just, be consistent with your rules, 

expectations, consequences….Once you get your classroom just running the right way 

and you get to know your students, it’ll work itself out” (Personal communication, 

August 20, 2014). When asked if middle level students were difficult to teach, Liam (M) 

agreed with Amanda (M) that “you just have to be more patient. And if you don’t have 

the patience, I could see why they say that. Um, you have to know what you’re getting 

into I think” (Personal communication, September 10, 2014). Amanda (M) and Liam (M) 

were able to provide concrete teaching strategies for handling the difficulties that often 
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accompany teaching students at the middle level. These strategies came as a result of 

courses taken at Parliament. It appears as though the middle level specific certification 

program at the undergraduate level at Parliament met AMLE’s standard to teach 

preservice teacher candidates about the unique developmental needs of adolescents and 

provided resources that candidates could use in the classroom. Other programs whose 

certification covers the middle grades were not as successful in meeting this standard. 

Nearly all participants mentioned a struggle with classroom management on some 

level. There was not a noticeable difference between the three certification pathways. As 

discussed earlier, difficulties with classroom management could have been a result of the 

participants’ employment in urban schools. Data from this study cannot directly attribute 

difficulties in classroom management to a lack of instruction in this area from Parliament. 

However, participants did indicate that although classroom management strategies were 

taught, there were not sufficient opportunities to practice these strategies in a classroom.  

Although Tiffany (S), Amanda (M), and Dionne (M) remember discussing 

classroom management techniques in their respective preparation programs at Parliament, 

they still did not feel adequately prepared for the more extreme situations they were 

encountering. As Dionne (M) said “a lot of things are talked about, which is great to 

inform us, but…we don’t ever practice….And so we don’t know if it’s gonna work 

before we get to the classroom by ourselves” (Dionne, personal communication, 

September 19, 2014). In a journal entry, Tiffany (S) described a difficult situation she had 

encountered in the classroom and wrote that her “prep program did not address classroom 

management in depth enough to help with disrespectful kids like that.” She continued that 

she did not “remember creating a class management plan in any of [her] courses.” 
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Tiffany concluded by saying “I wish had more of resource kit for that because strong 

classroom management really affects the instructional time too” (Tiffany, journal entry, 

September 22, 2014). Amanda (M) expressed a similar sentiment in one of her journal 

entries: 

 

Out of my four seventh grade sections, one of them is extremely difficult to 

manage. They completely ignore the school norms and my classroom norms for 

how to act properly in the classroom. They do not respond to any type of 

redirection because it is not just a few students. It is more than half the class. My 

program prepared me for situations like this, but I feel like everything that I 

learned such as nonverbal cues, pulling them aside, detentions, and parent phones 

do not work. Some of the students have behavior charts and they usually do not 

bring them. My program taught me that I have to just keep trying things and not 

give up, but I feel like this class is just suffering so much and that nothing could 

possibly tame this class. I feel horrible for the students who want to learn because 

the rest of the class is robbing them of an education. (Amanda, journal entry, 

September 20, 2014) 

 

While they seemed to think classroom management was discussed often, all 

believed that it was not sufficient enough to provide them with strategies for difficult 

situations. This is an example of the theme disparity. For these participants, there was a 

disparity between how often coursework at Parliament discussed classroom management 

strategies and how often those strategies were actually helpful with regards to situations 

they encountered in the classroom. The lack of practice relates to the discussion above 

about more realistic field experiences. 

As Dionne (M) mentioned, their feelings of unpreparedness could have been due 

to a lack of opportunity to practice. A second reason could have been due to the fact that 

these participants were teaching in urban schools, which notoriously experience higher 

levels of classroom misbehavior. Thirdly, as Tiffany (S) noted, there are unique 

“different classroom management strategies that you need for the middle grades that are 
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different from working with older students” (Personal communication, August 20, 2014). 

Their difficulties could have occurred because Parliament equipped them with strategies 

for elementary or secondary students and did not equip them with enough strategies to 

manage the unique needs at the middle level. Since the middle level seems to be a default 

for the secondary program, it could be that Tiffany (S) did not receive enough instruction 

regarding middle grades specific classroom management techniques. 

The theme of disparity also arises between participants with regards to the reasons 

for difficulties with classroom management. Female participants tended to attribute their 

difficulties with classroom management to a lack of preparation from their certification 

program at Parliament or personal characteristics. Alternatively, the male participants 

attributed their difficulties with classroom management to their school setting and not to 

a lack of preparation at Parliament. Liam (M) stated that “it seems that discipline actions 

taken in the school heavily rely on the principle’s (sic) beliefs and the school 

environment.” He continued that he “did not necessarily feel prepared on what further 

actions to take in my classroom when behavior is off task” but credited a “lack of training 

at [his] school, rather than Parliament because disciplinary actions differ so much from 

school to school” (Liam, journal entry, October 9, 2014). Rich (S) agreed, stating that 

“Parliament teaches a lot about classroom management but does not address how to 

handle administrative breakdowns or how to handle the volatility found in the school” 

(Rich, journal entry, December 6, 2014). Rich (S) and Liam (M) believed that their 

respective preparation programs at Parliament equipped them with viable classroom 

management techniques. However, these techniques were rendered ineffective because 

the administration at their schools were unsupportive. As stated above, their difficulties 
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could have been a result of the fact that both Liam (M) and Rich (S) were teaching in 

urban schools, which experience higher levels of classroom misbehavior than suburban 

schools for reasons discussed above. Another reason for their management struggles 

could have been related to the mobility of their administrators. As Rich (S) noted in his 

first interview, school administrators in urban districts are very mobile. “I have had a 

different administrator every single year in Franklinton.…it’s a shame….the kids are the 

ones who lose out.…they get put into a program of behavior and patterns and movement 

and then the very next year it changes…” (Personal communication, August 13, 2014). 

Such movement among the administrators causes instability in the schools and could lead 

to higher levels of misbehavior.  

The disparity between male and female participants has been found in previous 

studies. Demetriou, Wilson, and Winterbottom (2009) found that male and female 

teachers use different strategies to connect and engage with students. They also found 

that males had more negative perceptions of teaching and felt more frustrated than their 

female counterparts when dealing with difficult situations (e. g. unruly classrooms). 

Furthermore, males in their study were found to be less patient and to have worse coping 

strategies when dealing with difficult students. Finally, men in the study “seemed to 

experience more difficulty in asking for help from their colleagues” (Demetriou et al., 

2009, p. 461). These reasons could have also contributed to the difficulties in classroom 

management experienced by both Liam (M) and Rich (S). 

The classroom management issues encountered by all participants could have 

been a result of their school settings. All seven participants were employed in urban 

schools, either public or charter. As has been well documented, urban teaching comes 
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with its own unique set of challenges. The differences between the field placement 

schools and the employment schools of the participants are described above in the section 

titled Field Placement Schools versus Employment Schools. Unfortunately, I was unable 

to interview PU graduates teaching in suburban districts as a point of comparison. The 

collected data show that graduates from the middle level specific and secondary 

certification programs did not feel prepared for the challenges that often come with urban 

teaching. The elementary certified participant did not mention classroom management in 

her interview. As many of Parliament’s graduates find employment in the local urban 

school district and participants in this study felt unprepared for the difficulties related to 

teaching in urban schools, Parliament should consider increasing instruction and/or 

coursework related to urban teaching. This will be discussed at length in Chapter 5. 

Finding 3: Unique Needs 

All participants, regardless of pathway, believed that middle level students 

have unique developmental and intellectual needs and realized a need for 

specialized teaching strategies and/or instructional techniques while teaching 

students in the middle grades. The middle level certified participants and the 

elementary participant tended to frame developmental needs more positively when 

compared to secondary certified participants. All participants provided examples of 

specialized teaching strategies and instructional techniques for the middle level.  

Those participants with a middle level certification generally spoke in more 

positive terms about the unique developmental and intellectual needs of middle level 

students. Liam (M) described middle level students as “kind of overdramatic” but noted 

that “[e]very student’s different. Some are more mature than others, so it kinda comes 
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with the territory…” (Liam, personal communication, September 10, 2014). He accepted 

the potential difficulties that could come with teaching at the middle level as part of his 

job. Amanda (M) and Dionne (M) also framed the developmental difficulties that could 

come with students at the middle level in a more positive light. Amanda (M) stated that 

middle school students were “mature enough where they don’t need to be babied, but 

they’re also not really stubborn like some high schoolers” and as she continued, described 

them as “fun” and “spontaneous” (Amanda, personal communication, August 20, 2014). 

Amanda (M) used the word spontaneous, which has a positive connotation, instead of the 

word impulsive, which has a negative connotation. During the interview, she shrugged 

this off as though it was something interesting about middle school students and not a 

burden. Dionne (M) mentioned that middle school students “have a lot of energy” and are 

“very into what’s going on socially” (Dionne, personal communication, September 19, 

2014). When discussing the difficulties of teaching at the middle level, Dionne (M) spoke 

about the students’ energy and having to keep up as part of her duties. Had she framed 

this negatively, she could have talked about how the students never sit still or are 

hyperactive. Instead, having to “match their energy” was something that “[came] with the 

territory” (to use Liam’s words) of being a middle level teacher. All participants with a 

middle grades specific certification understood the unique developmental needs of 

adolescents. It seems as though their programs at Parliament helped them to meet 

Standard 1 of AMLE’s Middle Level Teacher Preparation Standards: Young Adolescent 

Development (AMLE, 2012). 

Amanda (M) described the intellectual needs of middle level students in a positive 

way. Although she initially struggled to name capabilities that middle school students 
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have, she eventually was able to provide several examples, like “creating their own 

experiments in science,” “do[ing] higher order thinking,” and “[coming] to their own 

conclusions from evidence they collect from their own experiments” (Amanda, personal 

communication, August 20, 2014). During the second interview, Amanda (M) still 

struggled to describe the capabilities of middle level students. After some directed 

questioning, Amanda (M) shared that middle level students were “really good with 

bringing their own experiences into it…to understand what I’m teaching better. They like 

to bring in what they already experienced that kinda ties into what I’m teaching” 

(Personal communication, December 30, 2014). Parliament may have helped Amanda 

(M) understand the unique needs of middle level adolescents, but naming said needs was 

not a task that came easily to her. Although Amanda (M) strained to answer the question 

during both interviews, when pressed she was able to supply a sizeable list of intellectual 

capabilities held by middle level students. As she struggled to answer the question, she 

initially listed deficits of middle level students. However as she continued, Amanda (M) 

became increasingly more positive about the abilities of students at the middle level. The 

fact that she initially named deficits of middle level students made me question if 

Amanda (M) felt positively about teaching middle grades students. If she truly felt 

positively, she would have initially named competencies first and not deficits. AMLE 

asserts that middle level teacher candidates should feel positively about teaching middle 

grades students. Their preparation programs are supposed to help them develop this trait. 

Did Parliament adequately ensure Amanda (M) felt positively about teaching at the 

middle level? 
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Like those with a middle level specific certification, Jennifer (E) also framed the 

needs of middle level students in a positive light. Jennifer (E) talked about how students 

were “developing into more of a consistent person and personality” (Personal 

communication, September 14, 2014) and testing the waters of their personality. She 

talked about it as a positive thing, as though it was just a natural part of the 

developmental process. Unlike the participants with a middle level certification, she did 

not completely accept dealing with the inherent difficulties of budding personalities as 

part of her duty as a teacher. If her certification program focused more on lower 

elementary grades, it would be expected that Jennifer (E) did not accept dealing with 

puberty as part of her responsibilities as a middle level teacher. There was a discrepancy 

in how Jennifer (E) described the intellectual needs of middle level students. She actually 

contradicted herself. Initially, she described how students weren’t able to “think beyond 

the given question,” but then she noted that fourth grade students have “really gotten a lot 

of their basics down” and are “using those basics to…go further than they ever…thought 

they could.” Jennifer (E) continued that most fourth grade students “can grasp things very 

quickly [and] because they’re easily able to grasp concepts they can do more with it” and 

“apply it to different content areas” (Jennifer, personal communication, September 14, 

2014). It seems as though Jennifer (E) was still trying to figure out the intellectual needs 

of middle level students as she progressed through her teaching career. Again, if her 

program was more focused on lower elementary grades, then it makes sense that Jennifer 

(E) would be unsure about the intellectual needs of middle level students. 

In contrast to those participants with a middle level or elementary certification, 

the participants with a secondary certification tended to describe middle level students in 
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more negative terms. Overall there was a more negative framing of the developmental 

and intellectual needs of middle level students. This makes sense because none of the 

participants with a secondary certification were required to take a course dedicated to the 

needs of middle level students. Based on titles alone, two courses claimed to focus on 

grades 4 through 12 and one course stated it focused on grades 7 through 12. If the 

secondary certified participants are not getting enough instruction on the needs of middle 

level students, then it follows that they will hold on to negative stereotypes about middle 

level students and describe middle level students in more negative terms. 

The lack of exposure to middle grades specific coursework at Parliament explains 

why secondary certified participants thought negatively about the developmental and 

intellectual needs of middle level students. Rich’s (S) comments about developmental 

and intellectual needs were fairly limited. He noted that middle level students have “no 

[emphasis in original] idea what they’re doing when it comes to transitioning class to 

class” and “they don’t know what it’s like to handle homework” (Personal 

communication, August 13, 2014). However, he did admit that middle level students 

were “still young enough that school can still be exciting but they’re old enough that you 

can give them a little more challenging material” (Rich, personal communication, August 

13, 2014). Tiffany (S) and Isabel (S) gave more detail as they discussed the 

developmental and intellectual needs of middle level students. Tiffany (S) felt like middle 

level students were “behind the ball” and weren’t “necessarily exposed to the level of 

information to help them develop like they should be cognitively and intellectually.” She 

continued to say that middle level students have “certain gaps of knowledge” and 

“haven’t been fully developed to ready to handle things that older kids have.” Tiffany (S) 
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concluded by stating that “the middle grades still are missing something” (Personal 

communication, August 20, 2014). Isabel (S) began by admitting that many of her 

students were behind grade level, but stated that even those students performing on grade 

level needed more “analytical type thinking” and “academic language” (Personal 

communication, September 3, 2014). Like Rich (S), both women believed that middle 

level students could do challenging work, but they thought that middle level students 

needed more help to develop critical thinking skills. 

While Isabel (S) did not offer an explanation for why middle grades students may 

lack critical thinking skills, Tiffany (S) rationalized “I just think that they’re not being 

exposed. They’re not being exposed, they’re not being challenged. The resources are not 

there. And the quality, um, is not out there whether it’s practitioners or whether 

it’s…necessary home life” (Personal communication, August 20, 2014). Tiffany (S) 

attributed the lack of critical thinking skills not to the students, but to their teachers 

and/or parents. The secondary certified participants’ beliefs that middle grades students 

lacked critical thinking skills could be a matter of scaffolding. Students at the middle 

level are able to perform critical thinking activities given the appropriate scaffolded 

instruction. If the secondary certified participants did not provide the necessary scaffolds, 

their middle level students will not succeed at the given task, leading the participants to 

believe that middle level students are not able to perform critical thinking tasks at all. 

This relates to prior research. In her study of preservice teachers, Conklin (2009) found 

that candidates in the elementary certification program believed the higher order thinking 

skills activities were appropriate for middle level students. The secondary certification 

program teachers believed the higher order thinking skills activities were more 
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appropriate for high school students and too challenging for middle grades students. It is 

possible that a similar situation occurred with participants in this study. 

Interestingly, both Tiffany (S) and Isabel (S) described middle level students as 

creative. Creativity is a higher order thinking skill. Isabel (S) said “a lot of them are like 

really capable of like thinking outside the box and...coming up with, like, crazy ideas 

and…being so creative” (Personal communication, September 3, 2014). According to 

Tiffany (S), middle level students are “very imaginative people… they can definitely 

experiment things and introduce you to a different dimension that you never thought of… 

they’re creative and they’re, they’re kind of limitless” (Personal communication, August 

20, 2014). Tiffany (S) provided examples of how students had taken content material and 

transformed it into a creative dance or cartoon strip. The examples that Tiffany (S) and 

Isabel (S) gave contradicted their belief that middle level students lacked critical thinking 

skills. Neither participant believed creativity to be a higher order thinking skill. If 

Parliament had offered secondary certified participants more targeted instruction on the 

developmental and intellectual needs of middle level students, it is likely that the 

secondary certified participants would have realized that creativity is a higher order 

thinking skill. 

The secondary certified participants framed the unique developmental and 

intellectual needs of middle level students negatively. However, the secondary certified 

participants still realized a need for specialized teaching strategies and instructional 

techniques, just like the middle level certified and elementary certified participants. 

According to AMLE (2012), some specialized teaching strategies and/or instructional 

techniques include developing an interdisciplinary curriculum that is responsive to 
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student identities, building on adolescent’s prior knowledge, using a range of available 

resources, engaging adolescents actively in their learning, and ensuring that learning is 

meaningful. 

All participants provided specific middle level techniques they have used in their 

classrooms. Rich (S) discussed having students “put themselves into that situation” when 

covering a topic, “doing things that are real world based,” and “try[ing] to find a way to 

make it exciting for [students] based on who they are” (Personal communication, August 

13, 2014). Here, Rich describes how he actively engaged students in meaningful learning 

and built on their prior knowledge. In a journal entry, Tiffany (S) explained how she used 

a KWL chart to determine what students already knew about technology and what they 

wanted to learn. She kept the “chart up as a reminder of what [students] asked for and as 

a check in for what things [she] want[ed] to accomplish.” From her preparation program, 

she had learned that “kids have to be able to see themselves in their learning experience 

feel so ‘taught to’ but ‘engaged with’ (Tiffany, personal communication, September 22, 

2014). The idea of engaging students was something Tiffany (S) also discussed in her 

first interview. She wanted her class to allow students to “be the constructors of their 

knowledge” and give students “an opportunity to…construct their own learning 

experience” (Tiffany, personal communication, August 20, 2014). In addition to actively 

engaging students, Tiffany (S) also described how her course was responsive to the needs 

of students. Isabel (S) described having to guide middle level students through multiple 

steps until they can complete tasks on their own. “And then some you kinda have to like 

keep questioning, like keep pushing so they can, they can get there” (Personal 

communication, September 3, 2014). While Isabel (S) never used the word, she described 
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the process of scaffolding – initially instructing students on their current level of 

performance and gradually releasing responsibility until students are fully independent. 

Isabel (S) described how she built on students’ prior knowledge to push students further. 

Although teaching at the middle level was a default option for all three of the secondary 

certified participants, all seemed confident in the specialized strategies they used at the 

middle level. All had been teaching at the middle level for at least one complete school 

year. It could be that their confidence came from experience and was not a result of 

things learned during their time at Parliament. These data were unable to tell whether this 

was a result of coursework at Parliament or just a side-effect of teaching experience. 

Jennifer (E) compared a strategy used in both elementary school and at the middle 

level. She compared the technique of modeling with fourth grade students (the lower 

limit of the middle grades) to modeling with second grade students (elementary level). 

She stated that with fourth graders, she could “giv[e] a student, um, that opportunity and 

that background knowledge of how to do that, but …[let] them also figure it out on their 

own” (Jennifer, personal communication, September 14, 2014). Jennifer (E) extended her 

comparison of modeling to high school as well. She noted that in high school students are 

“more on [their] own” and “there’s more of a rapid release of responsibility…as you 

grow older” (Personal communication, September 14, 2014). In her example of 

modeling, Jennifer (E) described how the same technique might be used more or less 

often depending on the grade level of the students. This is related to the idea of 

scaffolding mentioned by Isabel (S). Utilizing modeling and scaffolding is an example of 

how Jennifer (E) built on her students’ prior knowledge while being responsive to their 

needs. 
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Like Tiffany (S), both Amanda (M) and Dionne (M) noted that they should 

encourage students to construct their own knowledge. Each mentioned using inquiry 

based science experiments. Amanda (M) asserted that if students “figure it out on their 

own…they have more of an understanding and they’ll remember it…. If they discover it 

on their own, they’ll…they’ll hold on to it more. (Amanda, personal communication, 

August 20, 2014). Amanda (M) expressed dismay at the fact her school lacked basic 

technology like a projector: “…how do I show them, like, a clip of something in science 

like a short thing if I don’t have anything to show them? Like, they’ll never be able to 

visualize anything except for what’s in their textbook” (Amanda, personal 

communication, August 20, 2014). Amanda (M) understood the need for students to 

visualize concepts in science, and was concerned about her ability to use a range of 

strategies due to a lack of resources. Dionne (M) noted that middle school students need 

to be “totally engaged in what you’re doing or else they’re not there” so teachers should 

design “activities that are going to grab their attention right away” and allow students 

“time to explore things” (Dionne, personal communication, September 19, 2014). With 

their examples, Amanda (M) and Dionne (M) described how they attempted to actively 

engage students while using “challenging, developmentally responsive curriculum” 

(AMLE, 2012, p. 5). They illustrated how using an inquiry-based model for teaching 

science was a good way to engage students in constructing their own knowledge while 

making learning meaningful to students. 

Most participants believed in the use of specialized teaching strategies and/or 

instructional techniques for the middle level. If the elementary certification program and 

the secondary certification program concentrate on grade bands outside of the middle 
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level as participants claimed, I would have expected the elementary and secondary 

certified participants not to use specialized strategies and techniques. All participants 

with an elementary or secondary certification had been teaching for at least six months 

prior to beginning this study. It could be that their confidence in using specialized 

strategies came from their prior teaching experience and was not learned from 

Parliament. These data were not able to differentiate the source of knowledge. As 

expected, the middle level certified participants did use specialized strategies and 

techniques. All the middle level certified participants had just begun their first year of 

teaching. It is likely that any specialized techniques or strategies for the middle grades 

were learned at Parliament since they had no prior teaching experience. 

In contrast to the other participants, Liam (M) initially thought teaching at the 

middle level would be comparable to teaching at the secondary level. He believed he 

“could model for them an example. Help them out with, like, the next example and then 

let them do one on their own and then check it” (Liam, personal communication, 

September 10, 2014). Based on conversations with peers who were teaching at the high 

school level, Liam believed teaching at the middle level was “pretty similar” to teaching 

high school. Like some of the other participants, Liam (M) believed the same strategies 

or techniques used at the secondary level could be used at the middle level. However, he 

did not appear to believe that the strategies were in need of any modification in order to 

be successful at the middle level. Other participants who described using the same or 

similar teaching strategies across grade levels did distinguish how the strategy would be 

used differently at the middle level. In our second interview, Liam (M) revealed that he 

believed that middle level students were “more probably capable” than what he expressed 
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in his first interview, but lamented that “getting them motivated is…more of a challenge 

than in high school or elementary school.” With the extra months of teaching, he 

understood that his initial expectations “may have been a little unrealistic,” but now 

realized that students can usually reach a set goal “with enough time” (Liam, personal 

communication, January 19, 2015). Immediately after graduating from his teacher 

preparation program, Liam (M) underestimated the capabilities of middle grades students, 

but after a few months in the classroom, he realized that extra scaffolding was necessary 

to support students at the middle level. Although it took some first-hand exposure, Liam 

(M) eventually recognized a need for specialized teaching strategies and/or instructional 

techniques for teaching at the middle level. This supports the idea above that the 

elementary and secondary certified participants may have realized the need for 

specialized teaching strategies as a result of their prior teaching experience and not 

because of their certification program at Parliament.  

Two participants talked about differentiation as a specific instructional technique. 

Differentiation was only mentioned by participants with a secondary certification. Since 

students in the middle level often present a wide range of abilities (Gootman, 2007b), I 

would have expected the participants with a middle level certification to mention 

differentiation as a way to meet the wide range of needs found in the middle grades 

classroom. However, it was Rich (S) and Isabel (S) who talked about how students in the 

middle grades represent an extremely wide range of intellectual abilities and why 

differentiation was necessary. Both talked about the difficulties in differentiating for a 

wide range of instructional needs. Rich (S) questioned “how any teacher can differentiate 

for seven different grade levels” in one classroom (Personal communication, January 4, 
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2015). Isabel (S) noted that it was “crazy how in one class there will be so many different 

levels” and disclosed that “it [was] tough cause they’re just so behind and there’s so 

much for them to catch up on (Isabel, personal communication, September 3, 2014). 

Expanding on her thoughts about differentiation, Isabel (S) thought her courses did not 

sufficiently cover this topic. “We talked about differentiating instruction in all my 

classes, but to really know what, how to differentiate as you move through different grade 

bands I think was really needed” (Isabel, personal communication, September 3, 2014). 

According to Isabel (S), differentiation was a topic discussed in all her courses at 

Parliament. However, various strategies for different grade levels were not included. 

Isabel’s certification covered grades kindergarten through twelfth. Isabel (S) did not feel 

confident on how to differentiate for different grades bands, likely the elementary and 

middle level grade bands. In her current employment, Isabel (S) was teaching multiple 

grades at the middle level. Given the wide range of abilities found at the middle level, she 

likely found it more difficult to differentiate for her students. This could have led her to 

be more aware of Parliament’s focus, or lack thereof, on differentiation strategies for 

various grade levels, particularly the middle level. 

Rich (S) and Isabel (S) lamented the fact that students were on such varying 

levels, even those in one class at the same time. Rich (S) mentioned the vastness of 

difference in both of his interviews. Isabel (S) spoke about it from her content area, 

Spanish, but also commented on reading and mathematics levels. Perhaps Rich (S) and 

Isabel (S) took particular note of the wide range of abilities because of their content 

specific secondary certifications. It could be possible that Rich (S) and Isabel (S) would 

be more apt to recognize the deficiencies of students who are behind grade level. While 
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they spoke confidently about teaching their respective content areas, they lacked the same 

confidence for effectively differentiating that content to students across a wide range of 

abilities. The middle level certification covers two content areas while the elementary 

certification covers multiple content areas. It could be possible that those with a middle 

level or elementary certification were more prepared to differentiate instruction for their 

students because their certification areas covered a wider range of content and possibly 

prepared them for the fact that they would have to differentiate to meet a wide range of 

student needs. 

Summary 

To summarize, in most areas surrounding the developmental and intellectual 

needs of middle level students and the instructional techniques considered best practices 

for middle level students, there was little or no difference in the perceptions of 

preparedness between the three certification pathways. Regardless of pathway, all 

participants believed that middle school students were a difficult age to teach and none 

expressed a specific desire to teach at the middle level. Furthermore, all participants 

believed that middle level students have unique developmental and intellectual needs. All 

seven participants discussed classroom management with regards to the developmental 

needs of middle level students. However, classroom management concerns could well 

have been the result of the urban school settings. The feelings of preparedness across the 

three certification pathways were very similar with regards to these characteristics.  

Regardless of certification pathway, a majority of participants recognized the 

need for specialized teaching strategies and/or instructional techniques regardless of 

certification pathway. Only one participant (with a middle level certification), initially 
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believed that teaching at the middle level did not require specialized strategies or 

techniques. He thought that any strategies for the secondary level could be used at the 

middle level without modification, but changed his views after a few months of teaching. 

Other participants believed that strategies for the secondary or elementary level must be 

adjusted to work at the middle level from the start. The use of differentiation, a salient 

instructional technique at the middle level, was only discussed by participants with a 

secondary certification. When they existed, there were no significant patterns in the 

differences between the three certification pathways. 

 

Content Preparation 

The third research sub-question focused on how novice middle level teachers 

from differing pathways differed in their perceptions of their preparedness for grade level 

specific content areas. Two major findings emerged from this question. Each finding will 

be highlighted in bold and discussed in detail below. 

Finding 1: Secondary and Middle Level 

Participants from the secondary and middle level pathways felt more 

prepared to teach within their content area. When compared to the elementary 

certified participant, this is an area of commonality between the secondary and middle 

level participants. However, the participants from the secondary pathway perceived their 

content preparation as stronger than those participants from the middle level specific 

pathway.  

During interviews, the secondary specific group seemed to be the most confident 

with respect to content preparation than participants from other pathways. All three 
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secondary certified participants completed programs that focused heavily on content. 

Tiffany (S) stated “I think my program focused on content more than anything. If 

anything, I think they kinda focused too much on content and they could have given me 

more strategies” (Personal communication, January 16, 2015). Additionally, Tiffany (S) 

had earned an undergraduate degree in Human Resource Management and was skilled in 

computer and information technology before she began her master’s degree for teaching 

certification. Isabel (S) was a native Spanish speaker and so was skilled in the language 

prior to beginning her preparation program at Parliament. Rich (S) talked about how he 

was “passionate” about history and described himself as a “history fanatic before 

[becoming] a teacher” (Personal communications, August 13, 2014 and January 4, 2015). 

Because of their backgrounds and degree focus areas, they came across as more confident 

in their respective content areas. Furthermore, all three had some teaching experience 

prior to beginning this study. Since they had teaching experience, they likely built some 

confidence around their ability to convey content to students. It is unlikely that their 

confidence with their respective content areas is wholly a result of their individual 

certification programs. However, more data would need to be collected around this idea 

to form a concrete conclusion. 

Participants with secondary certifications (Rich, Isabel, and Tiffany) stated that 

they felt prepared with regards to their respective content areas, but noted that their 

programs concentrated on the opposite end of the grade spectrum, focusing on grades 9 

through 12. To them, this was a detriment to their programs. Tiffany (S) admitted that all 

of her “lesson plans were developed for high school students.” When she took a job 

teaching at the middle level, she thought she would only “have to tweak it a little bit” but 
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realized that was not accurate once in a middle level classroom (Tiffany, personal 

communication, August 20, 2014). Isabel (S) revealed that because her program 

“focus[ed] on secondary ed, high school” she “wasn’t really…prepared for, like, younger 

students” (Isabel, personal communication, September 3, 2014). Rich expressed similar 

sentiments:   

 

I feel like my entire, I didn’t, through the whole program, I think it was 

completely catered for 9 to 12. I, I don’t think they factored in middle years. Like, 

when, my first year there when I taught 7th grade, I think when you get a 

secondary certificate, you automatically think you’re getting young adults. And 

some of those 7th graders act like they’re in 4th grade and 3rd grade. There’s almost 

no discussion about that (scoffs) you know? (Rich, personal communication, 

January 4, 2015) 

 

Although Tiffany and Isabel earned certifications that permitted them to teach in 

all grades kindergarten through twelfth, their programs focused on grades 9 through 12. 

Rich’s program certified him to teach in grades 7 through 12, but it also focused on 

grades 9 through 12. As a default option, they all took a job teaching at the middle level 

and none felt adequately prepared for teaching middle level students. Because their 

programs at Parliament had not placed enough (if any) emphasis on the middle level, 

Tiffany, Isabel, and Rich initially felt unprepared to teach at the middle level. 

Furthermore, Rich (S) revealed that in the majority of his education courses, 

teacher candidates were allowed to choose the topics they covered when practicing how 

to lesson plan and developing presentations. He lamented that most of his classmates 

chose history topics, particularly United States History topics, with which they were 

already familiar. In his opinion, Parliament should expose its teacher candidates to all the 

content areas they may potentially be responsible for teaching because “body of content 
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[in social studies] is so broad” and “when you get that secondary cert, you could be 

teaching any of them” (Rich, personal communication, January 4, 2015). According to 

Rich (S), Parliament did not fully expose its graduates to the broad spectrum of content 

for which social studies teachers could be responsible. He asserted that he had made an 

effort to expand his own knowledge base, but bemoaned the fact that others in his 

program did not take the same initiative. Rich (S) worried that this could leave graduates 

with a lack of preparation in certain content areas which they may wind up teaching. 

All three participants with a middle grades certification (Dionne, Amanda, and 

Liam) identified themselves as prepared for the content area covered by their certification 

(mathematics and science in all three cases). However, during interviews they seemed 

less confident about the content when compared to the secondary certified participants. 

Amanda (M) said she “definitely had the right background knowledge of everything” but 

sometimes had to “teach it to [herself]” because it wasn’t “vivid in [her] brain” (Amanda, 

personal communication, December 30, 2014). Dionne (M) felt more prepared to teach 

math “because it’s, like, more concrete and it’s, just, like, straight to the point.” While 

Dionne “really love[d] science,” she found herself less prepared to teach it and was 

reliant on a colleague who had been teaching for a longer period of time (Dionne, 

personal communication, September 19, 2014). In our first interview, Liam (M) believed 

that “Parliament gave [him] the content knowledge so [he was] right above” the level he 

thought necessary to teach middle school (Personal communication, January 19, 2015). 

After his first semester, he had a different outlook on his level of content preparation. 

Liam (M) wished that he “had a class that went back and kind of went in depth on the 

easier things” because he “[didn’t] always know how to present [content] in an easy way” 
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so that middle school students could comprehend it (Liam, personal communication, 

January 19, 2015).  

The feelings of content unpreparedness among the middle grades certified 

participants could be due to one of two issues. First, all of the middle level certified 

participants were first year teachers. Many first year teachers feel uncomfortable with 

content simply because they have not taught it previously. Self-efficacy beliefs are 

related to each subject taught (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007) and self-

efficacy rates have been found to be lower in novice teachers (Tschannen-Moran & 

Woolfolk Hoy, 2007; Woolfolk Hoy & Spero, 2005). Second, while the secondary 

certified participants were focused on just one content area, the middle level certification 

requires dual content areas. Additional content areas could contribute to feelings of 

unpreparedness. 

Finding 2: Elementary 

The participant from the elementary pathway felt least prepared to teach all 

of her content areas when compared to the participants from the secondary and 

middle level pathways. Jennifer (E) was the one participant who admitted to not feeling 

“super prepared” in regards to content area preparation. She held an elementary 

certification and taught all content areas (mathematics, science, social studies, and 

English/Language Arts). While she felt prepared to teach some content areas, she did not 

feel prepared to teach others. 

Jennifer (E) stated a preference for teaching literacy over mathematics. This 

preference was linked to her own educational experiences: “I’ve never really, um, 

enjoyed math that much (laughter) so I feel like my teaching of math, um, has kind of 
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played off of that too” (Personal communication, September 14, 2014). As a student, 

Jennifer (E) lacked confidence in learning mathematics and that lack of confidence 

translated into a lack of confidence for teaching mathematics. Jennifer (E) felt that 

Parliament did not prepare her adequately for teaching mathematics at the middle level. 

She noted that her preparation program was more focused on lower elementary (grade 

two and lower) as opposed to upper elementary: 

 

Um, there was only one class where I can remember creating a lesson for 

something higher than, like, second grade. Um, so, a, a lot of what I learned about 

was phonics and how kids in kindergarten, first grade….learn how to read 

whereas I never really was able to learn about how kids in fourth grade take those 

skills of making inferences and all of that. I don’t think I was ever like guided to 

create a lesson, like, past, you know, third grade (Jennifer, personal 

communication, September 14, 2014). 

 

According to Jennifer (E), the elementary certification program at Parliament did 

not give her the content knowledge to effectively teach all fourth grade content areas, 

particularly mathematics. This lack of knowledge in combination with her own lack of 

confidence resulted in Jennifer (E) feeling unprepared to teach middle grades content 

areas. Like the middle level participants, Jennifer (E) was responsible for teaching 

multiple content areas in grades pre-kindergarten to four. Responsibility for knowledge in 

several content areas could contribute to feelings of unpreparedness. 

Summary 

To summarize, sole elementary certified participate (Jennifer) did not feel wholly 

prepared for the content areas she was teaching. The three middle grades certified 

participants (Dionne, Liam, and Amanda) felt prepared overall, but mentioned needing to 

refresh on certain materials or get support from colleagues in order to teach effectively. 
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The participants with secondary specific and K-12 certifications (Rich, Tiffany, and 

Isabel) most strongly felt they were prepared for the content area they were teaching, but 

mentioned having to adjust their strategies and curricula for middle level students. Those 

participants without a middle level certification (elementary, secondary or K-12) felt that 

their certification program focused on one extreme of the grades level for which they 

would be certified. 

 

Overall Level of Preparation 

The overarching question for this study was how to selected novice middle level 

teachers perceive the effectiveness of their teacher preparation program when they hold 

an elementary certification, a secondary certification, or middle level certification? Using 

the data discussed in each of the sub-questions, two major findings emerged to address 

the overall question. Each finding will be highlighted in bold and discussed in detail 

below. 

Finding 1: Commonality 

Among this limited sample pool, there is very little difference in feelings of 

preparedness for the middle level between the three pathways. These novice teachers, 

regardless of their certification pathway, believed that field experiences were the program 

component that most prepared them for teaching at the middle level. Nearly all 

participants, regardless of pathway, felt as though field experiences needed to be longer 

and more realistically matched to the types of schools where they found employment. 

With regards to other program components, no pattern emerged about which components 

made participants feel more or less prepared. For all participants, even those with a 
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middle level specific certification, the middle level was chosen as a default. While 

elementary and secondary participants chose to teach at the middle level after their 

certification program was completed, those participants with a middle level specific 

certification moved into the middle level as a way to avoid additional or difficult 

coursework associated with a secondary certification. All participants, regardless of 

pathway, agreed that middle school was a difficult age to teach and recognized the unique 

developmental and intellectual needs of middle level students. The unique needs of 

middle level students contributed to the difficulties in classroom management faced by all 

participants. The urban setting of their employment schools may have also contributed to 

classroom management concerns. When it came to content preparation, participants with 

a secondary certification felt most confident about their content. Those with a middle 

level certification also felt confident, but admitted a need to review certain content topics 

prior to instructing students. Only the participant with the elementary certification (a 

more generalist certification) felt less than prepared to teach all the content in her 

curriculum. Regardless of pathway, participant responses to interview questions and 

journal entries were quite similar. There seemed to be no difference in feelings of 

preparation between the three pathways that certify candidates for the middle level 

among this selected group of novice teachers. 

Finding 2: Successful Preparation 

Even though participants lacked confidence in some areas, overall they felt 

confident that Parliament equipped them with necessary skills to be successful 

teachers. In the second interview, I asked participants directly how well they felt 

Parliament prepared them for teaching middle level adolescents. They were asked to rate 
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their programs on a scale from one to ten, where one meant not at all prepared and ten 

signaled extremely well prepared. Only four participants were asked since they were the 

only ones who completed the second interview.  

On average, the participants rated their programs at a six. The portion of the 

interview where Tiffany (S) answered this question is distorted, but she rated her program 

at an eight. She mentioned it was more geared at older students, mainly seventh grade 

and above. In her position, Tiffany (S) teaches every grade from first through eighth. 

When asked, she stated she felt most prepared to teach seventh and eighth grades. She 

also revealed that she was struggling a little bit to teach students in the lower elementary 

grades and has had to conference with colleagues for tips on elementary pedagogy so she 

could “fill in the bridge with the content” (Tiffany, personal communication, January 16, 

2015). Given that her program did not focus on the elementary level, it is not a surprise 

that she feels unprepared for the lower grade levels. Likewise, Amanda (M) rated her 

middle level program at an eight. She said she “wouldn’t give it a 10” because the 

strategies she learned “sound[ed] good in theory, but then when you go to use it….the 

kids just don’t respond to a lot of it” (Amanda, personal communication, December 30, 

2014). Rich (S) classified himself as “stuck on Parliament” but believed his program 

“prepared [him] really well for [grades] nine to twelve” but “not middle school.” He rated 

his program at a four because he did not believe Parliament prepared him for middle 

school “from a maturity standpoint” (Rich, personal communication, January 4, 2015). 

Rich (S) felt unprepared to teach immature middle level adolescents and felt as though 

his program did not adequately address this. Liam (M) also rated his program at “like a 

four or five” but couldn’t think of “any program that would be greater than a five.” He 
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felt that “just being in front of the class [had] taught [him] more….Just a lot more” 

(Liam, personal communication, January 19, 2015). One secondary participant rated the 

program highly and the other rated the program as mediocre. One middle level 

participated rated the program highly and the other rated the program as mediocre. There 

was no difference between the middle level specific and secondary pathways. The 

participant with an elementary certification did not complete a second interview, so it is 

not possible to compare her feelings of preparation on this scale. 

Although there was a commonality in how programs were rated among 

certification pathways, there was a disparity between male and female respondents. Both 

male respondents ranked their programs low (a four or five) while both female 

respondents ranked their programs at an eight. As discussed above, female participants 

tended to attribute their feelings of preparation to personal characteristics whereas males 

were more apt to place blame for a lack of preparation on shortcomings of their 

certification program. Amanda (M) seemed to fully blame herself for difficulties she 

faced in the classroom. When asked how what she learned as a preservice teacher had 

affected her practice, she stated that Parliament had “always drilled that in [her] head to 

be consistent, but…I think it’s [the lack of consistency] my fault.” She continued: “I feel 

like they [the students] don’t respond to me the way they do other teachers because they 

think I’m one of them cause I look like I’m seventeen” (Amanda, personal 

communication, December 30, 2014). Tiffany (S) noted that “being prepared really 

comes from the individual” and because she “wanted the most out of [her] teacher prep 

program, [she] got the most out of it” (Tiffany, personal communication, August 20, 

2014). Tiffany (S) and Amanda (M) attributed their ability to be successful teachers to 
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themselves and less to their certification program. Rich (S) and Liam (M) attributed their 

shortcomings as teachers more to a lack of preparation from Parliament. This disparity 

seems to be a result of personality differences more than anything else, although 

Demetriou et al. (2009) found that “men felt more controlled by the system, and that 

women attributed more effort and importance to teaching than men did” (p. 461). These 

factors could also play a role with this small sample size. 

Overall, participants perceived their teacher preparation programs as moderately 

effective. Each program, regardless of specific pathway, had both positive and negative 

attributes. All participants would recommend their respective programs to others, 

regardless of flaws. There seemed to be a loyalty to Parliament. Even though all 

participants admitted that there were things they wished they had learned while studying 

at Parliament, most spoke positively about their experiences with their teacher 

preparation programs at Parliament University. 

 

Summary 

This study set out to answer the question of how novice middle school teachers 

perceive the effectiveness of their teacher preparation programs when they hold an 

elementary certification, a secondary certification, or a middle level certification. In most 

areas, there was little, if any, difference between feelings of preparedness among 

participants from various pathways. Field experiences were universally the component 

that novice teachers felt most prepared them for the middle level, even though they all 

felt a need for more realistic field experiences prior to graduating. All participants, 

regardless of pathway, agreed that middle school was a difficult age to teach and 
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recognized the unique developmental and intellectual needs of middle level students. The 

unique needs of middle level students contributed to the difficulties in classroom 

management faced by all participants. The urban setting of their employment schools also 

contributed to classroom management concerns. When it came to content preparation, 

only the participant with the elementary certification (a more generalist certification) felt 

less than prepared to teach the content in her curriculum. Participants with a secondary 

certification felt most confident about their content. In short, there was virtually no 

difference in feelings of preparation between the three pathways that certify candidates 

for the middle level. 

However, this study must be considered an exploratory study due to the low 

number of participants. There were only three participants with a secondary certificate 

and two of these were truly comprehensive K-12 certificates. There were only three 

participants with a middle level certification, and one of these was pursuing a graduate 

degree. Only one elementary certified graduate agreed to participate, but she dropped out 

of the study after the first interview.  As described in Chapter 3, several graduates agreed 

to volunteer as participants, but did not follow through with the required interviews nor 

journal entries. While 42 journal entries were expected, only 15 were collected. These 15 

entries came from 4 of the 7 participants. More data would be needed to make definitive 

conclusions about the differences in perceptions of preparedness among various 

pathways. This study should serve as a template for future studies with a broader range of 

graduates from Parliament’s many teacher certification programs. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

Due to the limited number of participants in this study, only a select number of 

viewpoints are represented. Therefore, this study must be considered an exploratory one. 

More comprehensive research would be needed to determine how closely the findings 

from this limited sample size represent the wider majority of Parliament’s graduates. 

Although this study is limited in the overarching claims it can make, it nonetheless 

provides a basis for future research. 

This study compared how well selected novice teachers from various certification 

pathways felt prepared for teaching at the middle level. The overarching question was 

whether selected novice middle level teachers felt more prepared when they held an 

elementary certification, a secondary certification, or a middle level certification. There 

were three sub-questions included under the umbrella of the overarching question: 

1. How do novice middle level teachers describe their teacher preparation 

program and which program elements or components do novice teacher 

perceive best prepared them for the middle level? 

2. How do novice middle level teachers perceive their understanding of the 

developmental and intellectual needs of middle level students and the 

instructional techniques considered best practices for middle level students? 

3. How well do novice middle level teachers feel prepared for grade level 

specific content areas? 
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The discussion laid out in this chapter will mirror the format of Chapter 4. As noted in 

Chapter 1, this study is grounded in the social-cognitive theory of learning, a perspective 

that recognizes that learning depends greatly on the background of the student as well as 

the context where the learning takes place. Findings were framed in this theoretical lens. 

Throughout Chapter 5, there are policy recommendations for Parliament University, and 

perhaps other teacher preparation programs, to consider. The recommendations were built 

from the findings of this study. The hope is these recommendations will be implemented 

by Parliament University to shape the three most common certification pathways for 

middle level teachers in order to ensure all graduates feel fully prepared for teaching at 

the middle level. At the end of the chapter, I also made recommendations for future 

studies to build off the initial findings of this exploratory study. Findings and 

accompanying recommendations are presented in a table format in Appendix E. 

 

Program Components 

Participants overwhelmingly believed that their field experiences had the 

strongest influence on their beliefs about teaching middle school. Other program 

components did not show any patterns of distinction. Although participants believed their 

field experiences had the strongest influence on their beliefs about teaching middle 

school, the disparities between field placement schools and employment schools likely 

colored participants’ views of their level of preparation. According to the social-cognitive 

theory, context matters as much as formal knowledge. Parliament graduates felt they had 

formal knowledge, but learning to teach also requires novice teachers to learn how to 

interact with various structures like race and culture (Calderhead, 1996). The context of 

teacher preparation at Parliament was vastly different from the context of the 

participants’ respective first years of teaching. This disparity prevented participants in 

this study from feeling fully prepared for their novice years in the classroom. Overall, 
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participants felt that their field experiences needed to more closely mirror the types of 

schools where they found employment. 

Contingent with the idea of the social-cognitive theory, Parliament should have a 

vested interest in ensuring that all its graduates are prepared to be successful teachers in 

the face of urban difficulties since Parliament is one of the largest providers of teacher to 

the local urban school district (Franklinton). Rich (S) had a notable quote about his 

feelings on how Parliament prepared its graduates for urban teaching: 

 

I think that Parliament, especially being located in the middle of Franklin (pause) 

it would almost be like they would have to plead ignorance to not know what it’s 

like to be in Franklin. And I feel like if you know that’s the situation, your 

students need to be prepared. You know, it’s almost like, prepare for the worst, 

expect the best kind of thing, you know? The opposite of conventional logic, but 

you have to, you have to be ready for the situation where the kids are going to be 

incredibly low [performing], the kids are going to be off the walls, and you need 

to have some classroom management skills that go above and beyond the typical 

training because Franklinton is crazy. But if you’re taking one [teacher 

preparation program] in Franklin, and you’re gonna student teach in Franklin, you 

really ought to be preparing them for Franklin. Laughter. I don’t know if they do 

that. I really don’t. (Rich, personal communication, January 4, 2015) 

 

In this long quote, Rich (S) described why he thought Parliament should provide more 

training in classroom management for urban schools. As Parliament is located in 

Franklinton and many Parliament graduates find employment in urban, public schools in 

the city, Parliament should make a more concerted effort to ensure its graduates are 

prepared. Research has found that context matters with regards to school setting (del 

Prado Hill et al., 2007; Duncan-Andrade, 2011; Fayne & Matthews, 2010; Leland & 

Harste, 2005; Sleeter & Owuor, 2011; Sleeter, 2000; Siwatu, 2011, just to name a few). 

Teachers from traditional programs (like Parliament’s) are typically not attracted to urban 

schools (Gimbert, Bol, & Wallace, 2007). They would prefer to take employment in 
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suburban schools similar to the ones they attended (del Prado Hill et al., 2007; 

Frankenberg, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1999; Obidah & Howard, 2005). However, because 

of Parliament’s location in a metropolitan area, many of its graduates find employment in 

the local school district and find themselves lacking confidence and feeling unprepared to 

teach successfully in this setting. And this disparity leads us to an important question. 

 Why does it matter that these select Parliament graduates do not feel prepared to 

teach in the local urban school district? There are three key reasons. First, because the 

College of Education at Parliament is “one of the largest providers of teachers” to the 

local urban school district (College of Education at _____ University, 2014, p. 6). In the 

document where this quote is found, the quote is in bold font. In another university 

publication, the dean of the College of Education stated the college “historically and 

proudly has been known for being the region’s largest producer of teachers” (as cited in 

Suh, 2015, p. 14). It is a fact Parliament is proud of, yet many participants from this study 

felt unprepared for the realities of teaching in this district. If Parliament is one of the 

largest providers (the largest provider by some earlier accounts), then the university 

should ensure that all graduates are fully prepared to handle the difficulties they may 

encounter while teaching in an urban district.  

Second, it is integral to the College of Education’s mission statement. The 

mission “inspires its students and faculty to serve their surrounding neighborhoods, the 

city of Franklinton, and schools and school districts across the region and the nation” 

(College of Education at _____ University, 2014, p. 7). Based on the participants in this 

study, this statement may not be true. Amanda (M) was looking for jobs in suburban 

districts. Rich (S) admitted that he looked for more jobs in more desirable schools every 
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year. Dionne (M) was not sure she wanted to teach long term. After only four months of 

teaching, Liam (M) had decided to quit the profession altogether. These four participants 

did not seem inspired to serve the surrounding neighborhood nor the city of Franklinton. 

It is especially interesting that three of the four participants who admitted to wanting to 

find employment in the suburbs or leave the teaching profession were graduates of the 

middle level certification program. Does it have to do with the individuals themselves or 

is it related to the components of their certification program? More research would be 

needed to answer such questions.  

In order to align more closely with its own vision, Parliament should take steps to 

ensure that all of its graduates are fully prepared for the difficult realities of urban 

teaching. Furthermore, Parliament should have a vested interest in reducing teacher 

turnover as part of its mission to serve the surrounding neighborhood. High rates of 

teacher turnover are something that constantly plagues urban school districts (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2002; Siwatu, 2011). If Parliament graduates feel more prepared to 

teach in urban settings, they will remain in urban settings longer and will not contribute 

to teacher turnover (or will contribute to a lesser extent). 

Third, the dean has stated he wants to ensure that graduates are “prepared in areas 

of greatest need” (College of Education at _____ University, 2014, p. 4). In publications, 

areas like STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics), English as a 

second language, and special education were specifically cited as areas of need. 

However, urban education and middle level education are two areas in need of qualified 

teacher candidates (Anfara et al., 2002; McEwin, Smith, & Dickinson, 2003; National 

Forum, 2003; Neild et al., 2009). Urban students often exhibit frequent school absences, 



178 

 

high rates of failure, and behavior problems. Because of the ills related to urban schools 

(low test scores, teen pregnancy, violence, high dropout rates, etc.), many teachers do not 

choose to work in urban settings. Therefore, urban schools generally employ a teaching 

staff that lacks experience and/or credentials. Children in poverty are most likely to have 

teachers who are not fully qualified as defined by NCLB (Frankenberg, 2009; Gimbert et 

al., 2007; Leland & Harste, 2005; Obidah & Howard, 2005; Siwatu, 2011). Furthermore, 

the least qualified teachers in urban districts are likely to be assigned to middle schools. 

Urban districts already have the least qualified teachers, so middle school teachers in 

urban districts are often the proverbial bottom of the barrel (Neild et al., 2009). It follows 

that the dean should want to focus on the areas of urban education and middle level 

education.  

In an interview, the dean of the college noted that “alumni…tell us that 

Parliament’s emphasis on urban education has helped them a great deal” (as cited in 

Burton, 2015, para. 9). Participants in this small sample size did not appear to agree that 

Parliament emphasized urban education. As described above, several participants had 

difficulty transitioning to the classroom because their employment schools were more 

typical of urban schools than their field placement schools. Most of the participants in 

this study appeared to feel unprepared to deal with the everyday realities of urban 

schools. Those who were asked directly agreed they felt more prepared for suburban 

settings. The small sample of Parliament graduates in this study was not prepared for the 

high-need area of urban teaching. 

The finding that participants in this program did not feel prepared for urban 

settings aligned with previous research. Several researchers have found that preservice 
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teachers, particularly those who are White, feel unprepared for diverse populations 

(Scales, 1993; Sleeter, 2000; Weiss et al., 2001). Desimone et al. (2013) used data from a 

longitudinal study involving first year middle school math teachers, their principals, and 

their assigned mentors in 11 districts in 4 states. The researchers found that novice 

teachers believed their preparation programs had not prepared them for diverse groups of 

students and wished that they had been exposed to more classroom management 

techniques, especially when dealing with diverse populations. The study also noted that 

the student teaching placement of the novice teachers was not reflective of their 

employment teaching experience. The authors suggested that schools and districts 

implement a training module for novice teachers focused on teaching diverse populations 

of students and increase field experiences in schools with diverse populations. Field 

experiences should include an urban component so students can build self-efficacy 

around teaching in urban schools (Siwatu, 2011). Several researchers have shown that 

positive field experiences in urban settings can positively influence preservice teachers’ 

ideas about minority and low-income students and create more effective urban teachers 

(del Prado Hill et al., 2007; Fayne & Matthews, 2010; Leland & Harste, 2005; Sleeter & 

Owuor, 2011; Sleeter, 2000). Field work with diverse populations is a significant learning 

experience for White teachers. They report feeling more effective the longer they work 

with diverse student populations (Sleeter, 2000; Siwatu, 2011). Field experiences can 

expose preservice teachers to culturally diverse topics and show them that urban students 

can be high-achieving, helping to dispel the widely held perception that urban students 

cannot achieve at high levels (del Prado Hill et al., 2007; Obidah & Howard, 2005). A 

longer field experience was also correlated with higher feelings of preparedness (Kee, 
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2012). It is clear that preservice teachers must be prepared to teach diverse student 

populations, but teacher preparation programs have had difficulty with this task (Bales & 

Saffold, 2011; Siwatu, 2011). Teacher education programs must develop pedagogy that is 

responsive to urban conditions and that can provide rigorous coursework to urban 

students (Duncan-Andrade, 2011). As suggested by the social-cognitive theory, context 

matters. Because of its location in a large, urban district, Parliament should be responsive 

to the conditions in which many of its graduates will be teaching and should adequately 

prepare them for urban settings. 

 In their first three years, novice teachers are heavily reliant on information and 

experiences from their teacher preparation program. Novice teachers leave their 

preparation programs with a theoretical knowledge base, but “often need support drawing 

on this foundational knowledge to plan and implement curriculum within their particular 

classrooms.” (Liston, 2006, p. 353). To assist graduates with the transition to the 

classroom, Parliament should explore the possibility of designing a mentoring or 

induction program. This idea would be consistent with Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of 

Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978). Preservice teacher education that takes place at 

Parliament (and elsewhere) cannot exist in a vacuum separate from K-12 schools were 

graduates will eventually be employed (Hausfather, 1996). Information from this small 

sample and prior research suggest that novice teachers need more thoughtfully 

constructed scaffolded experience as they transition into the classroom. A smoother 

transition to full-time teacher of record could improve graduates’ perception of their level 

of preparedness. Parliament should consider a particular focus on those graduates who 

find employment in Franklinton, the local urban school district since they are more likely 
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to be in need of mentors. If Parliament is one of the largest providers of teachers to the 

Franklinton school district, then recruiting potential mentors from the pool of past 

graduates should be a feasible task. 

The hiring school also has a role in teacher induction, but most schools are not set 

up to provide effective mentoring for novice teachers (Liston, 2006). This applies even 

more aptly to urban schools that are dealing with myriad problems. Perhaps Parliament 

should consider a partnership with the local districts, or select schools within the district, 

to implement a jointly run induction program for recent Parliament graduates. Again, a 

high quality induction program could ease the transition to full-time teacher of record and 

increase graduates’ feelings of preparedness. 

Summary of Recommendations 

• Field experiences should take place over a longer period of time and in 

schools that more closely mimic the difficult urban settings where graduates 

are likely to secure employment. Furthermore, field experiences should start 

earlier in the certification program and, to the greatest extent possible, give 

teacher candidates a more realistic idea of what it is like to teach on their own. 

Participants discussed a desire to partake in more solo teaching in more low-

performing schools (that matched the schools where they found employment). 

Additionally, for any certifications with overlaps in the middle level, a field 

experience in the middle grades should be highly encouraged, if not required. 

• Continue requiring the detailed lesson plan format throughout the programs’ 

coursework. Participants found this experience very useful, even as they 

moved away from writing such detailed plans in their daily lives. 
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• Create an induction program to assist Parliament graduates with their 

transition to the classroom, with a focus on those graduates who find 

employment in the local urban school district. This could be done in 

conjunction with the local district or select schools were graduates find 

employment. 

Needs of Middle Level Students 

In this study, I found three main results with regards to the perception of 

understanding of the intellectual and developmental needs of middle level students and 

the instructional techniques considered best practices for the middle level. First, no 

participants – even those with a middle level specific certificate – had an initial desire to 

teach at the middle level. Second, all participants believed middle level adolescents were 

difficult to teach because of classroom management difficulties related to puberty. The 

elementary certified participant thought middle level students were going through a lot 

with their transition into puberty, but were generally capable of performing difficult 

academic tasks. The secondary certified participants believed middle level students were 

experiencing a rough transition into puberty and that this transition prevented them from 

performing more difficult academic tasks. Those participants with a middle grades 

specific certification understood the transition into puberty and believed that middle 

grades students were capable of critical thinking skills with support. Third, middle level 

certified participants believed it was their responsibility to utilize specialized teaching 

strategies to assist middle grades students with the transition into puberty and 

accompanying academic workload in a way that elementary and secondary certified 

participants did not. 

My findings about how different certification pathways view the developmental 

and intellectual needs of middle level students support prior research. Conklin (2008) 
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found that elementary certified teachers held greater expectations about the cognitive 

abilities of middle school students while the secondary certified teachers believed the 

students were not able to focus on academics because of everything else going on in their 

lives during adolescence. Both groups of teachers understood the complexities involved 

in transitioning through adolescence, but held opposing beliefs about what the students 

were able to accomplish academically. One reason for this could be the teachers’ frames 

of reference. Secondary teachers compared middle school students to older, more 

experienced and emotionally stable high school students. Elementary teachers, on the 

other hand, compared middle school students to inexperienced younger elementary 

students. The social-cognitive theory contends that context is important in how novice 

teachers learn to teach and how they perceive their students (Calderhead, 1996). My 

findings, and those from the Conklin study, reinforce the idea that context matters as 

asserted by the social-cognitive theory. The way various participants viewed middle level 

students was dependent on their preparation program. 

Participants from the secondary and elementary pathways admitted that most 

coursework tended to overlook the middle level. Jennifer (E) and Rich (S) had ideas for 

restructuring the programs to better focus on the middle level and lessen the idea of 

middle level as a default. 

 

Middle school is not as desirable, but it also creates opportunity. If you told kids 

who are in the…if you made it so they had an option. Look, you’re going into a 

four-year program for education and left it generic. And after the first two years, 

almost like a community college to a four year college thing. All right, now 

you’re done your first two years. You’re done some of your core topics. Which 

area do you want to go for? Elementary, middle, or high? And then figure it out. I 

think you would have kids who, if they had equity built into the middle years 

program would have a little more attraction to that program. (Rich, personal 

communication, August 13, 2014) 

 

I think because there’s so much that happens between pre-K and fourth grade – 

like it’s a huge gap. And like, I, I, I think it’s good that we’re focused on PreK 
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through 4 and then fifth through sixth? (Interviewer: It’s four through eight.) 

Okay, okay. But, um, yeah, there’s so much that happens differently from PreK 

and fourth grade and I feel like maybe students should have to choose a track of 

early years and late primary years or something. Um, or just have more classes 

that are on both. (Jennifer, personal communication, September 14, 2014) 

 

Each believed that teachers at the middle level could be better prepared if the secondary 

and elementary level programs placed more of a focus on students at the middle level. 

Their solutions involved creating tracks for teacher candidates that would give all 

candidates a basic knowledge during the first years of college and then divide candidates 

into specialized tracks, similar to medical school. A similar approach was advocated by 

Sykes, Bird, and Kennedy (2010). Perhaps it makes sense for preservice teacher 

candidates to choose a grade level after they have completed some fundamental 

coursework and experienced some work in the field. 

In meeting the needs of middle level students, participants struggled most with 

classroom management strategies. In this regard, participants felt as though they need 

more time to practice the strategies learned during their certification programs. As 

Tiffany (S) put it, “I felt like I needed a whole class just on classroom management. It 

wasn’t enough to just get, like, to do a classroom management outline in one particular 

class and then that’s supposed to revolutionize your classroom management experience” 

(Tiffany, personal communication, August 20, 2014). More time to practice can be 

directly linked to the fact that participants felt a need for more realistic teaching 

experiences in the field. This was especially true since all participants were teaching in an 

urban district. Did participants actually feel unprepared for classroom management in 

general or were their perceptions clouded because of their employment setting? Rich (S) 

recounted a story of a woman who was completing her student teaching at Coolidge, a 

notoriously difficult middle school in the local urban school district.  
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When you hear a kid who’s student teaching and their life dream is to teach, and 

then they get to do it for the first time and “Hey, welcome to Coolidge.” And that 

would be okay – if they were ready for Coolidge, but they’re not [emphasis in 

original], you know. And, and the reason they’re not is because Franklin screwed 

it up, but the reason they’re not prepared for Franklin screwing it up is cause 

Parliament isn’t accounting for Franklin. Parliament’s accounting for 

Pennsylvania….I almost feel like if you’re in Parliament, they should actually ask 

you what is your, where’s your demographic preference for teaching and if it is 

Franklinton, maybe offer a one or two credit special like, classroom management 

style class to prepare kids for that. (Rich, personal communication, January 4, 

2015) 

 

Rich (S) expressed disappointment that teacher candidates were potentially getting turned 

off from the profession and losing confidence in their abilities because of a negative 

experience in a difficult setting. He faulted Parliament for not giving future teachers the 

necessary tools to handle the realities of teaching in a difficult urban district. For Rich 

(S), like for Tiffany (S), there was a disparity between the classroom management 

instruction they received at Parliament and its effectiveness in reality. Liam (M) and 

Amanda (M) encapsulated this same experience in their exchanges about the differences 

between their field placement schools and employment schools, detailed above (Field 

Placement Schools versus Employment Schools).  

It could be that secondary and elementary participants did not feel prepared to 

meet the needs of middle level adolescents because both programs focused on strategies 

more appropriate for the higher or lower extremes (high school or early elementary, 

respectively). Graduates of the secondary program are certified to teach two grades at the 

middle level: seventh and eighth grades. Graduates of the elementary program are 

certified to teach one grade at the middle level: fourth grade. As graduates of either 

program are certified to teach at the middle level as defined by the state, their programs 

should incorporate more chances to practice middle level specific strategies. 
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Alternatively, instructors could be more explicit in informing teacher candidates how 

they might modify given strategies for the middle level.  

Regardless of the approach taken to ensure secondary and elementary feel 

prepared to meet the needs of middle level adolescents, the fact remains that all three 

middle level certified participants similarly struggled with classroom management at the 

middle level. Graduates of a middle level specific program ought to feel more prepared 

than elementary or secondary counterparts. However, that was not the case in this study. 

One reason could be the small sample size of this survey. The three study participants 

may not be representative of other graduates of the middle level program. The fact that 

both secondary and middle level teacher candidates enroll in the same adolescent 

development and classroom management courses could be another reason why middle 

level candidates felt unprepared. They were given the same set of information regardless 

of certification pathway. If the secondary participants felt unprepared, then it makes sense 

that the middle level participants would also feel unprepared having taken the same 

coursework. Parliament should investigate ways to differentiate coursework for those in 

the middle level program. 

While those participants with an elementary or secondary certificate defaulted 

into teaching at the middle level after earning their degree, those in the middle level 

program appear to have defaulted into the middle level before they began teaching. 

Perhaps their choice to complete the middle level specific program as a default option 

explains why the middle level certified participants were more vocal about the 

shortcomings of their program’s field experiences. Social-cognitive theory tells us that 

learning context matters (Feiman-Nemser & Remillard, 1995; Pintrich, 1990). If these 
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participants were less excited about enrolling in the middle level program because it was 

not the program they initially desired, then it is possible they were less receptive to 

learning during their program and more critical of the programmatic components. The 

defaulting of the three middle level participants into their program is representative of the 

amount of turbulence the middle level movement is currently experiencing. 

Another reason all candidates could have felt unprepared is because of the one-

size-fits-all approach often found in teacher education. This approach is grounded in the 

idea that all students everywhere are essentially the same and one set of pedagogical 

skills can be modified to fit all classrooms. This tenet holds that teachers can make slight 

adjustments to their pedagogy techniques when they meet and get to know their students. 

In reality, this approach misses many of the nuances found in urban contexts (Siwatu, 

2011; Sleeter, 2000). Rich’s suggestion to implement a special classroom management 

class could be a possible solution to ensure Parliament graduates are better prepared to 

succeed in urban classrooms in order to correct the disparity some graduates are currently 

experiencing. Creating longer field experiences in more difficult school settings is 

another possible solution. Even with such a small sample, it seems evident that 

Parliament must do something to ensure its graduates feel more prepared to deal with 

classroom management issues in an urban setting. This seems especially true if 

Parliament is the largest provider of teachers to the school district.  

Can Parliament modify its program to better prepare students for the local urban 

school district? When asked this during our second interview, Rich (S) seemed skeptical.  

 

I don’t think so. I don’t think they can. It’s a broken system…. And there needs to 

be a systematic change and there’s not gonna be until somebody steps up and does 
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it. I can’t even see that. When that happens, maybe. But when that happens, you 

don’t need Parliament to do it. So it’s kinda a catch 22. Parliament’s not gonna 

make a modification to something that only applies to one district even though 

they should cause they’re heavily into it. The district’s not gonna make a change 

because it’s just not monetarily worth it to them cause they have no money. (Rich 

(S), personal communication, January 4, 2015) 

 

Rich’s explanation of the “catch 22” highlights the disparity/default loop that is occurring 

between Parliament and Franklinton. The Franklinton school district is broken on many 

levels. Parliament is one of the largest providers to the system and should, theoretically, 

ensure its teachers are prepared for this district. When under-prepared Parliament 

graduates enter district classrooms, they contribute to the brokenness of the system. For 

example, they have the fewest years of experience but they are in the most difficult 

schools. They also contribute to the high turnover rate when they leave the district after a 

year or two. On the other hand, many Parliament graduates do find employment in 

suburban districts and so Parliament does not necessarily feel a need to modify its 

programs. However, if the College of Education intends to make urban education a 

“hallmark” of [the] program” in order to make a “collective impact” (Burton, 2015) on 

the local community, the college must do a better job of ensuring all graduates are ready 

to face the realities of urban teaching. Participants’ feelings about their preparation for 

handling classroom management issues is more thoroughly described above in the section 

titled Needs of Middle Level Students. 

 Urban districts – and the universities that prepare teachers for these districts – 

should be greatly concerned with middle schools. First, middle schools are a key bridge 

between skills learned in elementary school and skills needed in high school. Second, 

middle school students are undergoing unique developmental changes. Quality teachers 
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can assist adolescents in this transition. Last, the least qualified teachers in urban districts 

are likely to be assigned to middle schools. Urban districts already have the least 

qualified teachers, so middle school teachers in urban districts are often the proverbial 

bottom of the barrel (Neild, et al., 2009). To make a significant impact on its surrounding 

community, as is integral to the College of Education’s mission statement, Parliament 

should focus on ensuring that its graduates that are certified to teach the middle level feel 

fully prepared to handle all that they may encounter in an urban middle school.  

Over a quarter of teachers with math or science certifications leave public schools 

each year for the private sector (Gimbert et al., 2007). Teacher turnover is higher in 

schools with high enrollments of low income and minority students, and among teachers 

within their first five years of teaching (Siwatu, 2011). In Franklinton, more middle level 

teachers leave the profession than teachers at the elementary or secondary levels 

(Conklin, 2010). With his decision to leave the profession at the end of the school year, 

Liam (M) became an example of these statistics. Dionne (M) seems likely to become 

another example based on her comments with regards to eventually transitioning to 

teaching high school. Amanda (M) admitted that she would leave her urban charter 

school if she could find employment in the suburbs. This study was small, but nearly all 

participants mentioned wanting to leave teaching at middle level. Is this desire to exit the 

middle level due to social-cognitive reasons (the middle level is a default option) or is it 

due to poor preparation from the certification programs at Parliament? Data from this 

study cannot provide the answer to this question, but prior research reports that 

preparation matters. Darling-Hammond et al. (2002) found that poorly prepared teachers 

are more likely to say they would not choose teaching if they had to do it over and are 
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more likely to say they will leave the profession. Siwatu (2011) wrote that the stress 

caused by being unprepared to handle the challenges of urban schools may be one reason 

teachers leave the profession. He attributed the high turnover rate among urban teachers 

to a lack of preparation for diverse populations in teacher education programs. If the 

participants’ desire to leave middle level teaching is related to their preparation program 

(as opposed to personal reasons viewing the middle level as a default), then it follows that 

the certification programs at Parliament should take steps to better support participants’ 

feelings of preparedness, specifically those feelings of a lack of preparedness around 

urban teaching. 

What was most interesting was the fact that only one out of three participants with 

a middle level specific certification expressed a desire to continue teaching at the middle 

level for an extended period of time. More than the elementary certified or secondary 

certified participants, the middle level certified participants should express a desire to 

continue teaching at the middle level. However, this was not the case. All the middle 

level certified participants chose their program as a default to avoid additional and/or 

difficult content coursework and not because they had a strong desire to work with 

middle level aged adolescents. Due to the small sample size, this study cannot declare 

that the middle level was a default choice for all graduates of the middle level program. 

Perhaps other graduates who did not participate in this study actively chose the middle 

level specific program because they desired to work with adolescents. Further research 

would be needed to ascertain this fact. This study can state that there is some percentage 

of middle level specific graduates who chose the program as a default option when others 

became inviable for a host of reasons. Ideally, a middle level specific program ought to 
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attract candidates who are specifically interested in teaching at the middle level. 

Parliament should take steps to recruit greater numbers of teacher candidates who want to 

teach specifically at the middle level to balance those who land in the program by default. 

In its document outlining middle level teacher preparation standards, AMLE 

contends that middle level teacher candidates should feel positively about teaching 

middle grades students and teacher preparation programs (like the one at Parliament) 

should ensure candidates have this trait (AMLE, 2012). Prior to enrolling in the program, 

the middle level teachers in this study did not have positive feelings about middle grades 

students as evidenced by the fact that the middle level program was a default option. By 

the time middle level program graduates participated in this study, most expressed 

positive feelings about teaching at the middle level. It seems as though Parliament did a 

satisfactory job at encouraging teacher candidates in the middle level program to feel 

positively about teaching at the middle level. 

Summary of Recommendations 

• Recruit potential teacher candidates who want to teach specifically at the 

middle level to balance those who land in the program for default reasons. 

According to the social-cognitive theory, their desire to teach at the middle 

level may lead to higher feelings of preparedness. 

• In the secondary and elementary programs, focus more instruction on middle 

level specific strategies or explicitly provide tips for how to modify strategies 

to the middle level. Courses in the elementary program should ensure they 

provide instruction on how to teach in upper elementary grades (specifically 
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grade 4), while courses in the secondary program should ensure they provide 

instruction on how to teach content in grades 7 and 8.  

• Those certifications that cover grades K through 12 should ensure graduates 

have had equally exposure to all grade bands equally. For participants in this 

study, that was not the case. At the state level, policymakers should consider 

breaking up the K-12 certifications into more conventional grade bands to 

better ensure teacher candidates are prepared for specific grade levels. 

• Better differentiate coursework for middle level graduates so they enter the 

classroom more equipped to effectively meet the needs of middle level 

adolescents. Parliament graduates with a middle level specific certification 

should feel much more prepared to teach in the middle grades than graduates 

with other certifications.  

• Offer a specialized classroom management class for those considering 

employment in urban settings. 

• As noted above, more realistic field experiences would help teacher 

candidates practice classroom management and feel prepared to meet the 

needs of middle level students. 

• Restructure undergraduate teacher certification programs at Parliament to 

allow teacher candidates to choose a grade level after sufficient exposure to 

each grade band. All teacher candidates could take foundational education 

courses together prior to division into elementary, middle, or secondary 

certifications. This could occur while potential teacher candidates complete 

Parliament’s general education requirements. All graduates would have 



193 

 

identical background knowledge and then specialized knowledge depending 

on their content area and grade level preferences. 

• As discussed under the section Program Components, a novice teacher 

induction program would likely make the transition process smoother for new 

graduates and increase their perception of preparedness. This could be done in 

conjunction with the local district or select schools were graduates find 

employment. 

 

Content Preparation 

 I found in this study that all but one participant felt prepared for the content she 

was teaching. Secondary participants felt most prepared in their content areas, which was 

no surprise considering this group completes the greatest number of content specific 

courses. Middle level participants self-identified as prepared for their content area 

certifications, but interviews revealed a lesser degree of confidence. However, all three 

middle level participants were first year teachers, who typically show lower levels of self-

efficacy (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007; Woolfolk Hoy & Spero, 2005). The 

one elementary certified participate did not feel wholly prepared for the content areas she 

was teaching, but that was likely due to the fact that she was required to teach all content 

areas as an elementary generalist. Further, this study only interviewed one graduate of the 

elementary certification program. Parliament may want to further investigate how other 

elementary certified candidates feel about their content preparation. 

 Jennifer (E) and Rich (S) each mentioned the Common Core Standards in their 

interviews. Rich (S) commented on the fact that Parliament had not adequately taught 

him about the newly adopted Common Core Standards. He expressed a lack of 

confidence about implementing them in his lesson planning. Jennifer (E) also expressed a 
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lack of confidence surrounding the Common Core Standards. She felt as though 

Parliament did not expose her to it sufficiently and admitted to now struggling with 

implementation at her charter school: 

 

Right now we’ve really, like, in my school, we’ve transitioned to the Common 

Core Standards. And I know that was kind of in the making whenever I was still 

in school, but not completely. Um, and I really feel like I had no education in 

college about Common Core Standards and um, how different they are and 

because there’s really like a whole new shift in thinking about how to teach and 

it’s much different than what I learned in college so I feel like right now I’m kind 

of relearning all of that. But yeah, that’s one thing that like I really wish I would 

have had more experience with Common Core and how to teach Common Core 

and all that. That was just one of my biggest, kind of, concerns I guess since I left. 

There’s a lot changing in education and I feel like a teacher preparation program 

needs to be ahead of those changes so that by the time their students graduate, 

they’re prepared. (Jennifer, personal communication, September 14, 2014) 

 

Jennifer’s last comment truly epitomizes her and Rich’s thoughts about what a 

preparation program should do for its teacher candidates. It should give them all the 

necessary tools to be successful in a future classroom. For Jennifer, this meant more 

instruction around the Common Core Standards and possibly more strategies for teaching 

math content. For Rich, this meant a broader range of topics across the curriculum in 

grades 7 through 12 as well as an introduction to the Common Core Standards. I do not 

have any data to back up Rich’s and Jennifer’s claims that the Common Core Standards 

were untaught during their preparation programs. Again, these are only the claims of two 

program graduates, but Parliament may want to look into whether other graduates feel 

similarly. With the turbulent landscape of education, the programs at Parliament must 

continually evolve to meet the needs of future graduates. 
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Summary of Recommendations 

• Parliament should continue with content preparation coursework for 

secondary and middle level specific programs since graduates reported feeling 

prepared. When teaching outside of their declared content area, some middle 

level participants felt less than prepared but that is to be expected. Secondary 

candidates should be required to complete course assignments around many 

topics and grade levels in order to ensure preparation that covers all possible 

employment options. 

• A further study should be done to investigate feelings of content preparedness 

among elementary certified program graduates. Do all graduates feel 

underprepared in math, or was that unique to this participant? If many 

elementary certified graduates feel underprepared in a specific area, then 

Parliament should take steps to restructure the program to meet that area of 

deficiency. 

• Communicate upcoming education policy changes to students while they are 

enrolled in their certification programs and evolve certification programs as 

necessary to compete in today’s turbulent education policy landscape. 

• As noted above, Parliament should offer targeted coursework or separate 

tracks for more specialized instruction on the middle level. 
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Overall Level of Preparation 

Participants perceived their teacher preparation programs as moderately effective. 

Regardless of pathway, participants offered both positive and negative attributes of their 

programs. Even recognizing the program’s shortcomings, when asked all participants 

stated they would recommend their program to others. 

 I asked the four participants who completed the second interview if they would 

recommend their programs to others considering a career in middle level teaching. All 

participants agreed that they would recommend their program, even though all had earlier 

named flaws with their programs. Tiffany’s (S) response is not included because it was 

lost to the tape distortion. Rich (S) waffled on his response to this question, initially 

stating that “[i]f it was just a secondary program, yeah sure. Cause I think four of the six 

years you’re really, really well prepared for…” (Rich, personal communication, January 

4, 2015). Rich (S) meant that of the six years covered by the secondary certification, 

seventh through twelve, graduates of his program were well prepared to teach the four 

years of high school. When pushed on if he would recommend his program strictly for 

those wanting to teach at the middle level, Rich (S) responded:  

 

Probably. You know why? ‘Cause I think when you get to middle school, the goal 

is to eventually teach high school anyway…. I think a lot of people end up falling 

into that situation, but, um, if they really have a desire to stick with middle school, 

I would say go for a middle school program and maybe not even at Parliament…. 

generally speaking, I don’t hate the Parliament program. I actually think it’s doing 

a pretty good job. They have pretty good professors. They do….And as long as 

the professors are solid, I think you’re prepared enough you could do the job very 

well and the rest you learn in the field, but, um, so I think I feel confident telling 

somebody to go for it. But if they really wanted to focus on middle years, I’d 

probably say check out some other programs first, before you make a decision. 

Not ruling out Parliament, but making sure you don’t rule anybody else out before 

you think about it. (Personal communication, January 4, 2015) 
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Rich (S) stated that his secondary certification program was sufficient for those who wind 

up teaching at the middle level as a default option. With a secondary certification, 

someone can take a job at the middle level, but still be certified to teach high school when 

a job opens up. Rich (S) admitted that if a future teacher has a desire to teach middle 

school specifically, he or she should look into middle level specific programs. 

Throughout both interviews, Rich (S) conveyed a loyalty to Parliament, which could be 

why he feels so confident in recommending his certification program, even though it does 

not truly prepare teachers for working with middle level adolescents.  

Whereas Rich (S) was very sure of his reasons for recommending his certification 

program, Amanda (M) was less so. She recommended her program, but got stuck on 

explaining why she thought it was good.  

 

Yeah. Yes, it’s good. Um, the why always gets me. Um, I feel like we had talked 

about almost every situation that I’ve come into contact with except legal stuff, 

like all that I don’t know what to do with. I feel like we talked about every 

situation especially in my senior seminar and I got all different, like, views from 

all different student teachers who are all experiencing different things and we 

always talked about completely different ways of dealing with it and I feel like 

I’ve gotten so many different options to turn to when I’m having an issue. I feel 

like I just have...I feel like I (mumbling) know how to handle every situation, but 

it’s just, I guess it’s just me personally implementing it. Yeah. I feel like I was 

prepared for every situation but I wasn’t…I wasn’t able to really use it until now 

and I feel like that’s where sometimes I know in my head how to react to a 

situation or um, deal with something but I don’t feel like I’m able, I’ve been able 

to practice it before I got into the field. So, I would, but maybe again with more 

field experience um, by myself. (Amanda, personal communication, December 

30, 2014) 

 

Amanda (M) liked that fact that throughout her program she was able to hear about 

various situations and numerous ways to deal with the same situation from peers and 

professors alike. However, since she was unable to practice them before she began 

teaching she felt unable to properly implement them by herself. This affected her 
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confidence in the classroom. Again, she mentioned a desire for more time in the field by 

herself. Presumably, Amanda (M) believed that more time to practice the strategies she 

had discussed during her courses would have given her more confidence and ability to 

utilize them in her own classroom. 

 Like Rich (S) and Amanda (M), Liam (M) also recommended his program to 

others considering a career in middle level teaching. Rich (S) and Amanda (M) discussed 

aspects of the program when explaining why they would recommend it, but Liam (M) 

explained that the program made him more employable. When asked if he would 

recommend his program to others, his response was: 

 

Uh, yeah, cause it’s one of the few that I know of, honestly. Other schools, I 

really didn’t. They didn’t have, like, a middle years specific program where you 

can do two, um, content areas. And I think that’s probably why I got a job so 

easily was just because I had math and science versus just, like, one or the other. 

So I’d say, if you’re set on teaching it’s, like, a pretty good program to go into. If 

you’re willing to work in the Franklin school district or an urban area, you can get 

a job like that. So, I’d definitely recommend it. (Liam, personal communication, 

January 19, 2015) 

 

Although Liam (M) felt as though he was not fully prepared (he rated his program at a 

four or five), he still recommended the program for others. He thought being certified in 

two content areas was unique to the Parliament program and was sure this aspect helped 

him secure employment after graduation. Liam (M) mentioned urban schools specifically, 

even though previously he stated that he felt he would be better prepared for suburban 

schools. The fact that he was easily able to get a job after graduation seemed to be the 

best reason for recommending the program. 

Liam’s (M) comments about choosing the middle level program evoke ideas of 

choosing Parliament’s program as a default. Liam (M) was unaware of any other 

programs, but I wonder if knowledge of other programs would have made a difference in 
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his choice to attend Parliament. First, he initially wanted to enroll in a secondary 

certification program and there are many of those offered at colleges in the area. Second, 

Liam (M) admitted he chose Parliament because of “the amount of the scholarship” he 

received (Personal communication, September 10, 2014). Knowledge of the middle level 

program did not seem to have any effect on his decision to enroll at Parliament.  

 Other participants chose Parliament as a default as well. For Amanda (M) and 

Isabel (S), it was close to home. Isabel (S) expanded that her parents played a key role. 

“Um, specifically my parents chose Parliament. Um, they didn’t want me to live 

anywhere else. They’re really strict. And I was getting a full ride, so they were, like, 

definitely you’re staying at Parliament” (Isabel, personal communication, September 3, 

2014). For her, the main reasons for choosing Parliament location and cost. The 

requirements from her parents made Parliament a default choice. When I asked if she 

chose Parliament for its education program, Isabel (S) said “No. I had no idea about the 

program” (Isabel, personal communication, September 3, 2014). Of Parliament’s 

education program, Amanda (M) stated that she “didn’t look into it like [she] should 

have” (Personal communication, August 20, 2014). Rich (S) thought that Parliament was 

his only option. He had been a poor student in high school and Parliament had an 

agreement to accept any graduate from the local community college he attended. 

   

They were the only ones I thought would accept me. (Laughter.) I really did….I 

guess Parliament’s my option. That was for undergrad. I had a good time there for 

that but then I enjoyed the program for my undergrad, that’s why I went back for 

the master’s and in 2 weeks, the PhD, so. (Rich, personal communication, January 

4, 2015) 

 

Rich (S) believed he had no other options and so Parliament became a default. Like Rich 

(S), Dionne (M) chose to continue her education at Parliament after completing her 

undergraduate degree. Additionally, she was unfamiliar with other middle level specific 
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programs. Dionne (M) chose Parliament as a default option to complete a certification 

program. 

 

Well, I chose it because well, it was at Parliament and I just wanted to stay at 

Parliament. And because it was the only middle grades program that I was like, 

that I could find. Yeah. Maybe I didn’t search a lot, but laughter. Um, I’m trying 

to think back. I think that’s the reason why though. Cause it was middle grades. 

Which is kinda true, um, but yeah. But I think most of it had to do with that it was 

at Parliament. (Dionne, personal communication, September 19, 2014) 

 

Dionne (M) admitted she had not done a lot of research about other programs. Her easiest 

option was to remain at Parliament. She did not choose the program because it was 

middle grades specific, but rather that it was at Parliament and it prevented her from 

having to take too many additional content courses (as discussed above). The middle 

level specific program and Parliament as a whole were truly default options for Dionne 

(M), but examples from other participants demonstrate that she was not alone in choosing 

her program and/or Parliament as a default option. There seems to be a disparity here. 

Even though Parliament was a default option for so many, the loyalty to Parliament was 

quite strong. More than half of the participants had completed or were enrolled in a 

master’s program at Parliament after completing their bachelor’s degree there. If 

graduates are choosing to further their education at the same institute when there are so 

many options available locally, on some level, graduates believe that Parliament is 

providing them with the skills needed to be successful as classroom teachers.  

Liam’s and Dionne’s contention that Parliament was the only middle level 

specific program in the area was interesting. There are ten programs in the surrounding 

area that offer a middle level specific certification program. Practically all of these 
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require participants to graduate with a dual content area specification. However, 

Parliament’s program is one of the larger programs, if not the largest, in the area. This is 

probably the main reason that Liam (M) and Dionne (M) believed Parliament was the 

only program in the area.   

The fact that Parliament’s College of Education acts as a default option for so 

many people makes me question how the College of Education is marketing itself. It also 

makes me question the motives of the people who are enrolling in the program. Do they 

actually want to be teachers, or does the College of Education just offer an easy option 

for a marketable career? This could be especially true at the middle level. All three 

middle level participants defaulted into enrolling at Parliament. All three middle level 

certified participants also defaulted into the middle level specific program. It makes me 

wonder how committed these participants are to teaching middle grades adolescents. Is 

Parliament producing highly qualified teachers for the middle grades?  

Given all the information presented above, it is possible to ascertain the current 

level of turbulence being experienced by participants in this study. To begin this 

discussion, it makes sense to examine a turbulence gauge that compares the four possible 

levels of turbulence (Gross, 2014). A turbulence gauge for this selected sample of 

Parliament graduates from various certification pathways teaching at the middle level is 

shown in Table 4 below. 
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Table 5 

 

Turbulence Gauge of Parliament Program Graduates 

 

Level of 

Turbulence 

General 

Definition 

Example as Applicable to Parliament Program 

Graduates 

Light Little, if 

any, 

disruption 

Graduates of all programs feel equally prepared to 

teach at any grade level and/or content area included in 

their state certification. Graduates feel highly 

comfortable in the classroom and intend to remain in 

the profession for the duration of their careers. 

Moderate Widespread 

awareness 

of issue 

Graduates of all programs report feeling mostly 

prepared to teach at any grade level and/or content area 

included in their state certification, but feel as though 

their teacher preparation program could have more 

thoroughly addressed a specific topic (for example, 

classroom management). However, candidates know 

where to find information and how to ask for 

assistance. They still intend to remain in the teaching 

profession for most of their careers. 

Severe Sense of 

crisis 

Graduates from all programs report feeling 

underprepared to teach in the grade levels and/or 

content areas included in their state certification. For 

example, graduates may feel underprepared (or 

unprepared) to teach at the middle level or in an urban 

setting. Graduates do not feel entirely comfortable in 

the classroom and report a sense of struggle with daily 

tasks related to teaching (e.g. lesson planning, 

classroom management). Graduates admit to seeking 

employment in other settings and/or grade levels or 

may admit to a desire to leave teaching altogether. 

Extreme Structural 

damage to 

reform 

Graduates from all programs feel highly unprepared to 

teach in the grade levels and/or content areas included 

in their state certification. Graduates feel very 

uncomfortable in the classroom and consider leaving 

the teaching profession prior to completing their first 

year as a teacher of record. 

 

After an examination of the data, I would assign a sense of severe turbulence to 

the graduates of Parliament’s teacher education programs who participated in this study. 

Graduates from all pathways expressed feeling underprepared to deal with the realities of 
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urban teaching. No candidates reported feeling entirely prepared to address the needs of 

young adolescents, although those candidates from the middle level specific pathway 

viewed it as their responsibility to address such needs. Candidates from the secondary 

and elementary pathways blamed their inability to address the needs of middle level 

students on their programs’ respective focus on either high school or lower elementary 

grades. Several participants in this study mentioned wanting to leave their current school 

and/or the profession altogether. Although he had been at the same school for several 

years, Rich (S) stated he often looked for job openings in other districts. Amanda (M) 

wanted to find employment in the suburbs. Tiffany (S) was committed to urban teaching, 

but left an underperforming school after one year to take a placement at a better 

performing school in the district.  Dionne (M) admitted she did not know if she would be 

able to remain a middle level teacher for multiple years. Halfway through the school year, 

Liam (M) made a decision that his first year of teaching would be his last. Five of the 

seven participants in this study had contemplated leaving (or left) their place of 

employment. Their reasons differed, but were all related to feeling unprepared for middle 

level or urban teaching.  

 The severe level of turbulence has cascading effects on other areas as well. When 

novice teachers feel uncomfortable in a school setting, they are slower to adjust to new 

settings (Moran, 1990). This is also tied to the social-cognitive theory. If novice teachers 

are more comfortable in a school setting, they will be more receptive to learning about 

teaching practices as well as their own students. The feelings of unpreparedness among 

the novice teachers in this study likely created a sense of turbulence in their classrooms 

and direct affected their students. Furthermore, when teachers change schools or leave the 
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profession, they contribute to the high levels of teacher turnover already present in most 

urban districts. This increases turbulence at both the school site and district levels as 

principals and human resource professionals recruit and hire replacement teachers. 

Novice teachers have a variety of responsibilities on their plate and looking for a new 

takes time away from these duties, further contributing to levels of turbulence in the 

classroom. From Parliament’s perspective, graduates are likely to discuss their feelings of 

preparedness with preservice teachers who have not yet graduated or peers considering 

enrollment in the College of Education. These discussions could affect job placement 

rates for Parliament if preservice teachers are dissuaded from pursuing employment in 

teaching. Additionally, potential students could be discouraged from even entering 

certification programs.  

 Turbulence is experienced differently by different stakeholders in each situation. 

Where one stakeholder may experience moderate turbulence, another may experience 

severe turbulence. When the state of Pennsylvania implemented the middle level specific 

certification, it is likely that faculty and staff in the College of Education at Parliament 

experienced extreme or severe turbulence but students in the college likely experienced 

moderate or light levels of turbulence. Theoretically, participants with a middle level 

specific certification should have felt lower levels of turbulence when they began 

teaching in a middle level classroom because of the specificity of their certification. 

However, turbulence levels across the middle level, elementary, and secondary 

participants in this study were fairly equal. It has already been documented that the 

elementary and secondary programs tended to overlook the middle level, even though 

those certifications overlap the lower and higher limits of the middle grades. The fact that 
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levels of turbulence were relatively similar leads me to believe that the middle level 

program is not currently designed to help its graduates feel entirely prepared to teach 

middle level adolescents.  

 This leads into the driver of stability. In order to ensure that any graduate whose 

certification includes the middle grades is prepared to teach at the middle level, program 

leaders at Parliament need to open a dialogue with graduates to determine where changes 

might be necessary. Potential ideas for research are discussed below. Using data from 

these conversations (formal or informal), Parliament should be innovative and change the 

respective programs so that all graduates feel fully prepared to teach  at any grade level 

and/or content area included in their state certification. Although turbulence has been 

discussed thus far as a negative thing, it can actually challenge the status quo. This has 

the capacity to affect immensely positive change in the College of Education and on each 

of the teacher certification programs. As the programs make changes to address areas of 

need, graduates will emerge feeling more fully prepared to handle any classroom where 

they might find employment. Over time, this will strengthen Parliament’s reputation as a 

producer of high-quality, effective teachers. 

 

Future Research 

 This exploratory study compared how well prepared novice middle level teachers 

from various certification pathways (elementary, secondary, or middle level) felt for 

teaching at the middle level. I looked at how novice middle level teachers described their 

program components, how they perceived their understanding of the needs of middle 

level students, and how they described their content area preparation. After analyzing the 
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data from this study, there are many areas on which to expand this line of research. 

Several ideas for future research are detailed below. 

• This study could be replicated, but limit the participants to first year teachers 

only. The more experienced teachers in this study, even those with just one 

semester or one year, had perceptions of preparedness that were colored by their 

more extended time in the classroom (as suggested by the social-cognitive 

theory). Additionally, a larger sample size with equal representatives from each of 

the three pathways would make for a more accurate comparison.  

• Track the feelings of preparedness prior to graduation through the first years of 

teaching to provide a more complete picture of where teacher candidates feel 

most/least prepared and additional insight as to the reasons why they feel/do not 

feel prepared in certain areas. This longitudinal study would target a cross section 

of preservice teachers in their senior year and interview them to gauge their 

feelings of preparedness. Participants would be interviewed again early in the 

school year and a third time at the end of the school year. Ideally, a larger sample 

size would be obtained for comparison purposes. Similar studies have been 

undertaken by other researchers (i. e. Woolfolk & Hoy, 2005; Tschannen-Moran 

& Woolfolk Hoy, 2007). A longitudinal study would give Parliament a broad 

picture of how well its graduates feel prepared. 

• A similar study to the one above could be researched, but begin interviewing 

preservice teachers in their sophomore or junior years as opposed to senior year 

and track their feelings of preparedness throughout their time in their program.  
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• It appeared that many difficulties participants in this study faced were due to their 

employment in urban settings. Therefore, it would be logical to compare the 

feelings of preparedness of Parliament graduates teaching in urban schools to 

Parliament graduates teaching in suburban schools. Do graduates who find 

employment in suburban schools feel more prepared than those in urban schools? 

It would be interesting to investigate this question and delve into the reasons why. 

These findings could support the social-cognitive theory even further. 

• Parliament may want to consider studying the impact of an induction program for 

novice teachers. The program could be built in conjunction with schools where 

many graduates have found employment. This study could compare feelings of 

preparedness between a group involved in an induction program and a group not 

involved in an induction program. Findings could support or refute the 

development of an induction program on a larger scale. 

• There appeared to be some differences between the responses of the male and 

female novice teachers. The role of gender and classroom management has been 

explored (Demetriou et al., 2009; Marsh, Martin, & Cheng, 2008), but the 

research comparing feelings of preparation between male and female novice 

teachers is very limited. The population of male teachers in the United States is 

relatively small and therefore their voices in teacher education research is more 

limited. Uncovering any sex-based differences on feelings of preparation could 

help with recruitment of male teachers. 

• Parliament is one of many universities in the Franklinton area. It may be 

worthwhile to compare feelings of preparedness among graduates from various 
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universities. There are some universities that also supply a large number of 

teachers to the Franklinton district. Determining if one group feels more prepared 

than another could serve several purposes. It could help guide Franklinton school 

district as to which graduates it should consider hiring. A study like this could 

also help all programs better themselves. Each program will likely be shown to 

have particular strengths that other programs may consider replicating. 

• Prior research has found that White preservice teachers commonly view low-

income and minority students and their families “through a deficit lens” (Amatea 

et al., 2012, p. 802) and blame the problems of student failure and misbehavior on 

students and their families (Amatea et al., 2012; Leland & Harste, 2005; Obidah 

& Howard, 2005). Based on some comments from several participants in this 

study, it appears some Parliament graduates may fit this profile. However, this 

was beyond the scope of this study and not enough data were collected to 

speculate any further. Since many Parliament graduates go on to teach in low-

income, high minority schools, it could be worthwhile to investigate how many of 

their preservice teachers hold deficit views of such students. If a study reports 

high levels of deficit views, then Parliament should consider taking steps to 

overcome negative stereotypes so that graduates do not take deficit views into 

their classrooms. 
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Conclusion 

This study compared how well prepared novice middle level teachers from 

various certification pathways (elementary, secondary, or middle level) felt for teaching 

at the middle level. I examined how novice middle level teachers described their program 

components, how they perceived their understanding of the needs of middle level 

students, and how they described their content area preparation. With regards to program 

components, there appeared to be very little difference in opinions on which components 

provided the best preparation. Nearly all participants felt that the field experience was the 

part of their program that best prepared them for classroom teaching. Since most 

participants chose the same component, it was not surprising to find similarities. With 

regards to understanding the needs of middle level students, there was little difference 

between the three certification pathways. This was more surprising as I expected those 

with a middle level certification to feel more prepared than those from the other 

pathways. I did find some differences with regards to content area preparation. Those 

with a secondary specific certification reported feeling most prepared for their content 

area while the participant with an elementary certification reported feeling less prepared. 

Those with a middle level certification feel in between – prepared for some content, but 

not all of it. This leveling was not surprising since graduates with a secondary 

certification spend the more credit hours on one particular subject area. Overall, 

participants in this small study felt moderately prepared. There are some things 

Parliament is doing well to ensure their graduates are prepared. But there are also things 

Parliament could be doing better to ensure their graduates are prepared for urban settings. 

This was an exploratory study and there is much more research that can follow to 

investigate various aspects of Parliament’s teacher preparation programs.  
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Personal Application 

 One duty that accompanied my recent appointment as a tenure-track faculty 

member at Yarrick Continental College (YCC) was coordination of the three certification 

programs: the middle level certification program, the K-12 Spanish certification program, 

and the K-12 music certification program. Therefore, I will have great influence over the 

direction each of these programs takes over the duration of my tenure. This study has 

already had a direct impact on my career. Using findings from this study, there are 

several changes I intend to make to these programs. I will describe five such changes in 

the paragraphs that follow. 

 The first change I intend to make to require our middle level graduates to be 

certified in two content areas. The middle level graduates at Parliament expressed great 

satisfaction with the dual certification aspect of their programs. It allowed them to pursue 

multiple interests and they felt it made them more desirable applicants for employment. 

In talking to current students at YCC, they also believe a dual certification would make 

them more marketable. Some of them intend to pursue an add-on certification after 

receiving their initial certification. As I move forward with this change, I will look at 

Parliament’s program as I compare initial middle level certification programs across the 

state with a dual certification component. 

 The second change I intend to make is already underway. I want to ensure that 

any YCC graduate that is certified for the middle level has had exposure to and feels 

prepared to teach at the middle level. This will happen in all three certification programs: 

elementary, middle level, and secondary. YCC has an elementary certification that 

extends to grade 4. I teach the elementary math methods course, which prepares 

elementary candidates to teach mathematics in grades prekindergarten through 4. In the 

past, the field experience for this class has taken place solely in first grade classrooms. 

Starting this spring semester, roughly half of the students will conduct their field 
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experience in local fourth grade classrooms. I intend to assess my students’ sense of 

efficacy around teaching upper elementary/middle level math. Those students with lower 

efficacy will be placed in a fourth grade classroom. Eventually, all students enrolled in 

the elementary math methods course will do a rotation teaching fourth grade math. My 

intention is that this practice will ensure the elementary certified graduates feel confident 

to teach all subjects and grades for which they will be certified. The middle level specific 

program at YCC extends from grades 4 through 8. Starting this spring, I will be teaching 

the first middle level specific course at YCC. In this course, students will complete a field 

experience in a fourth or fifth grade classroom. They will get exposure to teaching 

content outside of their certification area, since in grades four through six they may be 

hired as a content generalist. Lastly, YCC’s secondary program extends from grade 7 

thorough 12. I taught the secondary science methods course in the fall semester. 

Throughout the course, I was explicit about how strategies could be modified for the 

middle level. Two students were placed in a middle level field experience. One was 

apprehensive about her placement at the beginning of the semester, but grew to love 

middle grades students. She is now completing her student teaching in a middle grades 

classroom and is considering seeking employment at the middle level. All certification 

programs at YCC cover at least one grade at the middle level. I hope more regular 

exposure to the middle level will ensure all graduates feel prepared to accept employment 

in the middle grades and thrive in such a setting. 

 The third change has to do with the comprehensive K-12 certifications. The K-12 

certified participants from this study felt as though their respective programs focused too 

much on the high school (9-12) grade band. I want to do what I can to ensure that 

graduates from YCC’s K-12 programs do not feel the same way. Our Spanish education 

and music education majors can choose to take the elementary or secondary version of 

several foundational education courses. In advising, I will encourage them to take an 
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equal balance of such courses. Where a middle level version exists, I will encourage them 

to include those as well. One YCC graduate with a music certification suggested a 

segmented student teaching experience. She proposed student teaching for half the 

semester in a K-8 setting and in a 9-12 setting for the other half. While finding music and 

Spanish field placements across various grade levels could pose problems due to lack of 

available cooperating teachers, I thought her suggestion was a good one. Segmenting the 

student teaching experience, as well as the earlier field experiences, is a change I will 

investigate in upcoming semesters. The music and Spanish programs cover all grade 

levels. Like the other programs, I want to make sure all graduates feel prepared to accept 

employment in all grades for which they are certified. 

 Requiring detailed lesson plans is the fourth change. Participants from this study 

believed the detailed lesson plans required for their courses at Parliament were beneficial 

in helping their transition to the classroom. Some professors in the YCC education 

department require very detailed lesson plans, while others do not. In the courses I taught 

in the fall semester, I required very detailed lesson plans from my students. In course 

evaluations, students appreciated building such lesson plans and felt they learned a lot. I 

intend to continue the practice of requiring detailed lesson plans in future semesters. My 

hope is that one day all professors in our department will do the same. At the very least, I 

can request it of faculty teaching in my programs. 

 Lastly, I want to expand YCC’s reach in the surrounding urban community. 

Unlike Parliament, most of our students find employment in suburban districts. However, 

some are unable to find employment at all. Yet, they are hesitant to seek employment in 

the urban school district where there are opportunities. Currently, none of YCC’s field 

placement partnerships take place within the local urban district. I would like to build 

partnerships with some local schools. Social-cognitive theory tells us that context 

matters. Teacher candidates will feel most comfortable in schools that are similar to the 
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ones where they completed their field experiences. I would like to give YCC preservice 

teachers a wide range of experiences so they can feel prepared to take any job for which 

they are qualified, regardless of location. 

 As the program coordinator for three programs that span the middle grades, I have 

an enormous responsibility to ensure YCC graduates are prepared to teach at the middle 

level. This current study has provided me with ideas to make programmatic changes at 

my institution. As these changes take form, I intend to study their impact on the graduates 

of YCC. I hope that Parliament will embrace the suggestions put forth in this study to 

examine and/or modify their own certification programs that span the middle grades. 
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APPENDIX A 

QUESTIONS FOR FIRST INTERVIEWS 

 

1. Why did you choose the program you graduated from (elementary, middle level, 

secondary)? 

a. Why were you interested in becoming a teacher? 

b. Why Parliament? 

2. Given the choice, what grade level and/or subject area would you teach? Why? 

3. Prior to teaching, what experiences had you had with middle grades students? 

4. How would you describe middle grades students in general? 

5. How would you describe middle grades students in terms of their 

cognitive/intellectual abilities? 

a. What kinds of needs do they have as learners? 

b. What types of capabilities do they have as learners? What do they lack? 

6. Thinking about the topics you teach, pedagogical strategies you use, and the types of 

thinking you want students to do, how do you think teaching at the middle level is 

different than teaching at the elementary or secondary level? 

7. A lot of people say that middle school is a really difficult age to teach. What are your 

thoughts on that?   

8. The following cards describe possible places that your ideas on teaching middle 

school may have come from. Could you please put these cards in order of most 

influential to least influential on your thinking about teaching middle school? 

• Personal experiences as a middle grades student 
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• Prior experiences working with middle grades students 

• College classes on child and adolescent development 

• Education and/or methods classes 

• Field experience 

• Other influences (another teacher, professional subscriptions, etc) 

a. What did you place as the most influential? Why? 

b. What did you place as the least influential? Why? 

c. Are there any other influences you want to comment on? 

9. Thinking about your teacher preparation program, could you identify any specific 

courses, readings, assignments, or class activities that were particularly influential on 

the way you thought about middle grades students? (Provide list of courses for 

specific preparation program.) 

a. How was [answer] influential? 

b. In what ways were you prepared to teach at the middle level? 

c. Were there some aspects about middle level teaching you wished you had 

learned during your teacher preparation program? 

i. What should your program do to remedy that? 

10. How well do you think your preparation program prepared you for teaching at the 

middle level? Expand on those thoughts.  

a. How much did your program focus on upper elementary or secondary grades? 

(Depending on program) 
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APPENDIX B 

QUESTIONS FOR SECOND INTERVIEWS 

1. Describe your first couple months of teaching. 

a. What is a strategy you learned in a field experience or in a class that you are 

using right now in your classroom? 

2. How has what you learned as a preservice teaching affected your classroom practice? 

3. After a few months of teaching, how would you now describe middle grades students 

in general? 

4. How would you describe middle grades students in terms of their cognitive or 

intellectual abilities? 

a. What capabilities do they have as learners? What do they lack? 

b. Has anything changed how you would describe middle grades students from 

how you described them in our first interview?  

i. What was the cause of this change? 

5. How has what you learned as a preservice teacher affected your classroom practice? 

6. What things about teaching have you had to figure out on your own? 

7. Using a scale from 1-10, where 1 is not at all prepared and 10 is extremely well 

prepared, how well do you feel you were prepared for teaching middle level 

adolescents? Explain your response. 

8. Do you feel like you were adequately prepared to teach the content area you are 

currently teaching? Why or why not? 

9. In what ways is your school using best practices to meet the needs of middle grades 

students? 
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10. Now that you have some teaching experience under your belt, what do you think your 

program should change to make future teachers more prepared? 

a. What type of information did you need more of? 

b. What did you need less of? 

11. Thinking about your journals, in what ways did Temple prepared you to deal with the 

problems you’ve encountered in the classroom? 

a. How could Parliament modify the program to better prepare future graduates 

for these issues? 

b. Specific questions related to the journal entries were tailored for each 

participant. 

12. Do you think you’d be more prepared to teach in a suburban setting? Why or why 

not? 

13. Would you recommend your preparation program to others considering a career in 

middle level teaching? 

a. Would you choose your program again? Why or why not? 
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APPENDIX C 

FIELD PLACEMENT SCHOOL PROFILES 

 

C – L = charter school that chooses students via lottery 

P = public school 

PSA = public school, special admission requirements 

PT = public, turnaround school 
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Type C – L PSA P P C – L P PSA P PSA C – L  PT 
Grades K-10 6-8 6-8 K-8 6-12 7-9 6-10 K-5 9-12 7-12 K-8 
Total Enrollment 1290 284 1235 997 928 1383 276 458 817 241 252 
Title I Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Average Years 

of Educational 

Experience 

(Total) 

7.20 13.75 17.68 10.96 5.21 12.08 10.08 19.21 12.59 4.17 8.67 

% of Classes 

Taught by HQ 

Teachers 

95.92 88.33 91.27 86.23 100 100 97.98 100 79.39 0.0 70.15 

% Daily 

Attendance 
93.81 95.51 94.11 93.37 90.12 92.01 95.40 93.89 89.92 92.49 91.09 

% Black 41.16 90.14 17.65 61.48 3.56 9.91 87.32 23.58 47.98 82.16 88.89 
% White 20.78 3.52 51.09 3.01 0.11 63.12 1.81 47.16 22.03 5.81 0.4 
% Hispanic 25.81 2.82 9.55 21.16 96.23 4.56 4.35 10.92 19.09 10.37 3.57 
% SPED 16.43 7.04 14.9 11.33 16.38 17.21 27.54 10.48 3.55 13.28 19.44 
% Economically 

Disadvantaged 
68.76 55.63 67.21 87.56 88.15 24.44 64.13 57.42 100 52.7 90.48 

% ELL 2.40 0.70 7.04 10.73 19.72 2.24 0.36 7.86 2.33 0.0 0.79 
# Misconduct 

Incidents 
32 4 6 37 34 0 2 6 14 1 28 

Building Level 

Academic Score 
66.2 70.3 81.6 53.9 56.8 85.6 78.2 62.3 67.2 51.4 49.5 

% Proficient/ 

Advanced Math 
61.70 81.09 77.33 39.9 39.57 84.26 78.30 70.44 62.75 48.91 41.73 

% Proficient/ 

Advanced 

Reading 

60.94 81.09 71.09 36.61 46.30 86.00 86.32 57.14 85.71 52.17 33.86 
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APPENDIX D 

EMPLOYMENT SCHOOL PROFILES 
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Type P C – L C – L P PT  PT C – L PT 
Grades K-8 K-8 K-8 K-8 5-8 5-8 K-12 K-8 
Total Enrollment 833 457 489 323 865 770 1247 702 
Title I Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Average Years of 

Educational 

Experience (Total) 

11.48 9.46 3.83 12.38 7.02 4.21 9.46 1.61 

% of Classes 

Taught by HQ 

Teachers 

92.00 96.88 86.15 93.75 75.56 72.67 100 80.95 

% Daily 

Attendance 
93.26 96.20 69.87 93.22 84.81 92.79 96.74 94.89 

% Black 34.09 89.72 97.96 84.21 31.91 17.53 15.24 57.12 
% White 17.65 5.69 0.41 1.55 8.44 0.65 65.12 1.00 
% Hispanic 26.41 1.31 0.20 4.64 53.06 80.65 13.79 24.22 
% SPED 9.00 19.69 10.02 12.69 24.97 20.26 9.06 14.10 
% Economically 

Disadvantaged 
100 80.96 71.98 94.74 99.65 84.29 60.38 76.78 

% ELL 17.41 0.00 0.61 1.24 13.18 23.64 0.64 21.79 
# Misconduct 

Incidents 
26 8 98 26 236 35 13 1 

Building Level 

Academic Score 
60.2 76.70 61.10 57.6 52.9 48.8 66.5 58.2 

% Proficient/ 

Advanced Math 
46.62 59.21 59.80 46.11 17.65 38.76 75.22 38.3 

% Proficient/ 

Advanced Reading 
43.25 51.97 50.00 36.31 24.65 29.40 79.09 31.54 

 
a Teachers were employed at these schools full time as the teacher of record. This also 

counted as student teaching experience. 

 

C – L = charter school that chooses students via lottery 

P = public school 

PSA = public school, special admission requirements 

PT = public, turnaround school 
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APPENDIX E 

FINDING AND RECOMMENDATION MATRIX 

 
Findings Interpretations Conclusions Recommendations 

If I find this… Then I think it means 

this… 

Therefore I conclude, 

or what I know to be 

true is… 

Thus, I recommend 

that… 

Regardless of 

pathway, field 

experiences were 

ranked as a highly 

influential program 

component on 

participants’ ideas 

about teaching at the 

middle level. 

However, 

participants from all 

pathways found the 

field experiences to 

be unrealistic. 

Field experiences 

have a profound 

impact on preservice 

teachers 

 

Field experiences as 

they are currently 

structured are not 

meeting the needs of 

all preservice 

teachers. 

Without extensive 

field experiences, 

preservice teachers 

would be less 

confident when they 

begin teaching 

 

Field experiences 

need to be 

restructured to be 

more realistic. 

--Longer field 

experiences 

--More realistic field 

experiences (alone, 

without help from 

peers or cooperating 

teacher) 

--Field experiences in 

more urban schools 

and across various 

grade levels 

--Earlier field 

experiences 

Other program 

components 

(professors, 

coursework, personal 

experiences as a 

middle school 

student, prior 

experiences working 

with middle level 

students) did not 

show any pattern of 

distinction among the 

three pathways. 

No other component 

stood out in any one 

program so programs 

must be fairly similar 

Preservice teachers 

are not getting very 

much specialized 

instruction at the 

middle level – even 

those with a middle 

level specific 

certification 

--More differentiation 

for middle level 

(professors, 

coursework) 

None of the 

participants 

expressed a desire to 

teach at the middle 

level, even those 

participants with a 

middle level specific 

certification. 

 

 

Middle school is a 

default option for all 

pathways, even the 

middle level specific 

certification.  

Parliament needs to 

do more work around 

making the middle 

level more desirable. 

--Recruit students to 

middle level program 

that want to be 

there…not default 

from secondary 

--ensure that in 

secondary program, 

professors are 

touching on grades 7 

& 8 and in 

elementary program 

they are teaching 

about grades 4 & 5 
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Findings Interpretations Conclusions Recommendations 

If I find this… Then I think it means 

this… 

Therefore I conclude, 

or what I know to be 

true is… 

Thus, I recommend 

that… 

All participants, 

regardless of 

pathway, believed 

that middle level 

students have unique 

developmental and 

intellectual needs and 

realized a need for 

specialized teaching 

strategies and/or 

instructional 

techniques while 

teaching students in 

the middle grades. 

Most MLE & Elem 

framed 

developmental needs 

in a positive light 

when compared to 

Sec participants. 

Participants realized 

the need for 

specialized strategies 

at the middle level, 

but outside of the 

middle level, 

participants didn’t 

always frame 

developmental needs 

positively 

Parliament is giving 

novice teachers tools 

for middle level, 

seems like others 

learned strategies in 

the field (secondary 

and elementary) 

--Give more chances 

to practice 

specialized 

techniques 

--Professors should 

be explicit when they 

modify strategies for 

the middle level (or 

give tips for how to 

modify for ML) 

Participants from the 

secondary and middle 

level pathways felt 

more prepared to 

teach within their 

content area 

Parliament did a good 

job at preparing 

secondary and ML 

participants for 

content areas. 

Parliament’s and/or 

state’s requirements 

give graduates strong 

basis of content 

knowledge. 

--Practice around 

none certified content 

for ML participants 

(reading/history) 

--Push candidates 

outside comfort zone 

(ensure candidates 

are practicing the full 

range of content they 

could potentially 

teach) 

The participant from 

the elementary 

pathway felt least 

prepared to teach all 

of her content. 

There were some 

areas the candidate 

felt prepared to teach 

(ELA/literacy) and 

some areas she did 

not 

More work in 

specific content areas 

is needed for ECH 

candidates to feel 

prepared 

--More practice 

around difficult areas 

(like math) for 

elementary 

candidates 
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Findings Interpretations Conclusions Recommendations 

If I find this… Then I think it means 

this… 

Therefore I conclude, 

or what I know to be 

true is… 

Thus, I recommend 

that… 

Among this limited 

sample pool, there is 

very little difference 

in feelings of 

preparedness for the 

middle level between 

the three pathways. 

The three 

certification 

pathways do not 

adequately 

differentiate for 

preparation at the 

middle level 

Middle level specific 

candidates are not 

coming out more 

prepared than any 

other candidates 

--exploratory study – 

a study with a larger 

sample size is needed 

to more concretely 

determine the 

difference in levels of 

preparedness 

--More differentiation 

for middle level 

(professors, 

coursework) 

Even though 

participants lacked 

confidence in some 

areas, overall they 

felt confident that 

Parliament equipped 

them with necessary 

skills to be successful 

teachers. 

Generally, 

participants felt as 

though Parliament 

prepared them for 

success in the 

classroom 

The Parliament 

program is a strong 

one and is churning 

out teachers who 

generally feel 

prepared for middle 

level, regardless of 

certification pathway 

--keep program 

largely the same, 

tweak areas that were 

highly criticized, like 

field experiences or 

coursework on 

assessment and 

classroom 

management 

 

 

 


