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Specialized middle level teacher education programs are purported to be a
potential lever for middle level education reform. Preparing teachers to enact reform-
oriented visions of teaching, in the context of uneven, if not stalled, middle level
education reform presents a formidable challenge as student teachers attempt to challenge
the status quo. Yet, despite a growing body of literature on specialized middle level
teacher education, the critical student teaching year remains under-researched. This
dissertation thus proposes and investigates Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry
(ROCI) as a pedagogy for supporting reform-oriented student teaching in middle school.

Employing a nested design, this dissertation uses two qualitative studies to
explore ROCI from a variety of perspectives. The first study describes how four student
teachers and one teacher educator used ROCI to create a student-driven social action
project that was reform-oriented and responsive to their field placement school. An
analysis of middle school student feedback regarding the social action project is also
provided. The second study investigates the challenges and benefits experienced by the
group as they attempted to innovate using ROCI as well as the insights they developed

regarding what it takes to participate in middle level education reform. The challenges



discussed include a disconnect between College of Education and field placement visions
of teaching, being “just an intern,” cultivating student engagement in “new” teaching
approaches, time, and collaboration. The benefits of participation in ROCI include its
successful support of reform-oriented innovation, increased understanding and
confidence in reform-oriented teaching practices, relationships with students, and new
insights for the teacher educator. Student teacher insights indicate that participating in
middle level education reform requires collaboration with multiple stakeholders, strategic
communication, flexibility and patience.

Findings point to several implications for teacher education. These include the
development of teacher education curricula that prepare preservice teachers for reform-
oriented student teaching as well as the potential for ROCI to serve as a framework for
building capacity in reform-oriented teaching in partnership schools as well as through
induction. The challenges faced also underscore the need to address the multiple political,
structural, and financial challenges that make investing in school-university partnership

work difficult.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

As many Colleges of Education nationwide and internationally step into the
relatively new venture of specialized middle level teacher preparation programs, middle
level teacher educators, student teachers, in-service teachers, schools, students, families,
and communities stand to benefit from the focused efforts of so many committed to the
particular nature of teaching and learning at the middle level. Indeed, the emergence of
specialized middle level teacher education programs is purported to be a potential lever
for middle level education reform (Association for Middle Level Education, 2006).
Preparing teachers in the context of uneven, if not stalled, middle level reform (Dickinson
& Butler, 2001; McEwin, Dickinson, & Jenkins, 2003), however, presents a formidable
challenge.

Calls for middle level education reform have a 60 year history built upon decades
of research in middle level best practices (Arth, Johnston, Lounsbury, Toepfer Jr, &
Melton, 1985; Association for Middle Level Education, 2010, 2010, 2013; Erb, 2001;
Jackson & Davis, 2000; National Middle School Association, 2003). The middle school
movement originated from mounting criticisms in the 1950s and 1960s that junior high
schools had developed into nothing more than ““a junior version of the high school”
(Beane, 1991, p. 10) and, as such, were inappropriate for the developmental needs of
early adolescents (Alexander & Williams, 1965). Although the creation of the junior high
had also been motivated in part by a felt need for a school tailored to early adolescence,

the “persistent problems of the junior high” were, summarily:



1) departmentalization (students move from class to class, subjects taught by
different teachers, etc.); 2) curriculum is subject centered (academic subjects still
emphasized); 3) teachers are inadequately trained for junior high school (most
received their formal education in subject matter rather than knowledge of student
development; few discharge their role of guiding teenagers); 4) teaching is similar
to what occurs in high schools (dominated by textbooks, teacher-controlled lessons,
and class periods of 40-50 minutes); 5) students are organized into groups that take
subjects together (i.e., tracking); and 6) students exploring their interests are limited
to home economics, shops, and extracurricular activities. (Douglass, 1945 as cited

in Cuban, 1992, p. 238)

The middle school movement was thus motivated in part by the failure of the junior high
school movement to fundamentally change learning environments for early adolescents
(Coxe, 1930; Lounsbury & Douglass, 1965). The pervasive rethinking of institutions and
society that characterized the progressive times of the 1960s also provided fertile ground
for the middle school movement (Smith & McEwin, 2011).

The eventual publication of the seminal report, Turning Points: Preparing
American Youth for the 21" Century (Carnegie Council, 1989), presented the first
comprehensive vision of the key structures, principles, and practices needed for
developmentally-appropriate middle schools. From this vision, the crux of the middle
level education reform was born: the middle school concept (See Appendices A and B).
Driven by clearly articulated goals for middle level education that emphasize citizenship,
critical thinking, self-actualization, and 21 century skills, the middle school concept

consists of an interdependent list of four key attributes and sixteen characteristics of



successful schools for young adolescents (Association for Middle Level Education, 2010)
(See Appendix B). With deep roots in democratic education and integrated curriculum
(Beane, 1993, 2005; Dickinson & Butler, 2001; Stowell, McDaniel, & Rios, 1995), the
middle school concept presents a distinctive curriculum that is a “total ecology of
schooling” (Dickinson & Butler, 2001, p. 10), including features such as instructional
teaming, advisory programs, exploratory electives, interdisciplinary units of instruction,
service learning, project-based learning, and cooperative learning.

Recent empirical research continues to support the model of the middle school
concept. A groundbreaking study by McEwin & Greene (2010), for example, has shown
that highly successful middle schools (as defined by rigorous criteria for national
recognition that includes but is not limited to a successful record of improving
standardized test scores) “more highly implemented the components of middle level
schools as recommended in the middle school literature” (p. 58) than a comparison
random sample. These findings indicate an association between authentic implementation
of the middle school concept and a host of positive outcomes for middle school learners.
Although much progress has been made in restructuring middle schools, however,
research has also shown that more than 60 years after the origins of the middle school
movement, the characteristics associated with the developmentally-appropriate middle
school concept remain inconsistently implemented in middle schools in the United States
(Bradley, Manzo, & Week, 2000; Irvin & Valentine, 1994; McEwin et al., 2003; McEwin
& Greene, 2010; Wiles & Bondi, 2001). Moreover, similar to the criticisms of the

preceding junior high movement, “very little has changed at the core of most students’



school experience: curriculum, assessment, and instruction” (Davis & Jackson, 2000, p.
5).

A lack of specialized middle level teacher preparation programs has plagued the
progress of the middle school movement since those teachers who end up in middle
school are often “unschooled in appropriate curriculum and instruction for young
adolescents, and ignorant of the place and purpose of middle school organizational
practices and the complex role of the middle school teacher" (Dickinson & Butler, 2001,
p. 7). Specialized middle level teacher education programs are thus pivotal in the
continued pursuit of developmentally-appropriate middle grades education. A new round
of professional standards published by the Association for Middle Level Education
(AMLE; 2013) as well as professional development materials like the This We Believe
series (AMLE, 2012; National Middle School Association, 2010) are rooted in the
reform-oriented vision of the middle school concept. Consequently, specialized middle
level teacher education programs are designed to promote reform-oriented visions of
middle level teaching. The work of preparing reform-oriented teachers in the context of
uneven middle level education reform, however, presents a formidable challenge. Since
the full implementation of the middle school concept remains a vision rather than a
reality, middle level teacher educators must address the competing demands of preparing
student teachers to enact the reform-oriented vision while still preparing them for the
current status of teaching in middle school field placements. Much like middle level
students who hover between childhood and adolescence, however, the work of middle
level teacher educators calls us to float between two realities---1) the reality we hope to

create by preparing our teacher candidates with a rich foundation in middle school



philosophy and 2) the reality of our field placement settings which vary widely in their
adherence to middle school philosophy. In light of perennial challenges in teacher
education associated with teacher socialization (Allen, 2006; Schempp & Graber, 1992;
Zeichner, 1985; Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1981a) and the transfer of theory to practice
(Korthagen, 2011; Zeichner, 2010), careful thought must be given to how middle level
teacher educators can prepare student teachers to navigate the tension between the
reform-oriented middle school concept and the current realities of practice.
The Origins of the Idea

In an effort to make the problem facing middle level teacher education concrete for
the reader, I offer the following illustration of how my experiences with this challenge
led to the development of this research.

I recently had the opportunity to simultaneously teach a newly offered specialized
middle level education course and supervise student teachers who had been placed in
middle schools. My experiences as a middle school teacher have made me a long-time
proponent of and believer in the middle school concept. As such, when I was given the
opportunity to design an introductory middle level education course, I did not hesitate to
put the middle school concept front and center. The syllabus I developed was
unabashedly bent on developing a rich appreciation for the Association for Middle Level
Education (AMLE) vision of middle level education.

In my role as a university supervisor for other students closer to teacher candidacy,
however, disturbing questions began to arise about the utility of the coursework I had
painstakingly aligned to the AMLE vision. On Mondays and Wednesdays I explored the

AMLE vision of middle level education reform in my classroom with one set of students,



but on Tuesdays and Thursdays I struggled, in student teacher field placements, to
identify any traces of this vision I had been so immersed in the day before. Where were
the interdisciplinary units of instruction? Why weren’t these teachers teaming? When did
advisory sessions become remediation? Where were the relevance, the active learning,
the meaningful choices? Why did teachers look at me strangely when I asked about
projects? Indeed, were it not for the gangly limbs, teen heartthrob folders, and occasional
pint-sized late bloomer, there was nothing to distinguish this middle school from a high
school.

Back in my university classroom, I was also becoming increasingly aware of the
challenge my students and I faced in “seeing” what the AMLE middle school concept
looked like in action. Given that their own middle school learning and field experiences
were not in keeping with this model, they craved concrete examples and routinely pushed
back when the resources we explored failed to fulfill this need. I attempted to address this
concern by modeling some of the most unfamiliar characteristics in class (ex. engaging
them in active learning, providing multiple varied assessments, etc.) and drawing on
examples provided by AMLE, yet I continued to hear the same refrain---Yeah, but what
does it look like in the classroom? In math? In science? With real kids? At this school?
These students appeared committed to middle level education reform and were excited by
the idea of the middle level concept. Yet their concerns underscored compelling
questions regarding the transfer of reform-minded vision to practice: How can I learn to
do what I cannot see? How am I supposed to do this when I start working in a school

where this isn’t in place?



And so went the semester. On Mondays and Wednesdays I was heartened by my
students’ growing conviction in the reform-oriented middle school concept yet
increasingly aware that we were grasping at something we could not see. And on
Tuesdays and Thursdays I was in real middle school classrooms, disheartened by the tidal
wave of worksheets and lectures and silence that was threatening to swallow up the
students, teachers, student teachers, and my faith in the AMLE reform-minded vision.
Why? Was the AMLE vision flawed? Undesirable? Undoable? Was I selling a fantasy?
The AMLE resources suggested otherwise, detailing the innovative work being done at
exemplary middle schools across the country, yet these written accounts did little to
satisfy my urge to see.

As the semester came to a close, the usual nostalgia of another class ending was
punctuated by fear. What would happen to my students when they, like their counterparts,
entered student teaching? Having built so much momentum around middle level
education reform, I worried what would happen once these students entered student
teaching. They were an amazing group of committed middle level student teachers and I
was moved by their passion. But what is passion in the face of the traditional? A small
group of prospective student teachers began to linger after class, asking questions and
sharing their fears about what would happen in student teaching at their assigned school.
Their end-of-semester reflections echoed my own concerns: What happens if this isn’t
happening in the school where I teach? How can I create change in my school? Again,
my reform-minded commitments chafed against my pragmatic sensibilities as I worried
that I had failed these students by focusing on a vision rather than the reality of what they

would face in the field. My happy Monday/Wednesday club was about to collide with the



hard truth of Tuesday/Thursday, an impact for which I knew I had inadequately prepared
them.

I could see clearly now the double-edged sword upon which middle level teacher
education teeters---commit too entirely to a reform-minded vision and you risk being
unrealistic; commit too pragmatically to preparing students for the status quo and you
risk being subsumed by the traditional. While I had been busy struggling to make sense
of the tension between the AMLE vision and the reality of our middle school field
placements, [ had failed to engage my students in this struggle. In an effort to protect
them from the messiness, I had failed to prepare them for an essential part of the work of
teachers committed to education reform: to look at the spaces in between what is and
what should be to envision and enact what could be.

A Study: Learning to Teach in the Midst of Middle Level Education Reform

Driven by this experience and curious to learn more about the perspectives of
reform-minded student teachers embarking on student teaching, I organized a summer
series of three focus group sessions to explore the following research questions:

1. What are the felt needs of student teachers committed to middle level

education reform as they anticipate “teaching against the grain” (Cochran-
Smith, 1991, p. 279) in student teaching?

2. What ideas do preservice teachers committed to middle level education reform
have for how middle level teacher education programs could support them in
teaching against the grain in student teaching?

Three student teachers were invited to participate in the focus group on the basis

that they 1) were about to enter their student teaching year, 2) had expressed a clear



interest in middle level education reform as evidenced by class discussions and
reflections, and 3) had raised important questions concerning their impending student
teaching experience in the context of middle level education reform. An AERA proposal
with a detailed description of the data collection and analysis methods as well as the
findings from this study is provided in Appendix C. In brief, however, the focus groups
revealed that student teachers committed to middle level education reform crave
relational support, structural support, and permission to take risks without fear of failure
in student teaching. Building from these themes, the student teachers had no shortage of
ideas to share concerning how middle level teacher education programs could support
them in student teaching. Taken together, these ideas offer a vision for student teaching
that is centered in structured collaboration around a wisely selected goal. These findings,
paired with my experiences as a university supervisor and middle level teacher educator,
are the inspiration for the research discussed in this dissertation.
The Purpose of this Research
This research is driven by two overarching questions:
1. How can middle level teacher education contribute to middle level education
reform?
2. How can we support middle level student teachers in innovating in a
responsive and reform-minded way during student teaching?

To this end, in this dissertation, I propose and investigate an original collaborative
inquiry model, Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry (ROCI), as a pedagogy for
supporting middle level student teachers in “innovating” in student teaching. Innovation

used here refers to the creation or addition of a new approach to teaching and learning in



a given field placement school or classroom. Although an innovation may be new to a
given classroom, it will necessarily be informed by middle school best practices literature
and, in building on the work of others, is not expected to be unprecedented. However,
since the innovation is new to the field placement classroom, it must also be responsively
developed to suit the unique context in which it is implemented. In this way, the
implementation of “new” approaches to teaching and learning will be original, and thus
innovative.

Given Cochran-Smith’s (1991a) influential work on learning to teach against the
grain, the subtle difference between the language of innovation and teaching against the
grain is worth mentioning. While innovation involves the creation of something new, it
does not suggest that what exists is necessarily bad. Indeed, innovation often builds on
the foundation of existing work. In contrast, to prepare student teachers to teach against
the grain carries an oppositional connotation, as though the grain is bad and going against
it is good. Sometimes the grain goes in a certain direction for an enlightened reason. As
such, the language of innovation used by Deering et al. (2003) deconstructs the
dichotomy between education reform as “good” and the current state of education as
“bad.” Instead, innovation builds upon the rich and valuable knowledge base of both
theory and the local school. In this way, innovation can serve as a non-oppositional
means to participate in small-scale middle level education reform at the local level.

Brief Overview of the Study

To investigate multiple aspects of the Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry

(ROCI), I used a nested research design (Figure 1.1) to organize two separate yet

connected studies.
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Study 2

Qualitative
Inquiry

Study 1

Collaborative
Inquiry

Figure 1.1. Map of Nested Design for Research
In Study 1, I engaged in the collaborative inquiry cycle with four reform-minded
student teachers with whom I had previously worked. Through ROCI, the group
innovatively engaged their middle school students in a student-driven social action
project guided by the following essential question: How can we promote a positive school
culture in Lakeview Middle School' ? In keeping with the participatory nature of
collaborative inquiry, we co-developed a focus for our investigation. For the purpose of
this study, however, the following research questions were used to document and
describe the group’s engagement in ROCI as well as the resulting innovation:
1. How did we as a group innovate to put AMLE characteristics (See Appendix
A) into practice in a way that is responsive to the needs and strengths of our
middle school community?
2. What does middle school student feedback indicate about their experience

with our innovation?

1 Pseudonym for the field placement school.
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In Study 2, I employed qualitative inquiry to examine the group’s experiences and
perspectives as we engaged in ROCI. The following research questions were used to
examine these perspectives:

1. What challenges, if any, did our group face throughout ROCI?

2. What benefits, if any, did our group experience through participation in

ROCI?

3. What strategies, if any, did the group develop to cope with the challenges they

faced throughout ROCI?

4. What, if anything, did student teachers learn about what it takes to participate

in middle level education reform?

As will be made clear in the literature review that follows, there is a growing body
of literature on specialized middle level teacher education. The critical student teaching
year, however, remains an under-researched aspect of the middle level teacher learning
trajectory. Research that explicitly situates student teaching within the context of middle
level education reform is non-existent. This research thus addresses this gap in the
literature by investigating Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry as a pedagogy for
supporting reform-oriented student teaching in the context of middle level education

reform.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

In this chapter I begin by reviewing literature pertaining to perennial challenges in
teacher education as well as innovations that have been developed to address these
challenges. Special attention is given to the emerging body of literature on middle level
teacher education. I subsequently review literature on two pedagogies that greatly
informed the work of our collaborative inquiry group---youth social action and service
learning---and introduce the AMLE recommendations for a developmentally-appropriate
middle school environment. I end by discussing my researcher assumptions and
introducing my conceptual framework.

Perennial Challenges in Teacher Education

Since specialized middle level teacher education programs are driven by reform-
oriented professional standards tied to the middle school concept, student teachers
enrolled in these programs are arguably positioned to bring reform-oriented ideas to the
field. Research into teacher socialization provides compelling evidence, however, that
numerous challenges make innovation in teaching difficult. Traditional models in the K-
16 education continuum pose a significant challenge for those committed to changing
teaching practices (Allen, 2006; Schempp & Graber, 1992; Zeichner & Tabachnick,
1981a; Zeichner, 1985). Student teachers often enter university after twelve years of
“apprenticeship of observation” in the traditional model as students in the K-12 education
system (Lortie, 1975). Likewise, “studentship” experiences in teacher education often
perpetuate traditional conceptions of teaching and learning through a dependence on
teacher-centered pedagogies (Graber, 1991). Even as teacher educators develop

pedagogies to teach and model reform-oriented practices in coursework, field placements
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are likely to reinforce traditional approaches (Bradley, Manzo, & Week, 2000; Dickinson
& Butler, 2001; Irvin, Valentine & Clark, 1994; McEwin & Greene, 2010; Wiles &
Bondi, 2001). The disappointing result of all of these challenges has been associated with
what Zeichner and Tabachnick (1981) named a “washing out” of the effects of teacher
education once students enter student teaching and induction. This “washing out” makes
the participation of teacher education in education reform problematic and, at worse,
limited.

The potential for teacher education to contribute to reform efforts is also made
difficult by the persistence of the “application-of-theory-model” (Korthagen & Kessels,
1999) of teacher education, which operates from the assumption that prospective teachers
must first learn theory and then apply this theory in practice. The leap from theory to
practice, however, is a formidable one complicated by all of the challenges described
above. In addition, however, the application-of-theory-model is tied to another widely
documented conflict between academic knowledge and practitioner knowledge (Zeichner,
2010). While Colleges of Education predominantly espouse the importance of deep
theoretical and foundational knowledge to undergird practice (academic knowledge), the
demands of the field require a developed proficiency in teaching practices that address all
of the pragmatic elements of teaching in all of its complexity (practitioner knowledge).
Although these two perspectives could work symbiotically towards the same goal of
accomplished teaching, productive dialogue between practitioners and academics is
hampered by a historically hierarchical relationship in which academic knowledge is
given priority over practitioner knowledge (Martin, Snow, & Franklin Torrez, 2011;

Zeichner, 2009, 2010). Zeichner (2009) writes, for example, that despite the promotion of
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models such as school-university partnerships and professional-development schools,
“colleges and universities continue to maintain hegemony over the construction and
dissemination of knowledge for teaching in teacher education” (p. 488). This inequitable
distribution of decision-making power subjugates the expertise of practitioners, thus
making meaningful collaboration between academics and practitioners around
theory/practice and teaching/learning difficult. Since education reform relies on
practitioner implementation, the success of this reform hinges on precisely the form of
collaboration that is precluded by the hierarchical nature of the “application-of-theory-
model” of teacher education (Korthagen, 2011, p. 34). Thus, with one foot in the
academic world and the other in that of the practitioner, student teachers committed to
education reform are often left to navigate the thorniness of transferring theory to practice
alone.

Reform-minded student teachers also face the challenge of the pervasive
apprenticeship model of student teaching, which emphasizes their position as novices to
the “doing” of teaching and can facilitate the dismissal of their ideas as idealistic or naive
by mentor teachers and student teachers themselves (Cochran-Smith, 1991b). In the
absence of scaffolded collaboration between mentor and student teachers around reform-
oriented teaching, the traditional student teaching experience remains one in which
student teachers are expected to learn the “real business” of teaching from their mentor
teachers. As such, the student-mentor relationship can indeed be symptomatic of the
theory-practice divide and student teachers can experience this divide as a “pushing and
pulling” (p. 345) between socialization forces and individual inclinations (Schempp and

Graber, 1992). If not attended to, the dissonance experienced when attempting to teach in
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ways that innovate can result in teacher candidates concluding that reform-minded
teaching is too impractical or simply impossible. A failure to address the push and pull of
the student teaching experience can thus perpetuate the status quo.
The Creation of Hybrid Spaces in Teacher Education

Much has been written to underscore the importance of dynamic school-university
partnerships in the work of teacher education (Boyle-Baise & Mclntyre, 2008; Clark,
1999; Darling-Hammond, 2000; Zeichner, 2006, 2010). Yet, despite great strides being
taken to carefully develop professional development school partnerships and illustrate the
importance of school-university partnerships in teacher education (Boyle-Baise &
Mclntyre, 2008; Clark, 1999; Darling-Hammond, 2005; 2006; National Council for
Accreditation of Teacher Education, 2014), “the disconnect between what students are
taught in campus courses and their opportunities for learning to enact these practices in
their school placements is often very great even within professional development and
partner schools” (Zeichner, 2010, p. 483). Drawing on hybridity theory and third space
(Bhabha, 1990), Zeichner (2010) proposes that teacher educator programs must design
creative “hybrid spaces” or “boundary crossings” in teacher education. These “boundary
crossings” aim to bring “academic and practitioner knowledge together in a more
synergistic way in support of student teacher learning” (p. 487). The following examples
are offered: 1) bringing P-12 teachers and their knowledge into campus courses and field
experiences, 2) incorporating representations of teachers practices in campus courses, 3)
mediated instruction and field experiences, 4) hybrid teacher educators, and 5)

incorporating knowledge from communities into preservice teacher education.
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Zeichner (2010) describes hybrid teacher educators as “clinical faculty positions
where the work of teacher educators takes place both in elementary and secondary
schools and on a college and university campus” (p. 490). Although the precise
responsibilities associated with these positions vary, they consist of a blend of school-
university partnership and teacher preparation work. While Zeichner suggests that the
work of hybrid teacher educators could create more dialectic third spaces in teacher
education and subsequently reduce the disconnect between schools and universities, he
does not offer any concrete guidance as to how this might be accomplished. Reform-
Oriented Collaborative Inquiry (ROCI) is thus proposed herein as a pedagogy through
which “hybrid teacher educators” could support teacher candidates in reform-oriented
student teaching.

Innovations in Middle Level Teacher Education

Although middle level teacher education is a newly emerging field of research,
recent inquiries into program design and student teacher experiences are beginning to
shed some light on which elements of middle level teacher preparation programs are
particularly effective. A review of this literature reveals that middle level student teachers
benefit from: 1) meaningful school-based field experiences that make clear links between
middle level theory and teaching practice and 2) the modeling of the middle level concept
in teacher education courses (Deering, Zuercher, & Apisa, 2010; de Jong & Chadbourne,
2007; Ference & McDowell, 2005; Kleine & McBryar, 2009; McDaniel & Stowell, 1994;
Stowell et al., 1995).

A central challenge in designing the first of these elements in middle level teacher

education stems from the aforementioned tension between reform-oriented practices
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espoused by coursework and traditional models likely to be pervasive in the field.
Making explicit links between theory and practices that are evident in field experiences
seems logical and indeed do-able. As has been recognized by Zeichner (2010), making
these connections becomes more challenging, however, if we aim to propagate reform-
minded visions of “what could be.” If we are not careful, the well-meaning desire to
make meaningful links between theory and practice, coursework and field experience,
can result in teacher education being driven by “what is” rather than “what could be,”
subsequently running the risk of perpetuating the status quo. Teacher educators must
consider, therefore, how we can facilitate meaningful links between reform-minded
theory and practice in ways that honor both.

The second of these elements is the modeling of the middle level concept in teacher
education courses. In the absence of field experiences that have successfully implemented
the middle school concept, this approach strives to address the dissonance between
coursework and fieldwork by simulating the middle school concept in the teacher
education program itself. Exemplary middle level teacher education programs thus
provide a context in which teacher candidates can learn about the middle school concept
while experiencing the developmentally-appropriate vision themselves (de John &
Chadbourne, 2007; Deering, Zuercher, and Apisa, 2010; Kleine & McBryar, 2009;
Stowell, McDaniel & Rios, 1995). Program structures, for example, may support teacher
educators in teaming to develop interdisciplinary thematic units of instructional curricula
that are relevant and responsive to the lives of the teacher candidates. Throughout these
units of instruction, they may provide opportunities for the teacher candidates to make

meaningful choices and provide feedback that subsequently informs instruction and
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assessment design. Teacher candidates in such programs, likewise, may be expected to
collaborate with peers to explore new concepts and propose authentic means to
demonstrate what they have learned (Deering et al., 2010; de Jong & Chadbourne, 2007,
Ference & McDowell, 2005; Hagenauer & Hascher, 2010; Hansen, 2010; Kleine &
McBryar, 2009; Marchand, 2008; Stowell et al., 1995).

This pedagogic modeling is a purposeful move to address the problematic nature of
traditional views of teacher and student roles in the field and in teacher education,
especially given the decidedly learner-centered nature of the middle school concept.
Building on the tradition of Deweyian progressive education philosophy, the middle
school concept represents a radical departure from traditional schooling by emphasizing
the democratic and emancipatory purposes of schooling (Beane, 2005; Dewey,
1916/1963; Stowell et al., 1995). While many students may agree with this vision, few
will have experienced it. Learner-centered teaching practices such as “active learning”
and “relevant curriculum” advocated by AMLE are rooted in a strong research base
elucidating the benefits of such approaches to teaching (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking,
2000; National Middle School Association, 2010). Nonetheless, middle grades
classrooms remain decidedly teacher-centered and offer fewer opportunities for
meaningful decision-making than the elementary schools that precede them (Dickinson &
Butler, 2001; Hagenauer & Hascher, 2010; Hansen, 2010; Marchand, 2008; McEwin et
al., 2003; McEwin & Greene, 2010; Rotherham & Willingham, 2009). With this in mind,
the modeling of reform-minded middle level practices in teacher education courses serves
a dual purpose. First, by practicing what they advocate, teacher educators aim to avoid

the perils of “studentship” in traditional models that would undermine any effort to
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advocate for reform-minded practices. Second, in the absence of reform-minded field
experiences, this modeling in the university classroom allows teacher educators to
facilitate the theory-practice link within the university classroom, making these
connections explicit as they model practices while teaching theory.

Nonetheless, in the absence of the reform-minded middle school concept in the
field, questions remain as to how modeling that is confined to the university classroom
transfers into actual practice once students enter the field as student teachers.
Experiencing a practice as a student is not the same as knowing how to enact the practice
as a teacher. Likewise, having experienced and seen the middle school concept at work in
a university setting with college-aged students is not the same as being prepared to
implement this concept in a middle school setting. The modeling of reform-oriented
practices in a university classroom also does not address the enormity of the challenge
student teachers will face in enacting these practices when they step into student teaching
in traditional field placements. Indeed, without careful consideration given to the design
of field experiences, the modeling of reform-minded practices in teacher education,
however well intentioned, could have the undesirable effect of enlarging the gap between
theory and practice, rather than lessening it.

This dissonance becomes of particular concern when middle level student
teachers enter student teaching. As the culminating experience of a teacher education
program, the student teaching year is the point in which student teachers must begin to
negotiate the previously described challenges associated with teacher induction.
Surprisingly little has been written, however, about the student teaching year of middle

level teacher preparation. A search for published research that explicitly addresses the
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critical student teaching phase of specialized middle level teacher education identified
only four studies. Two investigate the practice of partnering two student teachers with
one mentor in student teaching (Eick, 2002; Gardiner & Robinson, 2010), and the third
summarizes the results of a survey investigating common middle level student teacher
fears (Brannon, 2010). The fourth study proposes a collaborative and developmental
approach for teacher induction into student teaching designed to scaffold the student
teacher from observation to whole class teaching (Arhar & Walker, 2002). While each of
these studies adds to the knowledge base around student teaching, none of them focuses
explicitly on reform-oriented student teaching.
Collaborative Inquiry and Education Reform

Bray, Lee, Smith, and Yorks (2000) define collaborative inquiry as “a process
consisting of repeated episodes of reflection and action through which a group of peers
strives to answer a question of importance to them” (p. 6). Collaborative inquiry, one of
several participatory and action-based inquiry methods, has been identified by
researchers as an innovative way to improve practice and construct new knowledge,
particularly in education (Bray, Lee, Smith, & Yorks, 2000; Brooks & Watkins, 1994).
Collaborative inquiry is designed to “provide a liberating structure within institutional
settings for people to explore questions normally closed to them” (Bray et al., 2000. p.
13). For this reason it is particularly well suited to the goal of engaging student teachers
in education reform.

Although the commitment to creating a liberating and responsive method
precludes the designation of a prescribed model, Bray et al. (2000) nonetheless offer a

four-phase map of the collaborative inquiry process (See Appendix D) as a general guide.
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Cyclical in nature, the process consists of four primary phases: 1) forming a collaborative
group, 2) creating the conditions for group learning, 3) acting on the inquiry question,
and 4) making meaning by constructing group knowledge (p. 14). To illustrate variants
on the collaborative inquiry cycle, two other examples that have informed the design of
the ROCI are also included as Appendices E and F.

Empirical research on collaborative inquiry in teacher education and professional
development points to a range of outcomes related to its transformative potential. Namely,
collaborative inquiry has been associated with shifts in teaching practice as well as the
development of what Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) call knowledge-of-practice (Butler,
Lauscher, Jarvis-Selinger, & Beckingham, 2004; Butler & Schnellert, 2012; Goodnough,
2010; Hung & Yeh, 2013; Nelson & Slavit, 2008; Zech, Gause-Vega, Bray, Secules, &
Goldman, 2000). Since education reform is implemented by teachers, these findings
suggest the important role collaborative inquiry could play in education reform. There is
also some evidence to suggest that participation in collaborative inquiry can serve as a
catalyst for shifts in teacher thinking concerning their role in school change. Huffman and
Kalnin (2003), for example, found that participation in collaborative inquiry allowed
teachers “to take more ownership over local data and expand their role in their schools’
decision-making process” (p. 569). Likewise, research by Zech, Gause-Vega, Bray,
Secules, and Goldman ( 2000) suggests that teachers who engage in collaborative inquiry
come to “see themselves as active constructors of their knowledge and discover how to
create and sustain collaborative communities of inquiry within which to continue learning
together” (p. 16). And lastly, a study by Storms and Gordon (2005) identifies

collaborative inquiry as a means to build courage and develop an understanding of “how
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to engage others in collaborative conversations” (p. 71). Taken together, these findings
are a testament to the instrumental role collaborative inquiry can play in transforming the
lives and work of teachers, and by extension, schools.

And finally, as it concerns school-wide change and middle level education reform
specifically, the work of Deering, Perez, Wong, Leong, and Yep (2003) speaks to the
potential for collaborative inquiry as a model for school-based professional development.
The authors present two compelling examples of how a collaborative inquiry process
entitled What'’s driving you crazy? (See Appendix F) for school-based professional
development resulted in “craziness reduction” (p. 34) in two Hawaii public middle
schools. For example, in response to the “craziness of trying to address young
adolescents’ needs with a traditional junior high school approach. . .[especially] the needs
of the school’s growing lower-income student population and its transient military
students” (p. 34), Deering et al. (2003) describe some of the results as follows:

One of the key innovations of Moanalua Middle is its heterogeneous teaming

structure, with daily planning meetings of regular and special education faculty

dedicated to curriculum, student concerns, and other functions. The flexible block
schedule allows teams to regroup students and extend class sessions to support
interdisciplinary projects including studies of family ethnicity, investigation of
water quality, bridge building, career exploration, and more. Teams also hold
their open house nights offering a much more personalized approach than the
typical whole-school format; the high turnout for these events helps address the

typical craziness of “Parents aren’t involved” (p. 35).
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This excerpt provides a rich illustration of how collaborative inquiry can result in
coordinated school-wide innovation to address the unique needs of the school community.
Since the collaborative inquiry cycle is aimed at middle level education reform, this work
also speaks to the success of collaborative inquiry as an instrument for engaging in-
service teachers in education reform within their local middle school.
Service Learning and Youth Social Action
This section introduces literature on two approaches to teaching and learning that
greatly informed the development of the inquiry group’s reform-oriented innovation:
service learning and youth social action. In this section, I introduce the approaches to
service learning and youth social action that informed the collaborative inquiry group’s
approach. I then describe the relationship between this approach and specific AMLE
characteristics as well as well-documented challenges faced by middle schools.
Service Learning
As service learning has emerged as a popular pedagogy in K-12 and higher
education settings, research on service learning in schools has led to numerous
publications and handbooks ( Billig, 2000, 2011; Butin, 2003; Clayton, Bringle, &
Hatcher, 2013a, 2013b), many of which emphasize the role this pedagogy can play at the
middle level in particular (Pritchard & Whitehead III, 2004; Roberts & Yang, 2002;
Theriot, 2009; Totten & Pedersen, 2009). Because the term “service learning” is used to
represent a vast continuum of experiences for a wide array of purposes, it is first
necessary to clearly define what is meant by “service learning” in this dissertation.
Service learning, as it is referred to here, is in keeping with the following definition from

the National Service Learning Clearinghouse (2013):
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Service learning is a teaching and learning strategy that integrates meaningful
community service with instruction and reflection to enrich the learning
experience, teach civic responsibility, and strengthen communities. Through
service-learning, young people—from kindergarteners to college students—use
what they learn in the classroom to solve real-life problems. They not only learn
the practical applications of their studies, they become actively contributing
citizens and community members through the service they perform.
As it pertains to the work developed by the collaborative inquiry group, two aspects of
this definition warrant further clarification. The first is simply that while service learning
can be used to engage students in community issues that expand beyond the walls of their
school, for the purpose of this study, the student teachers and their students chose to
focus their project on the investigation and strengthening of their school community.

The second is that while some variations of service learning have been criticized for
positioning students as passive participants in a predetermined project, this approach to
service learning is committed to the “youth voice” standard for quality service learning
practice, which states that high quality service learning “provides youth with a strong
voice in planning, implementing, and evaluating service-learning experiences with
guidance from adults” (National Youth Leadership Council, 2008). Further description of
the role of students in quality service learning provided by the Coalition for Community-
Based Learning identifies the following essential elements for student voice:

Students participate actively in choosing and planning the service project;
Students participate actively in planning and implementing the reflection sessions,

evaluation, and celebration;
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Students participate actively in taking on roles and tasks that are appropriate to

their age. (Blank, Berg, & Melaville, 2006, p. 43)

Through active engagement in all stages of the service learning IPARDC process
(Investigate, Plan, Act, Reflect, Demonstrate/Celebrate) (See Figure 2.1), students
identify and investigate an issue of relevance to them and their community,
collaboratively develop a plan for action to address this issue, take action, reflect on the
experience, and share what they learned with others. Interdisciplinary content standards
are embedded in all stages of the process and are assessed formatively throughout and
summatively at the reflection and sharing phase through multiple forms of authentic

assessment.

Figure 2.1. A map of a service learning process adapted from the IPARD process
(National Youth Leadership Council, 2013)
Youth Social Action

Informed by theoretical underpinnings such as critical pedagogies, democratic
education and empowerment education, youth social action aims to empower young
people to take action that challenges the status quo. Similar to service learning, many
definitions exist for youth social action:

Young people taking practical action in the service of others in order to create

positive social change that is of benefit to the wider community as well as to the

young person themselves. (The Young Foundation, 2013)
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Groups of young people who meet on a regular basis, with the aim of bringing
about change in policies and/or practices, or raising awareness, at a local, national
or international level. (Roker & Eden, 2002)
A youth social action project is a multi-step process in which youth address an
issue they care about, learn about it and potential solutions to solve it, then take
action to create positive change on this issue. (World Savvy as cited in The
Young Foundation, 2013)
In a review of literature on youth social action, Unell (2013) posits that despite these
multiple definitions, there exists nonetheless a “common interpretation of youth social
action as:

* Group-based, involving young people in working together and supporting each
other towards agreed goals. While some groups may be locally-based and depend
upon face-to-face communication, digital communications free young people to
take collective action nationally, internationally and globally.

* Activist in nature. Young people identify an issue of common concern to the
group, and work to achieve positive change. Once again, this may be an issue
arising from their immediate environment, such as school or community, or it
may be something that concerns them at a national or international level.

* Following a step-by-step process. A planned process is integral to youth social
action. The young people take responsibility for each stage of planning and

activity directed towards an agreed objective.
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* Owned by young people. While appropriate adult facilitation is critical, the action
is driven and managed by young people themselves. In pursuing their goals,

young people acquire real-life experience in managing social change. (p. 18)

Similar to the approach to service learning described above, youth social action is
thus an approach to teaching and learning in which student voice plays a pivotal role in
all stages of the project. In that youth social action is “activist in nature,” there is also
great emphasis placed on examining and questioning the status quo. As such, youth social
action typically engages students in learning about and addressing issues of power, which
in turn provides them with “real-life experience in managing social change.” While
service learning does not preclude the exploration of power dynamics, youth social action
is often specifically designed to engage students in deconstructing and rethinking power
dynamics.

The literature on youth social action also provides some useful clarification
regarding the role of the adult in an approach to learning that is intended to be “owned by
young people” (Unell, 2013, p. 18). Unell (2013), for example, refers to “adults as
enablers of youth social action,” asserting that although youth social action is by nature
student-driven, “successful youth social action requires expert and sympathetic
facilitation by adults” (p.19).

Why Youth Social Action and Service Learning in Middle School?

The middle grade years are characterized by rapid physical, intellectual,

emotional, moral, and social development (Caskey & Anfara, 2007). As it concerns

intellectual changes, AMLE (2010) writes:
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Changes in the patterns of thinking become evident in the ideas and questions
middle grades students express about the world and how it functions. These shifts
may be apparent in the questions they pose to each other and to trusted adults, in
their reflections about personal experiences, in their view on moral issues, and
through their perceptions of stories, images and humor. They reveal new
capacities for thinking about how they learn, for considering multiple ideas, and
for planning steps to carry out their own learning activities. However, because
cognitive growth occurs gradually and sporadically, most middle grades students
still require ongoing, concrete, experiential learning in order to achieve.
Both social action and service learning are experiential pedagogies designed to
investigate the emerging questions of young adolescents regarding the world in which we
live. Largely due to the real-world authentic contexts it provides, service learning at the
middle level is widely advocated as a developmentally-appropriate pedagogy by the
Association for Middle Level Education. Youth social action, likewise, is associated with
numerous positive student outcomes including the development of new skills in the areas
of communication, leadership, planning and problem solving as well as socio-emotional
benefits such as confidence, resilience, and agency (McNeil, Reeder & Rich, 2012).
Although these approaches have the potential to address many of the AMLE
characteristics, the centrality of youth voice and action in both approaches are especially
conducive to the following two: 1) Students and teachers are engaged in active,
purposeful learning, and 2) Curriculum that is challenging, exploratory, integrative, and
relevant. The relationship between these approaches and these two characteristics will be

clarified in the following two sections.
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Students and teachers are engaged in active, purposeful learning. Active and
purposeful learning are at the core of service learning and social action since they
challenge students and teachers to defy pervasive models of teacher-centered instruction
and passive learning through the design of “hands-joined” units of instruction that give
students agency in what and how they will learn. The role of “hands-joined” learning in
the middle school concept is described by the AMLE (2012) as follows:

Developmentally responsive middle grades educators take the concept of hands-

on activities further by promoting what might be termed “hands-joined” activities,

ones that teachers and students work together in developing. Such activities foster
ownership and lead to levels of understanding unlikely to be achieved when

students are simply completing teacher-made assignments. (p. 16)

Herein, the IPARDC service learning process provides a useful framework
through which students and teachers can collaboratively construct their understanding of
a community issue, co-develop a plan for action, enact this plan, problem-solve as needed,
reflect, and ultimately envision how they might share what they have learned with
community and school members. The IPARDC process thus positions middle level
teachers to meaningfully support their students in developing as self-determined learners
(Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2009), an objective which
research suggests paradoxically decreases dramatically as students move through the K-
12 continuum (Hagenauer & Hascher, 2010; Hansen, 2010; Marchand, 2008). The
IPARDC process also necessarily asks that the middle level teacher engage in ongoing
inquiry into teaching, challenging them to develop instructional units in response to

student interests and ideas, rather than in advance. As such, this model of planning and
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instruction compels the middle level teacher to be actively learning alongside the students,
exploring new topics and complex problems with them and adjusting instruction and
planning accordingly.

Curriculum is challenging, exploratory, integrative, and relevant. Through the
investigation of a community issue of interest, service learning and youth social action
pose an opportunity for middle level students to explore complex real-world problems,
engaging skills and processes that cut across multiple disciplines. These approaches thus
present an opportunity for middle level teams of teachers to develop interdisciplinary
units of instruction that are rooted in the exploration of a shared issue of interest, yet
nonetheless standards-based. Rigor is elevated by a commitment to active, purposeful
learning, which challenges students to engage higher-order thinking skills to understand,
analyze, evaluate, and create throughout all phases of the work. In this way, service
learning and youth social action make the development of a relevant curriculum possible
by engaging students in work that is not only relevant to their lives, communities, and
own ideas, but also relevant to the cognitive work required of civic participation and
problem-solving outside of school (Resnick, 1987).

These approaches to teaching and learning are also directly aligned with the goals
for middle level education (National Middle School Association, 2010), which hinge on
what a young adolescent needs to become “a fully-functioning, self-actualized person” (p.
11). While a full list of AMLE goals can be found in Appendix B, two of these goals
capture the centrality of civic action and democracy education to the middle school

concept:
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1) Understand local, national, and global civic responsibilities and demonstrate
active citizenship through participation in endeavors that serve and benefit those
larger communities (p. 10)
2) Become actively aware of the larger world, asking significant and relevant
questions about that world and wrestling with big ideas and questions for which
there may not be one right answer (p. 11).
In this sense, a relevant curriculum is one which prepares young adolescents for civic
participation in our democracy through schools that serve as “sites of social
transformation where students are educated to become informed, active, and critical
citizens” (Giroux, 2009, p. 443). While these goals undergird those of middle level
education and the middle school concept (See Appendices A and B), the centrality of
democracy education (Beane, 2005; Stowell et al., 1995) to the middle school concept
seems all but forgotten in the “headlong rush into standardized testing and the consequent
impoverishment of the middle school curriculum” (Dickinson & Butler, 2001, p. 2).
Engaging students in civic action in their own communities via service learning and
youth social action can thus be used as means to restore democracy education as a focal
point of the middle school concept.
Middle School Environment
As will be described in greater detail in Chapter 4, based on input from their
middle school students, the focus of the collaborative inquiry group’s reform-oriented
innovation was aimed at investigating, proposing, and implementing new ways to
promote a “positive school culture” at their field placement school. This focus resonates

with one of the AMLE Culture and Community characteristics: the school environment is
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inviting, safe, inclusive, and supportive of all. This AMLE vision of a developmentally-
appropriate middle school environment is further described as follows:
A successful school for young adolescents is an inviting, supportive, and safe
place, a joyful community that promotes in-depth learning and enhances students'

physical and emotional well-being.

Resources provided by the National Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades Reform (2014)

and its initiative, Schools to Watch (2014) further illuminate the features of
developmentally-appropriate middle school environments through published self-study
rubrics that address four domains: academic excellence, developmental responsiveness,
social equity, and organizational support and processes (Schools to Watch Rubric, 2014).
The following criteria from these rubrics are particularly relevant to the school
environment characteristic:

Developmental Responsiveness

* The staff creates a personalized environment that supports each student's
intellectual, ethical, social, and physical development.

o Small learning communities are characterized by stable, close, and
mutually respectful relationships.

o Every student has a mentor, advisor, advocate, or other adult he/she
trusts and stays in relationship with throughout the middle school
experience.

* Students have opportunities for voice---posing questions, reflecting on

experiences, and participating in decisions and leadership activities.
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o All students have a real say, or have legitimate representation, in what

happens at school

* Staff members provide all students with opportunities to develop citizenship

skills, to use the community as a classroom, and to engage the community in

providing resources and support.

o Students take on projects to improve their school, community, nation,

and world

Social Equity

* The school community knows every student well.

* The school’s reward system is designed to value diversity, civility, service,

and democratic citizenship.

The emphasis on trusting relationships and community in these criteria are

informed by the complex social development in early adolescence. Despite the “shifting

allegiance from adults to peers” that takes place in the middle school years, middle

school students also paradoxically “hunger for informal interactions and conversations

with caring adults” (AMLE, 2010, p.7). These criteria are also informed by the tenets of

self-determination theory, which asserts that people have three fundamental needs:
competence, autonomy, and relatedness. While a need for the development of

competence in schooling is perhaps obvious, these criteria suggest that school

environments must also address students’ needs for autonomy (i.e., voice) and relatedness

(i.e., stable, close, mutually respectful relationships). Indeed, empirical research on

student perspectives indicates that “student perceptions of their middle school

environment influence adolescents' behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement in



school, which in turn influence their academic achievement” (Wang & Holcombe, 2010,
p. 656). Additionally, the findings from this research further point to the importance of
relatedness in middle school by demonstrating that “students are more likely to
participate in school and bond with school when teachers create a caring and socially
supportive environment, because such school contexts meet students' needs for
relatedness” (p. 655). These findings further affirm research that suggests that
adolescents have an especially high need for mutually supportive relationships (Midgley,
Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1989).

Additionally, as it concerns school environment, empirical research from the
previously mentioned McEwin and Greene (2010) study indicates that highly successful
middle schools averaged a 61% implementation score as opposed to a 42% average in
their randomly selected counterparts. In that the middle school concept is made up of an
interrelated web of characteristics, school climate influences and is influenced by all
other characteristics. For this reason, while academic achievement may be commonly
thought of in relation to “curriculum, instruction, and assessment” characteristics, this
research also serves as a reminder that “attempts to separate school climate issues from
the academic mission are doomed to fail in the long run” (Association for Middle Level
Education, 2012, p. 142).

Researcher Assumptions

Although this research is deeply rooted in the previously reviewed literature, [ am

aware that my background and experiences have also led to a set of assumptions about

teaching and learning. These assumptions in turn inform my understanding of key ideas
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that undergird this work and are thus described briefly in this section for the purpose of
transparency.

First, I believe in the middle school concept and middle school philosophy. As a
middle grades teacher who has had the privilege of working with hundreds of students in
multiple middle schools, I have a deep appreciation for the particular nature of this age
group. Informed by my own experience as well as the rich body of literature that supports
its vision, I fully ascribe to the goals and characteristics of the middle school concept.
Although I understand that school communities face many obstacles in implementing the
middle school concept, I do not interpret this as a reflection of a flawed middle school
vision. Rather, I interpret these obstacles to be largely a symptom of an educational
system in which external pressures have made developmentally-appropriate schooling
increasingly challenging.

Second, I believe in the need for specialized middle level teacher education. In
keeping with my appreciation for the particular nature of the middle school age and thus
the necessity of the middle school concept, I also believe that teachers must be prepared
for the unique task of teaching middle school. By focusing exclusively on middle grades
teaching, specialized middle level teacher education programs are uniquely positioned to
advance the development of prospective middle school teachers. I believe these programs
can, for example, more specifically focus on goals such as the development of a deep
commitment to the age group, rich appreciation for middle school philosophy, and
proficiency in those teaching practices that facilitate the characteristics of the middle

school concept.
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Third, I believe that teacher education and professional development is most
powerful when it is inquiry-based rather than prescriptive. While I acknowledge that
there is a time and a place for knowledge transmission in teaching and learning, I believe
that in order for teachers to truly own novel approaches to teaching, they must be
encouraged to inquire into their use in their classroom. Positioning teachers as inquirers is
also a deliberate move to honor their expertise and agency, thus disrupting the view of
teachers as passive recipients of reform that is done unto them and their students.
Additionally, since all teaching must be responsive and thus adapted to suit the needs and
interests of each school community, framing teacher education and professional
development as authentic inquiry is also conducive to this necessary adaptation.

Conceptual Framework

In this section, I draw on the previously reviewed literature on perennial
challenges in teacher education to present a conceptual framework (Figures 2.2, 2.3, and
2.4) to illustrate 1) a predicted trajectory of student teacher perspectives in specialized
middle level teacher preparation programs in the context of middle level education
reform, and 2) how I envision that Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry in middle level
teacher education might disrupt this trajectory.

Given the uneven nature of middle level education reform, the extent to which the
middle school concept is evident in field placement schools will vary. We can assume,
however, that in all schools there will be some overlap between the vision (theory) and
the reality (practice), yet many gaps remain. In Figures 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4, the status of
middle level education reform at a given field placement school is represented by two

interconnected circles, one of which represents the vision of the middle school concept
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(left) and the other the field placement reality (right). The space in which the two circles
overlap represents the extent to which the middle school concept is evident in the field
placement school. As the context in which student teachers will teach, this visual is used
as the backdrop for student teacher trajectories as they transition from coursework to

student teaching.

PST =

Middle School Field Placement
Concept Reality

_PST , PST

Prior to student teaching

Figure 2.2 Student teacher perspectives regarding middle level education reform
prior to student teaching.

Prior to and during student teaching, the teacher educator (TE in the figure) is
likely to have a strong foundation in the middle school concept, yet may lack familiarity
with the field placement school. As such, the teacher educator is represented as being
inside the circle to the left. Although student teachers (PST in the figure) in specialized
middle level teacher preparation programs will have developed familiarity with the
middle school concept, the extent to which they understand and are comfortable with the
AMLE vision will also vary. Drawing on their own experiences and perspectives, some
student teachers may be inclined to reject the reform-minded middle school concept as

unrealistic, while others might be passionate about the vision yet know little about the
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realities facing middle schools. Therefore, prior to student teaching (as is illustrated in the
first Venn diagram in Figure 2.2), student teachers will fall anywhere along a spectrum
from most comfortable with the reform-oriented middle school concept (the left circle) to
most comfortable with traditional middle school models (the right circle).

As student teachers transition into student teaching, however, they are submerged
in the field placement reality. If the relationship between the middle level vision and the
reality is not problematized, teacher socialization forces paired with the practical
demands of student teaching may result in the effects of reform-oriented coursework
being “washed out” (Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1981a) by the pre-existing tradition of the
field placement school. Some student teachers may, of course, attempt to innovate in
isolation. Since reality is more tangible and immediately urgent than the reform-minded
vision, however, the demands of the field placement reality are likely to nonetheless
gradually gain primacy in the minds of student teachers no matter how reform-minded

they may be. This trend is represented in Figure 2.3 below.

| PST
_PST

Middle School Field Placement
Concept Reality

During student teaching

Figure 2.3 Student teacher perspectives regarding middle level education reform

during student teaching.
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As is illustrated in Figure 2.4, however, I propose that although student teachers
will enter student teaching in the same manner as was described in Figure 2.2, the Middle
Level Collaborative Inquiry Cycle presents an opportunity to disrupt this trajectory.
Engaging in ROCI deliberately positions student teachers and teacher educators to
collaboratively examine the intersection of the middle school concept (theory) and the
reality of the field (practice). As a result, their work is firmly grounded in both. By
examining the overlap, clarifying the nature of the gaps, and always asking “what could
be?,” the collaborative inquiry group is able to thoughtfully develop innovations that are
both reform-oriented and responsive to the local school. The collaborative inquiry group
is, therefore, instrumental in producing new local knowledge and because of their
innovation, the overlap between field placement reality and the middle school concept is

subsequently expanded.

Innovation

Middle School
Concept

Field Placement
Reality

During student teaching

Figure 2.4 Student teacher perspectives regarding middle level education reform

during student teaching with ROCI.
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In this chapter, I reviewed some of the perennial challenges in teacher education,
discussed the creation of hybrid spaces in teacher education, and presented several
innovations in middle level teacher education. I then reviewed several models of
collaborative inquiry as well as empirical research on its utility as an instrument for
furthering education reform. Since the focus of the collaborative inquiry at the core of
this dissertation is a student-driven social action project aimed at creating a more positive
school culture, I then introduced the key features of youth social action, service learning,
and middle school environment. In closing, I synthesized the key ideas from my literature
review into a conceptual framework that serves as the basis for the development of
Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry (ROCI) and this research. In the next chapter, I
describe my methodology, introduce the participants, and describe the context for this

work.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

The research described in this dissertation involves two layers, at the center of
which is the introduction of a proposed model for Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry
(ROCI) with a particular focus in this work on its use in the context of middle level
education reform. In the sections that follow, I begin by introducing the proposed ROCI
model (described in greater detail as part of the findings in Chapter 4) followed by a
description of participant selection as well as the setting of the research. I then review the
nested design of the study and detail the data collection and analysis methods for Study 1
and 2.

Since the collaborative inquiry and some of the data sources were adapted from
the original proposed study, I have chosen to describe the revised version in this chapter.
In Chapter 4, however, I discuss the changes that were made, why they were made, and
what these changes indicate about collaborative inquiry in practice. Additionally, since
Chapter 4 is built around a detailed description of ROCI in practice, what follows here is
a general overview of ROCI as it pertains to my methodology.

Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry (ROCI)

When it comes to education reform, the struggle to break from the status quo
takes place in real classrooms, schools, and communities, with all of the complexity these
entail. Successful middle level education reform, therefore, compels those involved to not
only develop a deep understanding of the AMLE middle school concept but to also
cultivate rich situated knowledge about a given middle school. The ROCI model (Figure
3.1) proposed in this dissertation is hence specifically designed to support student

teachers and teacher educators in developing reform-oriented innovations that are

42



uniquely responsive to the local school in which they are student teaching. Although this
model will be subsequently discussed as it pertains to middle level teacher education and
education reform in particular, I envision that variations of the ROCI model could be
applied to multiple education reform contexts, including inquiry into reform-oriented

teaching in various content areas, grade levels, and innovative school models.

Figure 3.1. Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry (ROCI).

Through an emphasis on collaboration, ROCI is designed to engage a small group
of student teachers alongside a teacher educator in middle level education reform at a
given school. The collaborative inquiry is guided by the driving question at the top of the

figure How can we innovate to put (insert reform-oriented vision) into practice in a way

that is responsive to the needs and strengths of our (insert name of school) community?

As such, ROCI challenges the teacher educator and student teachers to innovate at the
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intersection of reform-oriented visions of teaching (theory) and the current state of actual
schools and classrooms (practice).

In this way, ROCI has also been purposefully designed with perennial challenges
in teacher education in mind. Throughout the collaborative inquiry, academic and
practitioner knowledge are brought together dialectically to innovate in ways that are
responsive to the local school. An emphasis is placed on examining, for example,
challenges faced throughout the collaborative inquiry, bringing to the surface the ways in
which the transfer of reform-minded theory to practice in the local context can be
particularly problematic. As such, ROCI has been designed to 1) emphasize inquiry into
the implementation of the middle school concept, 2) encourage productive collaborations,
and 3) emphasize local knowledge as the collaborative inquiry group innovates at the
intersection of theory and practice.

The heterogeneous make-up of the inquiry group is a purposeful move to
encourage the work of the inquiry group to be dialectical, purposefully examining the
tension that resides between theory and practice. This blend of academic and practitioner
perspectives is intended to fortify the collaboration and resulting innovation with a
certain amount of “checks and balances.” While all members of the group should have an
eye for reform and reality, the teacher educator’s and student teachers’ perspectives on
the innovation will likely differ. The collaboration is thus intended to bring together these
two perspectives. Although there are many variations of collaborative inquiry, ROCI is
informed by three particular examples. First, ROCI loosely follows the four-phase
framework presented by Bray et al. (2000). In addition, ROCI is also informed by cycles

developed by Nelson (2009; See Appendix E) and Deering et al. (2003, See Appendix F),
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both of which are designed to honor local knowledge and inquiry that is “determined by
teachers and grounded in their classrooms™ (Nelson, 2009, p. 553). The emphasis in
ROCI on innovation that is uniquely responsive to the local school is directly influenced
by Deering et al.’s (2003) commitment to the “locally based development” of an
innovation rather than simply adopting an approach as-is (p. 33). Likewise, activities
engaged in during Phase 1 and Phase 2 of ROCI are informed by the first phase of
Nelson’s (2009) PRiSSM PD cycle, in which teachers “develop a common vision for
teaching and learning” (p. 553) and compare their current practice to this shared vision
before launching an inquiry.
The Phases of ROCI

The ROCI model consists of three phases, each of which is associated with a set
of inquiry activities. A visual depiction of the ROCI model has been provided in Figure
3.1 along with an overview of example activities for each phase of the model (Table 3.1).
While the three phases are intended to be used chronologically (as indicated by the
arrows), the inquiry activities at each phase are purposefully represented within larger
circles to signify that they may be employed in any order and are often used
simultaneously depending on what the inquiry group determines is best suited to their
needs at the time. The following sections provide a loose description of the phases for the
purpose of understanding the methodology the collaborative inquiry group employed. A
more detailed description of exactly what these phases looked liked in action with a
collaborative inquiry group of student teachers and one teacher educator at a given

middle school is provided in Chapter 4.
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Table 3.1

Phases of ROCI and Associated Activities

Phase

Collaboration
Activities

Form & Norm

Set Reform-
Minded Goals

Innovate

Adjust
Responsively

Maintain a
Reform-Oriented
Focus

Make Meaning

Make Meaning

Share

Examples

Initiate collaborative inquiry group

Gain institutional consent

Create norms and procedures for collaboration

Identify and reflect on the characteristics of the reform-oriented
vision the group is committed to

Evaluate the field placement using these characteristics

Explore overlap and gaps

Identify available school assets/resources as well as group
interests

Consider do-ability

Identify a reform-oriented and responsive focus based on all of
the above

Envision a reform-oriented innovation that is tailored to the local
school context

Make a plan for developing, implementing, and evaluating the
innovation

Create necessary materials

Determine an end point for Phase 2

Implement innovation

Meet to discuss progress and trouble-shoot

Communicate with key stakeholders and take their feedback into
consideration

Make responsive adjustments as needed

Remind group members and colleagues of reform-oriented goals
Ensure that changes and decisions made remain in line with
reform-oriented goals

Share resources tied to reform-oriented goals

Discuss relevant data associated with innovation

Critically and collaboratively reflect on challenges, benefits, and
realizations associated with the innovation

Share realizations

Discuss relevant data associated with innovation

Critically and collaboratively reflect on challenges, benefits and
realizations associated with the innovation and the collaborative
inquiry experience

Critically and collaboratively reflect on strategies developed to
navigate challenges

Consider next steps, possibly returning to Phase 1

Share innovation and critical reflection with professional
learning community
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Phase 1. The first phase takes place as the collaborative inquiry group is
becoming familiar with one another and the school. At this phase, the collaborative
inquiry group engages in the following two inquiry activities: Form & Norm and Set
reform-minded goals.

Form and norm. This inquiry activity refers to tasks designed to build rapport,
establish roles, and assist the group in agreeing on group norms. At this point logistical
issues concerning where and when to meet, preferred methods of contact, and any
designated roles should be decided. Additionally, the group may also choose to create
collaborative spaces within which to share materials (e.g., Google documents, a Dropbox
folder, etc.).

Set reform-minded goals. At the same time as they are forming and norming, the
inquiry group reflects on the characteristics associated with the reform-oriented vision
they are committed to (ex. middle school philosophy, place-based education, critical
pedagogy, culturally relevant pedagogy, etc.), evaluates the field placement setting based
on these characteristics, and reflects on how they make sense of overlap and gaps. Based
on this reflection, they begin to identify a reform-oriented and responsive focus based on
these reflections. Given that ROCI is designed to support student teachers in particular,
balancing a reform-oriented focus with do-ability is of particular emphasis in this phase
since the role of student teachers can be limited in influence and the student teaching year
is one that is marked with considerable stress. This first phase is over once the group
feels prepared to move into developing a specific reform-oriented innovation.

Phase 2. The second phase is the heart of ROCI and consists of the following

inquiry activities: Innovate, Adjust responsively, Maintain a reform-oriented focus, and
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Make meaning. As previously mentioned, the activities may be employed in any order
and are often used simultaneously depending on what the inquiry group determines is
best suited to their needs at the time.

Innovate. To innovate, the inquiry group envisions a reform-oriented innovation
that is tailored to the local school context, makes a plan for developing, implementing,
and evaluating the innovation, creates necessary shared materials, and implements the
innovation. While planning for the innovation, the inquiry group must also determine at
which point they plan to transition to Phase 3. In other words, while the innovation they
develop in this phase might continue beyond the scope of the collaborative inquiry, the
group must decide at which point they would like to end the collaborative inquiry.
Making this decision can be guided by questions such as Is our innovation a time-bound
event (ex. project, unit, etc.)? If so, when will it be over? If not, at which point do we feel
we will have engaged in the innovation enough to be able to make meaning and share our
work with others? In the case of student teachers and in the name of do-ability, this
decision should also be informed by other responsibilities, the practicum calendar, course
deadlines, summative assessments, etc.

Adjust responsively. As the innovation is being developed, shared and even after
it is launched, however, a commitment to being responsive and partnership-oriented
compels the inquiry group to adjust responsively. To engage in this inquiry activity, the
inquiry group meets regularly to discuss progress and trouble-shoot, communicates with
key stakeholders, takes their feedback into consideration, and makes responsive

adjustments as needed.
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Maintain a reform-oriented focus. At the same time, however, inquiry group
members must balance being responsive with their commitment to the reform-oriented
vision they are committed to and as such, must work together to maintain a reform-
oriented focus. With this in mind, participants should remind both group members and
colleagues of reform-oriented goals, ensure that changes and decisions made remain in
line with reform-oriented goals, and share resources tied to reform-oriented goals with
key stakeholders.

Make meaning. Throughout all of this, the group works together to make
meaning. Group members critically and collaboratively reflect on challenges and benefits
they are experiencing, share strategies for navigating challenges, discuss realizations, and
work to make sense of their experiences as they engage in reform-oriented collaborative
inquiry. As relevant data is collected (student work, feedback, etc.), inquiry group
members may choose to bring these to inquiry group meetings to share and
collaboratively analyze. This second phase is over once the group reaches the previously
agreed-upon end point for Phase 2.

Phase 3. This final phase consists of the following inquiry activities: Make
meaning and Share. The purpose of this phase is to engage in summative reflection and
share the innovation and associated realizations with a meaningful audience.

Make meaning. Similar to making meaning in Phase 2, group members in phase
3 critically and collaboratively reflect on challenges and benefits they have experienced,
share strategies for navigating challenges, and discuss realizations. The difference,
however, is that the emphasis here is on summative reflection and synthesis. While data

associated with the innovation is also discussed in Phase 2, the group will now be able to
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use a discrete set of data to discuss and identify to what extent they feel the innovation
was successful and what sense they make of this. Additionally, since this is the final
phase of ROCI, the group will also be able to reflect upon and discuss the challenges,
benefits, and developed strategies associated with the collaborative inquiry experience as
a whole. At this point, the inquiry group should also consider next steps, which may
involve refining the innovation or determining an alternative reform-oriented focus,
which would consist of returning to Phase 1. In this way, the ROCI model can be viewed
as a spiraling model, although due to time constraints, it is likely to only be used for one
iteration in student teaching.

Share. At this point, group members identify a way to share their innovation and
the group’s critical reflection on challenges, benefits, and realizations with their
professional learning community. This sharing may involve, for example, a presentation
to relevant faculty in their field placement school, the leadership team, their cohort of
student teachers, other cohorts, or to an audience of colleagues at a relevant professional
conference.

Participants

As the teacher educator and researcher in this study, I was one of the collaborative
inquiry group members and thus also a participant. The following section reviews the
methods for student teacher participant selection and addresses issues related to the
description of the participants and anonymity.

Participant Selection
I first met the four participants in this study as students in my introductory middle

level education course that took place the year prior to student teaching. Built with the

50



intent to provide students with a rich foundation in middle school philosophy, my course
introduced the 16 characteristics of the AMLE middle school concept and challenged
students to envision what these reform-oriented characteristics might look like in practice.
Discussions in the class often circulated around how “realistic” this vision was, especially
given the current emphasis on high stakes testing.

Based on these discussions (which have been described in greater detail in
Chapter 1), I purposively selected three preservice teachers (Bobbi, Danni and Ray?) to
participate in a summer focus group on the basis that they 1) expressed a clear interest in
middle level education reform as evidenced by class discussions and reflections, and 2)
raised important questions concerning their impending student teaching experience in the
context of middle level education reform. The resulting focus group was designed to
explore the felt needs and ideas of three student teachers committed to middle level
education reform as they entered their final year of undergraduate work and sat on the
precipice of student teaching. As has been previously discussed, the findings from this
research (See Appendix C) were an impetus for this dissertation and greatly informed the
creation of the ROCI model.

In addition to inviting the three participants from the summer focus group, a
fourth student teacher, Charlie, was invited to participate. Charlie had been assigned to
the same math/science team as Ray and since Bobbi and Danni had also been paired
together in a math/science team, this decision was thus in the interest of equity among
group members. In making this decision, I also hoped that the inclusion of two pairs

would allow for unique collaborative planning possibilities which I suspected might

? All names used in this manuscript are pseudonyms
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prove useful as we enter into the collaborative inquiry. Additionally, since teaming is an
important component of the middle school concept, this pairing was in keeping with
current AMLE professional standards for teacher preparation (2013). As a fortunate
coincidence, Charlie had also consistently demonstrated an interest in the AMLE reform-
oriented vision in my course and on several occasions self-selected to work in a
collaborative group with the other three participants.

The collaborative inquiry group size of four student teachers and one teacher
educator has been kept purposefully small to allow for ease of collaboration and
communication among the inquiry group members. This manageable group size is in
keeping with the recommendation that collaborative inquiry groups consist of between
five and twelve members (Bray et al., 2000). Additionally, from a research perspective,
since this work is intended to closely examine ROCI as a process and potential pedagogy,
the relatively small size of the inquiry group is intended to allow for the in-depth analysis
of the experiences of a carefully selected few.

Similarly, the purposeful selection of participants who are interested in middle
level education reform is a strategic choice to investigate the use of this pedagogy with
student teachers who are already committed to the reform-minded AMLE vision. As such,
this research does not explore the use of the ROCI with a sample that represents the range
of commitment of student teachers to middle level education reform. Although such work
would be an intriguing follow-up study, the research I propose here is positioned as a first
step in a line of inquiry focused on collaborative inquiry in middle level teacher
education as a means for education reform at the local level. Working with reform-

minded student teachers seems a logical first step in this line of inquiry since an
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understanding of how ROCI can support reform-minded student teachers is necessary
before exploring its use with student teachers who may be less committed to middle level
education reform. The same is true for the decision to pair prospective participants with
mentor teachers who are open to innovation, which will be discussed in the next section.
Description of Participants

All four student teachers who participated in this study identified as
White/Caucasian and ranged in age from 23-38 (Exact ages: 23, 26, 26, and 38) at the
start of this work. Beyond this basic description, I have purposefully chosen to limit my
description of participants to protect participant anonymity. Due to the sensitive nature of
many of the critical views expressed by the student teachers, anonymity is especially
important in this study. This decision is in keeping with Miles, Huberman and Saldana’s
(2014) recommendation that in complex cases where local identifiability is of concern,
“you may need to err on the side of protecting anonymity” (p. 63). The results of this
study rely heavily on student teacher perspectives and experiences, which were at times
critical. For this reason, the decision to provide minimal identifiable description is a
move to prevent any of these criticisms from being traceable to individual participants.
Additionally, since three of the four student teachers were of the same gender, gender-
based description would pose a threat to anonymity. To minimize this threat, each student
teacher selected a gender-neutral pseudonym, I have attempted to minimize my use of
gender-specific pronouns, and when necessary, have opted to refer to all student teachers
using the feminine pronouns.
Classroom Assignments

Unfortunately, although the findings of the summer focus group indicated the
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importance of the student and mentor teacher relationship, the limited time and financial
resources at our field placement school in addition to the adoption of a new Common
Core curriculum made the participation of mentor teachers in this work unmanageable.
The student teachers’ identified need for relational support was thus provided through
collaboration with reform-minded peers and a teacher educator and not through the direct
involvement of mentor teachers in the collaborative inquiry.

To the extent possible, the prospective participants in this research were placed
with mentor teachers who demonstrated an inclination towards inquiry-based learning in
their classrooms as well as a willingness to take risks and try out new ideas. Since many
factors go into the pairing of student teachers and mentor teachers, the professional
development school (PDS) site coordinator considered my input along with a host of
other factors in making the ultimate decision. The PDS site coordinator met individually
with mentor teachers she thought would be most open to innovation and explained the
basic premise behind this research, informing them of what it would involve. All four
mentor teachers were agreeable to the possibility and in the end, I was assured that, at the
very least, the designated mentor teachers would be open to innovation.

As part of the requirement for math and science dual certification programs,
student teachers received two classroom assignments in the same school, spending the
first half of their student teaching semester in Placement 1 and the second half in
Placement 2. In the case of my four participants, this also meant that the following pairs
traded mentor teachers and classes mid-way through student teaching: 1) Bobbi and
Danni; 2) Ray and Charlie. Bobbi and Danni rotated through placements in seventh grade

Science and eighth grade Math; Ray and Charlie rotated between eighth grade Math and

54



Science. The eighth grade mathematics placement through which Ray and Charlie rotated
was within the Talented and Gifted (TAG) program (described below under Context).

Due to the collaborative inquiry focus identified by our group, the innovation we
developed took place exclusively during a class period that had been designated by the
field placement school for intervention and enrichment (referred to here as I/E) and could
be described as a “homeroom” of sorts. (The reason for this decision will be explained in
greater detail in Chapter 4.) This homeroom period was forty minutes in duration and the
four homerooms ranged in size from 17-30 students with a total of 104 enrolled students
in all four I/E classes. The I/E class for the Talented and Gifted (TAG) classroom was by
far the smallest with 17 students (several students were pulled out of I/E period to
participate in other TAG enrichment activities) and the other three classes had 28, 29, and
30 students enrolled. Prior to the implementation of student teachers’ innovation,
homeroom time was used in a variety of ways depending on the team, teachers, and time
of year (e.g., study hall, remediation, enrichment clubs, and test preparation as the state-
wide testing approached). Although the student teachers switched between Math and
Science placements mid-semester, for the sake of continuity of their innovation, the
student teachers chose to remain with their original homerooms for the duration of the
collaborative inquiry.

Context

In this section I provide an overview of the middle level teacher preparation
program and field placement school in which all four participants were student teaching.
Middle Level Teacher Education Program

All four of the student teachers who participated in the collaborative inquiry
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group were concurrently enrolled in an undergraduate Middle School Math and Science
(grades 4-9) program at a large Mid-Atlantic university. At the time of this study, the
program was in its second year and the student teachers participating in this study were in
the first cohort of student teachers in the program. The course of study for dual
certification in Mathematics and Science consists of a rigorous program including: 1)
Pre-professional courses in Mathematics and Science subject areas, 2) Pre-professional
education courses in schooling, teaching and learning, middle school philosophy, reading
across the curriculum, educational psychology, and adolescent development (some of
which include concurrent field placements working with students in classrooms and after-
school programs), 3) Professional education courses that include math and science
methods, interdisciplinary middle school teaching methods, diversity and equity courses,
middle school field experiences, and a course that focus on the teaching of English
Language Learners and students with special needs.

In the student teaching year of this program, during which this study took place,
student teachers are engaged in increasing amount of field placement work, continue their
coursework, and towards the end of the year, complete the Teacher Performance
Assessment (edTPA). Beginning in September of the fall semester, student teachers have
the option to work one full day a week in their field placement or two half days. All
students concurrently take three professional education courses in the fall: Part 1 of their
interdisciplinary methods and equity courses as well as a course that focuses around
instructional strategies for special education students and English language learners.
Beginning in January, student teachers transition to full-time student teaching (five days a

week) while participating in three concurrent professional education courses: Part 2 of
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their equity course and interdisciplinary methods course as well as a seminar designed to
cover a variety of topics relevant to student teaching and edTPA. Student teaching
responsibilities during this spring semester are intended to gradually increase in intensity,
peaking in the month of April and then decreasing gradually in intensity as the end of
student teaching approaches in May. To fulfill the requirements of a dual certification
program, student teaching time is divided between two placements (one Mathematics and
one Science classroom), which results in student teachers spending the months of
September through February in their first placement (part time from September through
December and full time in January and February) and full time from March through early
May in their second placement. This arrangement results in student teachers switching to
a new mentor teacher and, in some cases, to an entirely new team of students in the
month of March.

Lakeview Middle School (LMS)

At the time of this study, all student teachers enrolled in our undergraduate
Middle School Math and Science program completed their student teaching at the same
field placement school, hereafter referred to by the pseudonym Lakeview Middle School
(LMS). In 2013, LMS enrolled 1,154 sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students in a large
suburban Mid-Atlantic public school district. According to demographic data publicly
available online, in 2013, the LMS student population was 51% Black/African American,
30.5% Hispanic/Latino, 7.6% White, 6.4% Asian, 3.8% two or more races, with the
remaining .7% unspecified. Sixty-four percent of the student population was eligible for
free or reduced lunch. Lakeview Middle School also hosts a popular Talented and Gifted

(TAG) program in which TAG identified students are admitted via a public school
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district lottery. This TAG program is organized as a “school within a school” model
which, based on my own observations, offers smaller class sizes that are not racially
representative of the larger student population, with White and Asian subgroups
overrepresented.

LMS is housed in a state-of-the-art building featuring “green” design elements
such as a garden roof, a physical education room with machines that use green energy, a
courtyard at the center of the school, and numerous strategically placed windows that
offer ample natural light. Standard classrooms feature triangular desks to accommodate
right and left-handed users as well as various grouping arrangements and retractable
walls between classes are designed to facilitate teaming and interdisciplinary
collaboration across classrooms. Science laboratory classrooms are spacious and well
equipped with materials. Hallways are brightly colored although noticeably absent of
student work displays. In keeping with its modern building, LMS is also technology rich,
featuring a modern media center, TV studio, and family consumer sciences classroom.
Classrooms are outfitted with Smartboards, projectors, and televisions and classroom sets
of Ipads are available upon request.
Professional Development School (PDS) Relationship

LMS is one among many schools within our College of Education’s Professional
Development School network. The National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education (NCATE) (2014) outlines the professional development school relationship as
follows:

Professional development schools (PDSs) are innovative institutions formed

through partnerships between professional education programs and P—12 schools.
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PDS partnerships have a four-fold mission:

 the preparation of new teachers,

faculty development,

« inquiry directed at the improvement of practice, and

» enhanced student achievement.

PDSs improve both the quality of teaching and student learning. PDSs are often

compared to teaching hospitals, which are also hybrid institutions created in the

early twentieth century. As practicing professions, both teaching and medicine
require a sound academic program and intense clinical preparation. The teaching
hospital was designed to provide such clinical preparation for medical students
and interns; PDSs serve the same function for teacher candidates and in-service
faculty. Both settings provide support for professional learning in a real-world
setting in which practice takes place.
As part of this PDS relationship, preservice teachers in our secondary and middle level
programs participate in a variety of field experiences at LMS. Additionally, designated
PDS school and university faculty collaborate in a variety of PDS related initiatives,
including professional development activities and an annual PDS conference.

Our PDS partnership relationship with LMS is further informed by a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the county public school district and
our College of Education (CoE) in regards to the mission of our PDS partnership. The
MOU document is intended to specify the nature of our collaboration with PDS schools
within the public school district and arguably, although this has not been my experience,

facilitate collaboration that supports teaching and learning. The following three goals are
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excerpted from our MOU with the public school district in which LMS is housed and are
particularly relevant to this study:

* Provide enhanced clinical practice experiences for CoE candidates through the
integration of theory and practice in a clinically based teacher education
program.

* Promote collaborative practices that support the inquiry into and refinement of
effective practices in teaching and learning by teacher candidates, CoE faculty
and profession staff, and county teachers and administrators

* Disseminate research-supported practices and structures to the education
community

At the time of this study, the PDS relationship with LMS was in its second year and the
student teachers in this study were in the first cohort of student teachers to be placed at
LMS. Thus, the PDS relationship with LMS was in its relative infancy.
Nested Research Design

As previewed in Chapter One, this research employs a nested design (Figure 1.1)
as a means to examine the use of Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry through two
different lenses. Study 1 seeks to describe the ROCI model in action as well as the impact
of the innovation on student perceptions of their learning experiences. Study 2 is
designed to complement Study 1 by investigating the experiences and perspectives of
inquiry group participants throughout the phases of ROCI. To assist you in making sense
of the nested design and keeping track of the data sources described below, Figure 3.2 is

provided as an illustration.
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Study 1

For this first study, the four participants and I (the teacher educator) engaged in
the proposed ROCI model. Although ROCI is well suited to spiral, it is important to note
that for the purpose of this research, the collaborative inquiry group engaged in only one

iteration of the process.

Group-created
. teaching materials
Inquiry group
audiotapes &

Study 1

Student feedback

Student teacher
observation mem

Figure 3.2. Map of data sources included in each study within the nested design.

Research questions. In keeping with the ROCI model, our collaborative inquiry
was guided by the driving question, How can we innovate to put AMLE characteristics
into practice in a way that is responsive to the needs and strengths of our middle school
community? This question was used to help us develop and implement a unique

innovation that was both responsive and reform-oriented. This innovation eventually took
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the form of a student-driven social action project, which is described in detail in Chapter
4.

Although the driving question was used to guide us through the phases of ROCI,
for the purpose of the study, the following research questions were used to document and
describe one example of ROCI in practice:

1. How did we as a group innovate to put AMLE characteristics into practice in a
way that is responsive to the needs and strengths of our middle school
community?

2. What does middle school student feedback indicate about their experience
with our innovation?

Data collection. As we engaged in each of the phases of ROCI, five data sources
were collected to address the research questions associated with this first study (see Table
3.2 for an explanation of which data sources align with each research question). These
five data sources are each described below.

Inquiry group audiotapes and memos. At each inquiry group meeting, I took
detailed notes for the group via a shared Google document. These notes served as a
record for all group members of what took place in each meeting as well as any decisions
that were made regarding next steps. These memos were subsequently revisited at the end
of each group meeting.

Group-created teaching materials. As we progressed through the phases of ROCI,
we created various teaching materials designed to assist the group in implementing their

student-driven social action project. Group-created materials included, for example, a
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student interest survey, big picture project maps, collections of links to resources, lesson

plans, and reflections to be completed by students.

Table 3.2

Research Questions and Data Sources

Research Question Data Sources

STUDY 1: COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY

1. How did we as a group innovate to put AMLE Inquiry group audiotapes and
characteristics (see Appendix A) into practice in a way that memos
is responsive to the needs and strengths of our middle Group-created teaching
school community? materials

Student work samples
Student teacher observation
memos
2. What does middle school student feedback indicate about Student feedback
their experience with our innovation?
STUDY 2: QUALITATIVE INQUIRY

1. What challenges did the group face throughout ROCI? All

2. What benefits, if any, did our group experience through
participation in ROCI?

3. What strategies, if any, did the group develop to cope with  Inquiry group audiotapes and
the challenges they faced throughout ROCI? memos

4. What, if anything, did student teachers learn about what it ~ Researcher memos
takes to participate in middle level education reform? Student teacher interview data

Student teacher reflections
Final inquiry group meeting
discussion

Student work samples. Throughout the social action project, the middle school
students completed and/or created the following types of work samples: input regarding
project ideas, student interest surveys, a summary of class survey results, a dream list of
school-wide initiatives to promote positive school culture, a variety of student-created
proposals, and advertisements for upcoming events. Per the requirements of the school
district research review board, parental consent and student assent were required in order
for individual student work to be included in this research. These documents were
ultimately received for 28 students. As such, although the student teachers collected,
examined, and reflected on all student work as part of their teaching responsibilities, only

the student work samples of these 28 students were included in data analysis.
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Student feedback. At the end of the social action project, the middle school
students completed a final reflection. This reflection was designed to provide students
with an opportunity to provide critical feedback regarding the student-driven social action
project concerning:

* their favorite and least favorite parts

* to what extent they felt it gave them a voice in their school

* the extent to which the project was important or “relevant” to them

* to what extent they felt the project made a difference in their school
A complete list of reflection prompts is provided in Appendix G. Per the requirements of
the school district research review board, parental consent and student assent were
required in order for individual student feedback to be included in this research. Of the 28
students who turned in these documents, 21 completed final reflections. As such,
although the student teachers collected, examined, and reflected on all student work as
part of their teaching responsibilities, the analysis of student feedback was limited to
responses from these 21 students.

On the final celebration day of the social action project, the students also
completed a banner activity in which they were asked to identify one lesson they were
taking away from the experience of participating in this project. Per the requirements of
the school district research review board, since the “Lessons to Remember” banners were
collaboratively created and did not contain identifiable information, the analysis of all
responses on the posters was permitted.

Student teacher observation memos. 1 observed each student teacher at least

twice at various intervals of the social action project. Observations were informal and for
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the sole purpose of seeing the student teachers put the innovation we developed into
action. Although they were only a slice in time, they nonetheless assisted me in
understanding each student teacher’s approach to classroom activities and subsequently
aided me in writing up a description of the project. These observations also frequently
served as an opportunity for student teachers to pose questions regarding problems of
practice since they were often immediately followed by an informal debriefing. During
each observation and/or debriefing, I would record a short memo describing the activity
and any specific teaching moves or phrases I had observed.

Data analysis. Analysis of the data sources described above was ongoing as these
data were collected in each phase of ROCI but was ultimately collaboratively synthesized
in the Making Meaning phase of ROCI.

Research question #1. Making meaning of the findings for the first research
question consisted of reviewing the data sources and writing a description of 1) what we
did at each phase of ROCI, and 2) the innovation that was ultimately created (the student-
driven social action project). To accomplish this task, I began by organizing and
reviewing the following data sources sequentially: inquiry group memos, group-created
teaching materials, student work samples, and student teacher observation memos. As I
reviewed the inquiry group memos, I also listened back to the inquiry group audiotapes,
adding further detail to the memos as needed. As I reviewed these data sources, I created
a detailed table with two parallel outlines---one to describe our activities as an inquiry
group and the other to describe the classroom activities involved with the social action
project. A third column was used to identify key group-created materials and student

work samples to include as illustrations. In our final collaborative inquiry group session, I
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shared an abridged version of this table with the group. As we reviewed the table, I
solicited the group’s input by asking the following questions: Does this capture what we
did? What might we need to take out or add in? Based on their feedback, we revised the
table until we felt it accurately captured our work.

Since the nature of this research was largely descriptive, the writing up of the
final description of our work was an integral part of the analytic method, informed by
Marshall and Rossman’s (2010) assertion that in “choosing words to summarize and
reflect the complexity of the data, the researcher is engaging in the interpretive act,
lending shape and form—meaning—to mountains of raw data” (p. 222). This use of
writing as an interpretive tool is also in keeping with Bray et al.’s (2000) assertion that
writing may be used as a mode of making meaning in collaborative inquiry.

Research question #2. To investigate the second research question, I analyzed
middle school student feedback that had been collected through final reflections and the
“Lessons to Remember” banners. The student teachers and I co-developed the final
reflections based on a variety of factors. As general feedback, we were interested in the
students’ favorite and least favorite parts of the project. Given the goals of the social
action project (which will be described in detail in Chapter 4), we were especially
interested, however, in student feedback concerning the extent to which they felt the
project 1) gave them a voice, 2) was important or “relevant” to them, and 3) made a
difference in their school. Lastly, we were interested in the lessons they reported learning
through participation in the project.

Although the student teachers analyzed and reflected on all of the student

feedback as part of their participation in ROCI, for the purpose of this study, I was only
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allowed to use the reflections of the 21 students who provided consent. Since I did not
feel it would be a valuable use of the student teachers’ time, I completed the data analysis
of this set of 21 separately. Table 3.3 shows which reflection prompts and data sources

were analyzed for each category of feedback.

Table 3.3

Categories of Feedback and Corresponding Data Sources

Category Data Source

Favorite part of the Final reflection prompts:

project 1. Think about the work you did in your I/E period to promote

a positive school culture at your school. What were some of
the highlights of this experience for you?

2. Describe your favorite part of this project.

3. What was so great about the part you described in question
#2?

8. Would you want to do a project like this again?
(Circle one: Yes No) Why or why not?

Least favorite part of the  Final reflection prompts:
project 4. What was your least favorite part of this project? Why did
you dislike it?
8. Would you want to do a project like this again?
(Circle one: Yes No) Why or why not?
9. Ifyou had to do this project again, what would you want to
do differently?

Student voice Final reflection prompts:
5. Do you feel that this project gave you a voice in your
school?
(Circle one: Yes No) Why or why not?
Important or “relevant” Final reflection prompts:

6. Was the work you did in Mod 2 to promote a positive
school culture important to you? (Circle one: Yes No) Why
or why not?

Made a difference Final reflection prompts:
7. Do you feel that this project made a difference in your

school? (Circle one: Yes No) Why or why not?

Lessons to remember “Lessons to remember” banners
Final reflection prompts:
10. What lesson are you taking away from this project?

To analyze each category of feedback, I began by organizing the student responses into a
“data display” for each category. For those prompts that asked the students to circle yes

or no, [ also tabulated the yes, no, and blank responses and recorded this tabulation on the
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corresponding data display. I then inductively “pattern coded” (p. 86) within each
category for themes in the student responses. As themes began to take shape, I also made
note of solitary responses that did not seem to fit in with developed themes. The final set
of themes and any remaining solitary responses were subsequently used as the basis of
my writing of the results for each category.
Study 2
This second study was designed to investigate the various benefits and challenges
the group experienced while engaging in ROCI during student teaching. While the input
of student teachers was solicited as part of data collection, they were not involved in the
analysis of data or identification of findings.
Research questions. Using a variety of qualitative methods, I investigated the
following research questions:
1. What challenges, if any, did our group face throughout ROCI?
2. What benefits, if any, did our group experience through participation in
ROCI?
3. What strategies, if any, did the group develop to cope with the challenges they
faced throughout ROCI?
4. What, if anything, did student teachers learn about what it takes to participate
in middle level education reform?
Data collection. To investigate these research questions, in addition to the data
sources described in Study 1 above, four other data sources were collected and analyzed
(see Table 3.1 for an explanation of which data sources align with each research

question). These data sources are each described below.
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Researcher memos. While data collection was ongoing, I made frequent use of
researcher memos. These were used to capture events, interactions, observations,
discussions and utterances that seemed related to a possible challenge, benefit, strategy,
or student teacher insight regarding what it takes to participate in middle level education
reform. I had originally intended to allot time during designated sessions for the inquiry
group to explicitly discuss challenges and benefits as well as strategies and new insights
they were developing. The time required to catch up, troubleshoot, and plan for the next
phase of the project, however, made this all but impossible. I found, however, that these
topics were discussed organically during inquiry group sessions as well as in
conversations that took place outside of the inquiry group meetings, including informal
conversations after observations, text message exchanges, email threads, and phone calls.
When these moments arose, I would record them in my researcher memos. I also
recorded the challenges and benefits I was experiencing as well as strategies I was
developing to support the group. As data collection progressed, I would periodically use
the researcher memos as a space to reflect on emerging patterns in these data. In this way,
in addition to capturing units of data, these researcher memos occasionally served as
“analytic memos” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 95), to facilitate my sense-making.

Student teacher interview data. (Audiotapes, memos and transcript segments)
Student teachers each participated in two individual interviews: 1) a Pre-ROCI interview,
and 2) a Post-ROCI interview (see Appendix H for the interview protocol and research
questions associated with each). Interviews were approximately 45-60 minutes in
duration and were audio-taped. In an effort to provide reflection time, some of the post-

ROCT interview questions were provided to the student teachers in advance (also see
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Student teacher reflections below). During each interview, I took detailed notes, similar
to what Strauss and Corbin (1998) refer to as “memo-writing” (p. 217) and prior to data
analysis, listened to the audiotapes (each at least two additional times) to add more detail
to memo notes than I was able to capture in real time. After coding these memos (see
Data analysis), 1 subsequently returned to the audiotapes, using the memos as a frame
within which to transcribe particularly pertinent and evocative segments of each
interview to illustrate identified themes (See Appendix I). The creation of these transcript
segments was thus an iterative part of the data analysis process, which is described in
greater detail in the Data analysis section below.

Student teacher reflections. In preparation for their post-ROCI interview, each
student teacher completed a brief reflection (often in the form of bullet points) in
response to a few prompts tied to each of the research questions for Study 2 (See
Appendix K). This reflection was used as a reference during their post-ROCI interview,
after which it was left with me for analysis.

Final inquiry group meeting discussion. After all of the post-interviews and
initial coding were complete, preliminary themes for research questions 1 and 2 were
subsequently brought to the final inquiry group meeting for discussion. As we reviewed
these preliminary themes, I solicited input from the student teachers using the following
prompts: To what extent does this reflect your experience? and What would you add,
change or take out? In this way, inquiry group participants were able to give input in the
development of the preliminary results discussed below. We also further discussed the
strategies and insights they had developed regarding the third research question, which in

turn was used as a data source in the analysis of research question #3.
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Data analysis. The analysis for Study 2 was guided by the following proposition
by Miles, Huberman and Saldana (2014) that qualitative analysis consists of “three
concurrent flows of activity: 1) data condensation, 2) data display, and 3) conclusion
drawing/verification” (p. 12). Data condensation consisted primarily of coding the
relevant data sources (See Appendix I), after which coded units of data across data
sources were arranged in a data display (See Appendix J) to facilitate conclusion drawing.
After these stages of analysis, I would return to the original data sources (e.g., audiotapes,
transcript segments) to verify whether emergent conclusions held up at the “ground level”
(Miles et al., 2014, p. 117). The following sections provide a brief description of how I
used these activities to make sense of the data associated with each research question.

Research questions #1 and #2. The analysis for research questions #1 and #2
began by condensing data associated with each research question through first cycle
deductive coding. Since these research questions lent themselves to categories, I began by
reviewing all of the data sources and deductively coding units of data across two
categories: challenges and benefits. This method is informed by the notion presented by
Bogdan and Biklen (1992) that “particular research questions and concerns generate
certain categories” (p. 173) for sorting qualitative data. When reviewing inquiry group
memos, for example, I would tag line items or entire sections as a potential benefit or
challenge. In the event that a potential challenge was also a potential benefit or vice versa,
I used simultaneous coding to identify this section as both. Additionally, when working
with the interview and inquiry group data, the detailed memos and audiotapes were used
for first cycle coding. During this process, I also transcribed segments of the audiotapes

that were identified during first cycle coding. Once I had coded all data sources and was
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confident that I had captured all benefits and challenges, I created a data display of the
units of data associated with each category (See Appendix J for an example).

I then inductively pattern coded data within each of these data displays to identify
themes pertaining to each category (benefits and challenges). Once a potential set of
themes was identified, I returned to the original data sources (e.g., audiotapes, interview
memos, and transcribed segments) once again to see if these potential conclusions were
verifiable. This also allowed me to deductively search for any further units of data
pertaining to identified themes.

Themes were subsequently included in the findings based on the extent to which
they were evident across participants and data sources. Coded units of data that could not
be connected with other units of data (across participants or data sources) were not
included. If a theme was apparent in units of data connected to at least two student
teachers, it was included in the final set of themes. If a theme was not directly connected
with more than one student teacher but was apparent across multiple data sources, it was
also included. This allowed for the inclusion of the challenge “variation in mentor teacher
expectations” since although Charlie was the only student teacher who felt in conflict
with her mentor teacher, this challenge was discussed in multiple inquiry group meetings
and influenced the group’s decision-making. For the teacher educator benefits, which
were discretely different than those of the student teachers, I decided which themes to
discuss in the findings by using the following analytic questions: How large or pervasive
of a benefit/challenge was this? How likely is it to be useful to others in my position?

Miles, Huberman and Saldana (2014) assert the following concerning the role of

writing in qualitative analysis:
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The act of writing text as you ruminate over the meaning of a display is itself a
focusing and forcing device that propels further analysis. Writing does not come
after analysis; it is analysis, happening as the writer thinks through the meaning of

data in the display. Writing is thinking, not the report of thought. (p. 118)

In keeping with this approach, as part of my analysis, I also began writing text associated
with each of the emergent themes. As I did so, I would occasionally notice that data
associated with larger themes seemed to be made up of two distinct sub-themes. For
example, it was not until I began writing about the “disconnect between College of
Education and Lakeview Middle School visions of teaching” that I noticed the two sub-
themes: 1) Limited school implementation and understanding of AMLE characteristics,
and 2) perceived resistance to “new” ideas. I had originally identified a theme in the
challenges by student teachers. To investigate potential sub-themes, I would return to the
data display and data sources to see if the sub-themes could be verified. In this way,
writing was once again an integral part of the iterative analytic process.

Research question #3 and #4. For the third and fourth research questions, I was
interested in those strategies and insights that were developed through participation in
ROCI. For this reason, I began by deductively coding the student teacher responses to
post-ROCT interview questions 4, 5b and 5d across two categories: 1) strategies
developed to navigate challenges, and 2) insights learned regarding “what it takes” to
participate in middle level education reform at the local level (hereafter referred to as
“new insights™). This first cycle coding revealed, however, that considerable overlap was
apparent between these two categories. In the vast majority of instances, units of data

could be simultaneously coded as both a strategy and a new insight. Student teachers
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reported experimenting with strategic communication, for example, which was also
reported as a new insight across participants. Since strategies could always be interpreted
as new insights but this was not necessarily true of the inverse, I ultimately decided to
collapse the strategies into the new insights category. I then proceeded with data
condensation in the same manner as was described for research questions 1 and 2 above,
deductively coding across relevant data sources for units of data that addressed new
insights, strategies included.

In addition, however, the analysis of interview question 5d required comparing
responses pre- and post-ROCI. To guide this analysis, I used the following analytic
questions: What new perspectives, if any, are evident in the post-ROCI interviews and
reflections? What qualitative differences, if any, are evident between the ways students
discuss a given perspective pre- versus post-ROCI? This analysis resulted, for example,
in the finding that, compared with their pre-ROCI responses, student teachers post-ROCI
demonstrated a more nuanced understanding of the role that power dynamics play in
schools and education reform. New perspectives and qualitative differences were noted in
the margins of the interview memos and transcript segments and subsequently coded as a
new insight in first cycle coding.

After first cycle coding was complete, I once again compiled all coded units of
data into a data display and inductively pattern coded for themes within new insights.
Once I had identified a potential set of themes, I returned to the data display and primary
data sources to see if themes were verifiable at the ground level and deductively search

for any further units of data pertaining to identified themes. Themes were included in the
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findings using the same parameters as were described above for research questions one

and two.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
ROCI IN PRACTICE AND STUDENT FEEDBACK
In this chapter, I report my findings for Study 1. The purpose of this particular
study was two-fold: 1) to use the experiences of our inquiry group to illustrate what the
ROCIT looked like in practice and 2) to investigate middle school student feedback to
better understand their experience with the innovation we developed (a student-driven
social action project). To this end, Study 1 investigates the following research questions:
1. How did we as a group innovate to put AMLE middle school characteristics
into practice in a way that is responsive to the needs and strengths of our
middle school community?
2. What does middle school student feedback indicate about their experience
with our innovation?
The first half of this paper is devoted to describing the work of our collaborative inquiry
group as a means to illustrate what ROCI looked like in practice and the second half
presents findings connected to the middle school students’ experience.
Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry in Practice
In this section, I address the first research question for Study 1. Since this is the
first time the proposed ROCI model is being used, precisely how it is implemented in
practice is also part of the findings. Drawing on all data sources from Study 1, I describe
the activities in which we engaged as an inquiry group during each phase as well as the
innovation that was concurrently developed and implemented in the participants’ field
placement classrooms. In so doing, I aim to provide a rich description of what ROCI

looks like in practice to serve as a tool for others who aim to use collaborative inquiry for
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such purposes. I begin by discussing the ways in which ROCI in practice was different
than anticipated before describing the phases in detail. This section simply describes our
activities in each phase; Chapter 5 delves more deeply into the experiences of the inquiry
group throughout these phases.
Evolution of the ROCI Model

The ROCI model was originally envisioned as a cycle with the following distinct
phases: 1) form and norm, 2) set reform-minded goals, 3) innovate, 4) adjust responsively,
and 5) make meaning (see Figure 4.1). Although it was expected that there would be
some overlap between phases, as we engaged in the inquiry process, it became quickly
apparent that, in practice, ROCI was more iterative than linear and frequently required us
to engage in multiple inquiry activities at a time. After developing our innovation, for
example, we were often called upon to adjust responsively, which required us to revisit
our innovation as well as our reform-minded goals. Likewise, far from being a final phase,
we were continually engaged in “making meaning” throughout phases 2-3 as we strove to

make sense of our experiences attempting to innovate.

SET REFORM-
MINDED GOALS

RESPONSIVELY

Figure 4.1. Original proposed model for collaborative inquiry
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The iterative nature of our work, which called upon us to organically and flexibly
employ the inquiry activities, was at first disconcerting since I had hoped to make sense
of our progress in terms of the distinct phases. In retrospect, this back-and-forth is much
more in keeping, however, with our commitment to being responsive to the needs of the
students, school, and each other. The resulting ROCI model (Figure 3.1), which was
described in Chapter 3, more accurately reflects our experience of engaging in
collaborative inquiry.

Illustrative Example of Reform-Oriented Collaborative Inquiry

The following section consists of a description of how we used ROCI to create
space for innovation while the four participants were student teaching in one field
placement middle school. I describe collaborative inquiry group activities inside and
outside of the middle school classroom, sharing teacher-created materials and student
work to illustrate when relevant. In the description of our work, I make purposeful use of
the pronouns 7, We, and Them’ to indicate those tasks that I completed for the group, that
were completed together, and that were completed by the student teachers respectively.

As has been previously discussed, ROCI is designed in such a way that it may be
used in multiple contexts in which teacher education programs strive to support their
student teachers in reform-oriented innovation. Our collaborative inquiry, as described
and discussed in the chapters that follow, is intended to serve as an illustrative example.
Since this iteration of ROCI takes place in the context of a middle level teacher education
program, however, the reader will note that the particular nature of middle school and

middle level education reform informs and is threaded throughout our work. In a different

3 Variants include they and the student teachers
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context driven by another reform (e.g., bringing critical pedagogy into the high school
English classroom), the characteristics of the individual school community and the
principles that undergird the reform would undoubtedly result in a very different
innovation and experience. Nonetheless, I hope that the description that follows will
prove helpful for others who face similar challenges and aim to support reform-oriented
student teaching facing related challenges and interested in similar goals.

A note regarding entry. During the summer preceding this work, I reached out
to Mr. Plum®, the school principal, and our school-based university contact at LMS, Ms.
Pat, to introduce myself and schedule a meeting to discuss the possibility of this research.
I did not hear back to my initial inquiries or any subsequent ones, which may be
explained by the summer timing. Our middle level program coordinator, however, was
able to put me in contact with Ms. Pat at the end of the summer, who in turn assured me
that she would discuss the prospect with Mr. Plum. Although Mr. Plum proved
unreachable, Ms. Pat and I were eventually able to schedule a meeting a few weeks prior
to the end of school. In this meeting, I provided a brief overview of Reform-Oriented
Collaborative Inquiry as well as the intentions of the work. Ms. Pat was very supportive
and assured me that she would secure the permission of Mr. Plum. Although I expressed
my concern that [ would not be meeting with him directly, Ms. Pat assured me that this
was the principal’s preferred arrangement and that she would be communicating our
progress to the principal directly. I subsequently proceeded in applying for county

research board permission and Ms. Pat proceeded in arranging classroom assignments.

* All names are pseudonyms
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Phase 1. During this first phase of ROCI, our inquiry group met two times in
November to establish some norms and reflect on early field experiences, especially
regarding the 16 characteristics of successful schools for young adolescents (See
Appendix A). Building on this reflection, we also formulated a shared reform-oriented
focus of interest and began to investigate possibilities by seeking input from middle
school students.

Form and norm. In our first session in November, we met as a group to discuss
the goals for collaborative inquiry and establish some basic collaboration norms. For our
group, rapport building was not necessary due to previous experiences working together
on collaborative projects in my class and during the summer focus groups. In addition,
since our middle level teacher education program is a small one, all four student teachers
had taken several courses together and participated in a field experience at this same host
school prior to our meeting.

The group did, however, devote some time in this initial phase to making some
decisions concerning logistics. We agreed, for example, to a timeline that consisted of
launching whatever innovation we developed with a rough start date of sometime in early
January (when students would be in their field placements full time) and ending
sometime in late April, allowing for a little extra time prior to the end of their student
teaching responsibilities. We also made a loose plan for meeting, anticipating that we
would meet approximately bi-weekly at a combination of locations that included on the
university campus, in their classrooms at their host school, and at other places off campus
depending on the purpose of the meeting. For meetings in which we would need to

discuss challenges and to trouble-shoot, we anticipated that an off-campus meeting might
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be preferable, whereas planning meetings might be easier at the host school where
students had ready access to key materials. Outside of our meetings, at this point we were
communicating primarily by email and it was not until we entered Phase 2 that we
created our Google folder and Google documents. In retrospect, however, I wish we had
discussed this at the start as a means to establish communication and participation norms.

Early in this phase, I also made a point of underscoring the importance of the mix
of perspectives in our group (teacher educator and student teachers in the field) and how I
hoped this would enable us to consider both theory and practice. While at this point [ was
under the assumption that I would predominantly wear the reform-oriented theory hat and
they would keep us grounded in practice, as will be described in this chapter, I often
found that the opposite was true.

Make meaning. Drawing on some of the discussions that took place during pre-
interviews, we devoted an entire session in this phase to collaborative reflection on
AMLE’s 16 characteristics, discussing the group’s perceptions of the extent to which
individual characteristics were present in their classrooms and host school. Although the
student teachers were able to identify some evidence of “educators use multiple learning
and teaching approaches” as well as “varied and ongoing assessments advance learning
as well as measure it,” the consensus among the student teachers was that they were not
seeing much evidence of the characteristics of successful middle schools that had been
emphasized in their coursework. As such, the conversation centered mostly on those
characteristics of which the student teachers wished they were seeing more. In discussing
these overlaps and gaps between the AMLE reform-oriented vision and their perceptions

of their field placement classrooms, we also devoted some time to discussing how the
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students were making sense of these relationships, which are discussed in greater detail in
Chapter 6. For the purpose of this section, however, it’s worth pointing out that in an
effort to keep the discussion from devolving into an oversimplified critique, the student
teachers were challenged to consider factors that might contribute to the gaps they were
perceiving. At this stage in our discussions, they speculated that these gaps were
connected to the following factors: 1) competing demands placed on the teacher (e.g.,
raising test scores while providing remediation and enrichment for a wide range of
students), 2) a restrictive curriculum, 3) a lack of teacher professional development
centered on developmentally-appropriate characteristics of successful middle schools, 4)
teacher perception of what students can handle, and 5) teacher self-efficacy in teaching
techniques associated with middle school philosophy in particular (e.g., creating learning
environments that promote active, purposeful learning).

Set reform-minded goals. The group’s evaluations subsequently led naturally into
a discussion of what they could envision as a possible reform-oriented alternative to what
they were seeing. Noting an absence of family partnership activities, for example, one
student teacher proposed surveying families to bring in parents as part of curriculum. The
idea of developing a community-based learning project was also proposed for the first
time. These evaluations and ideas were recorded in the inquiry group memos to be
discussed in subsequent meetings.

In these sessions, we used the AMLE characteristics as an entry into discussing
what sort of a reform-oriented innovation we could envision developing and enacting
after the winter break. I challenged the group to consider not only which characteristics

they felt were lacking at their field placement schools but also those in which they were
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most interested and felt were do-able given their roles as student teachers. The group
quickly identified with the five characteristics associated with Curriculum, Instruction,
and Assessment (See Appendix A), explaining that they felt they had the most power to
influence these. Although all of these characteristics were discussed, the group was
particularly passionate about the following two: “students and teachers are engaged in
active, purposeful learning” and “curriculum is challenging, exploratory, integrative, and
relevant.” I suspect this passion was due to the fact that these two characteristics were
among the most heavily emphasized in the foundational course they took with me, yet
were perceived to be largely absent in their field placement classes.

Although active, purposeful learning can take a variety of shapes in the classroom,
the student teachers were especially eager to develop ways to engage students in what [
have previously described as “hands-joined” learning (Association for Middle Level
Education, 2012). The student teachers were thus interested in exploring ways in which
“active, purposeful learning” could be used to give students a voice in the classroom. It
was at this point that they first expressed an interest in using a student-driven project to
engage students in making decisions about the content and process of their learning.

As it concerns the characteristic “curriculum is challenging, exploratory,
integrative, and relevant,” the group was especially interested in the issue of “relevance.”
The student teachers were confident that they could easily increase the relevance of
classroom activities and were very excited to share ways they had already been
experimenting with this characteristic in their field placement classrooms. Curriculum
can be argued to be “relevant” in a variety of ways (e.g., relevant to common topics of

interest to middle-schoolers, relevant to 21% century careers, relevant to a timely issue).
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In this case, our discussions indicated that the student teachers were most interested in
finding ways to create learning that would be of personal relevance, hoping to create a
learning experience that the students would view as not only interesting, but also
important to them personally. Ultimately, the group decided to move forward with the
express purpose of emphasizing “active, purposeful learning” and “relevant curriculum,”
while acknowledging that other Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment characteristics
might also be bundled into whichever innovation they develop.

Since the group was beginning to consider what I perceived to be two of the most
reform-oriented and challenging characteristics, I felt compelled to frequently emphasize
the required delicate balance between our desire to be reform-oriented and our
commitments to responsiveness and do-ability. I voiced concerns that the group needed
to remember the limitations of their role as student teachers and that they should consider
the scale of their innovation carefully so as not to overwhelm themselves, their mentors,
or the students. I proposed examples of smaller scale innovations suited to their content
area classrooms that also focused on active, purposeful learning (e.g., developing an
interest project that ran parallel to the Science curriculum) as well as relevance (e.g.,
polling their students to get to know their interests and using the results to create relevant
and authentic problems for the students to investigate in their Mathematics classrooms).
As I advocated for scaled-down alternatives, however, I felt conflicted since I had been
propagating this type of reform-oriented thinking in my course. Yet faced with the
prospect of bringing these ideas to the field placement, I felt concerned when the students
suggested whole-heartedly taking up these ideas. Although I had expected to experience

the tension between theory and practice, I had not expected that I would need to be the

84



one to advocate for do-ability. In hindsight, I should have expected this since I
purposefully selected reform-minded student teachers for this project. In this tension, I
was unclear exactly what was too innovative and what was reasonably do-able.

Ultimately, the group nonetheless decided to target these two characteristics by
experimenting with a student-driven project borrowing from community-based and
service-learning pedagogies that were explored in my course. Despite my own
enthusiasm for these approaches, I found myself once again re-emphasizing scaled-down
alternatives, underscoring the impending stress of student teaching and other program
requirements, including coursework and edTPA. I found this turn of events to be
particularly interesting since, as part of my role as the teacher educator in the group, I felt
it was important to allow the interests of the student teachers to guide the ROCI
innovation. Although service learning is something emphasized in my course, I entered
ROCIT fully expecting that the group would develop an innovation that was completely
outside this pedagogy. In other words, I did not advocate for this approach. Nonetheless,
in retrospect I realize that there was perhaps a presumption on behalf of the student
teachers that service learning was a natural fit for our collaborative work since it was
something with which we had all developed some prior experience. [ worried that it was
likely too large a venture for student teaching but the student teachers were insistent. I
was eventually inspired by their passion, however, to agree that a student-driven project
would be a compelling fit for their interests and perceived school possibilities. And after
all, what message would I be sending if I insisted they not experiment with precisely

what we had been learning about in class?

85



Phase 2. In this phase, we developed and implemented our innovation, engaging
in all four inquiry activities as needed throughout. This phase was the longest in duration
and stretched from December to May. We met twelve times, approximately twice per
month, at a variety of places, including on campus, the field placement school, a favorite
restaurant near the school, and one time at my house for an extended planning period and
lunch. Communications within the group increased considerably during this phase and as
the group was called upon to adjust responsively, we also began communicating between
meetings via phone conferences and group text messages as needed. As we moved
through Phase 2, we simultaneously and iteratively employed all four research activities
(innovate, adjust responsively, maintain reform-oriented focus, and make meaning) as
needed. Capturing this type of iterative work in writing presents a particular challenge
since describing the back-and-forth can be confusing to the reader. A linear description,
on the other hand, runs the risk of oversimplifying. I have thus decided to begin with a
chronological description of our inquiry group work as well as, once launched, the
middle school students’ engagement in the student-driven project. For the sake of clarity,
I describe Phase 2 in two parts: Part 1: Developing the Project and Part 2: Implementing
the Project. When useful in illustrating what we did, teacher-created materials and
student work will be shared. Although the research activities are naturally described
throughout, I end the section with a summary of how we used each of the research
activities in Phase 2.

Part 1: Developing the innovation. As a means to develop something that was
reform-oriented and responsive, we wanted to ensure that the middle school students and

our school-based contact were given an opportunity to provide substantive input and

86



feedback. Developing the innovation thus consisted of fleshing out the innovation and
seeking input. Then, with input in mind, we planned for the implementation of the
innovation.

Fleshing out the innovation and seeking input. Having decided in Phase 1 that our
innovation would center on a student-driven project, we began loosely envisioning how
this might work, thinking about logistics, possible challenges, and next steps.
Simultaneously, we also investigated student interests as a means to identify a focus for
the proposed student-driven project. Our inquiry group meetings were thus guided by the
following questions: 1) What shape might our student-driven project take if we are
aiming for relevance and active, purposeful learning?, 2) How might we need to be
responsive to this particular school and community?, 3) How will we know if our
innovation is successful?, and 4) What do we need to do to get started?

In discussing the first of these questions, the group ultimately decided to use the
IPARDC (Investigate, Plan for action, Act, Reflect, Demonstrate/Celebrate) process
commonly used in service learning as an initial framework for our student-driven project
(National Youth Leadership Council, 2013). Having learned about this approach to
teaching in my course, the inquiry group had already developed an understanding of the
ways in which the IPARDC process can target key characteristics such as “active,
purposeful learning” and “relevant curriculum.” As such, it was a natural fit for the
reform-oriented goals they had identified and presented an exciting prospect since the
group was eager to experiment with bringing this pedagogy to life in an actual classroom.

Since this pedagogy represented a departure from the prevailing modes of

teaching and learning in their field placement schools, much thought and discussion was
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devoted to considering how we might adapt this pedagogy to suit the constraints and
opportunities evident at their given school. We were particularly sensitive, for example,
to what the group perceived as pressure to adhere closely to the newly adopted common
core curriculum and prepare students for the annual standardized test. For this reason, the
group proposed that, experimenting with this sort of a student-driven project might be
best suited to the 45-minute period referred to as Intervention/Enrichment (I/E). Since
the use of this class period varied greatly across teams and teachers, ranging from study
hall to test preparation to clubs, the group anticipated that there would be little issue with
them using this time as a space to innovate. Also, as part of our commitment to
responsiveness and workability, we decided to write up a brief proposal to share with the
mentor teachers and our school-based university contact for the express purpose of
receiving their input and feedback.

The group also decided to obtain student input as a means to inform the selection
of the project focus. This was a purposeful move to aim for relevance and maximize the
potential for their middle school students to engage in active, purposeful learning. In
each of their I/E classes, the student teachers facilitated a whole class discussion
concerning the following prompts: What issues concern you personally? What issues
concern you in your community? What issues concern you in the world? Building from
this discussion, each student teacher then collected individual student responses to the
prompts, analyzed these for themes, and brought these themes to the next inquiry group
meeting. Upon comparing themes across classes, there were several points of overlap,
many of which related to student concerns regarding a lack of community in their school,

frequent negative rather than positive interactions among students and teachers, as well as
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a general desire to change something about their school to “make it more fun” (e.g.,
getting rid of school uniforms, making lunch less stressful, less yelling and more positive
discipline, less time spent on test preparation). These student concerns also echoed the
excerpted findings from the “Positive and Nurturing Environment” section of the

Lakeview Middle School’s publicly published School Climate Survey displayed in Table

4.1.
Table 4.1.
Student Data excerpted from 2013 School Climate Survey

Percent

Number  Responding
Survey Item Responding  Positively

I believe my teachers care about me as a person. 345 69.6%
The students in this school get along with each other. 342 33.3%
I like going to school here. 345 74.5%
Teachers treat students with respect. 347 63.4%
Students show respect for the teachers in this school. 342 50.6%
My teachers often say positive things to me. 340 74.4%
Students in this school are rewarded or recognized publicly for good 345 64.1%
behavior.
I feel like I am an important part of the school community. 339 57.8%

Drawing on this student input, the group decided to engage the students in a social
action project driven by the following essential question: How can we promote a positive
school culture in our school community? The phrasing of the question was carefully
crafted to emphasize the desire to promote something positive, rather than highlight
student dissatisfaction in specific areas. Additionally, the purposefully broad nature of
this question was intended to allow individual students and groups to explore a wide
range of issues concerning school culture. Our hope was that this would allow students to
ultimately pursue issues they were particularly passionate about, once again maximizing
opportunities for relevance and active, purposeful learning via decision-making about

what to investigate. Since the importance of a positive school culture is explicitly
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addressed in the AMLE vision of successful schools, this also presented a unique
opportunity for the group to take up the challenge of an additional characteristic related to
culture and community: “The school environment is inviting, safe, inclusive, and
supportive of all” (See Appendix A).

Parallel to our efforts to seek input from the middle school students, the student
teachers also sought the input of their mentor teachers and other teachers on their team
regarding which standards they thought the students could benefit from reviewing,
especially in the tested subjects of math and English language arts. This was a strategic
move to develop a project that would be both student-driven and in keeping with the
academic goals and needs of the students. Through these conversations, the group was
able to identify that across subjects, teachers felt that students could benefit from
additional experience with making an argument and supporting it with evidence. Notably,
this is a popular emphasis in this era of high-stakes testing accountability and the
common testing genre referred to as the “constructed response.” Nonetheless, the group
could see the importance and relevance of these sort of evidentiary reasoning skills to
many life situations and could also see how it could naturally fit across the various phases
of the IPARDC process. An emphasis on these skills is also evident in Maryland and
Common Core standards such as these:

* (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.8.1 Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons
and relevant evidence

* Standard 1.0 Skills and Processes C.1 Develop explanations that explicitly link
data from investigations conducted, selected readings and, when appropriate,

contributions from historical discoveries.
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With this in mind, the group agreed that collecting evidence, drawing conclusions,
building an argument, and supporting this argument with evidence were all skills that
could naturally be revisited and applied to a relevant context, through the social action
project.

At this stage, we also began to engage in some initial brainstorming regarding
how we might evaluate the success of our innovation. Again, we revisited the two
characteristics we were aiming for, discussing the aspects of each that we were most
interested in exploring. This led us to the following two questions: 1) How would we
know that we were successful in creating “relevant curriculum,” which we were defining
as learning experiences that students viewed as important to them?, and 2) How would
we know if we had been successful in engaging student in active, purposeful learning,
which we were defining as “hands-joined” learning? Since both of these characteristics
are tied to student perceptions of their learning experiences rather than their acquisition
of a given set of knowledge, we struggled at first to determine what we could accept as
evidence that our innovation was successful. The group began by envisioning
assessments that would capture what students learned through the project and the student
teachers were quickly able to brainstorm a variety of authentic assessments that could be
used to demonstrate new learning (e.g., learning portfolios, presentations, demonstrations,
etc.). Since we wanted to receive specific feedback concerning student perceptions,
however, we determined that student feedback in the form of structured reflections
(during and after the project) would also be necessary, although we did not develop these

reflections until the project had taken shape later in Phase 2.
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At this point, we felt we had a strong enough sense of our proposed innovation to
draft something to share with the mentor teachers and our school-based university contact,
Ms. Pat. Since we were committed to engaging the students in each step of the IPARDC
process, which precluded scripting every step, we decided that the best we could do was
draft up a loose overview of the IPARDC process as it applied to the project focus (See
Figure 4.2). To accompany this overview, the student teachers also created a project map
in which they identified activities and interdisciplinary standards that we anticipated
would be embedded in various phases of the project (see excerpt in Table 4.2).
Opportunities to target several standards were naturally built into the “investigate” phase.
Developing and conducting a “school culture” survey, analyzing results, and drawing
conclusions to inform their proposals, for example, addressed numerous math and science
standards.

How can we promote a positive school culture in our school community?

What are the
characteristics of
f— hool &analyuneam
culture?

Explore resources - C!uteachss
to brainstorm a ERe
plan for action EEEEE
lniﬁmphnfw>> Rﬂlses‘::t;] >

action Co

On standards and
outcomes

Celebrate

Figure 4.2. Loose overview of IPARDC to share.
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As a means to share and seek input on our plan, we arranged a meeting to discuss

and share these documents with Ms. Pat. Three of the four student teachers were present

at this meeting and took the lead in sharing their vision. They explained the reform-

oriented characteristics for which they were aiming, the input they had already collected

from students, and walked through the phases of their loose overview. At this time, we

also identified the ways in which we were anticipating certain standards would be

addressed in each phase of the IPARDC process, emphasizing the standards that had been

identified as important by mentor teachers.

Table 4.2

Excerpt from Project Map

Example
Topics/Activities

Research and
discuss “positive
school culture”
and share what is
learned through
research

Identify/develop
and conduct a
school culture
survey

Compile results
and through
discussion, draw
conclusions

Brainstorm ideas
and seek input

Phase: Investigate

Standards Addressed

Standard 6.0 Social Studies Skills and Processes C.2 Identify a
situation/issue that requires further study, D.1 Identify primary and
secondary sources of information that relate to the topic/situation/problem
being studied.

Standard 1.0 Skills and Processes A.1 Design, analyze, or carry out simple
investigations and formulate appropriate conclusions based on data
obtained or provided.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.7.7 Conduct short research projects to answer a
question, drawing on several sources and generating additional related,
focused questions for further research and investigation. (For 7th graders)

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.8.1 Engage effectively in a range of collaborative
discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners
on grade 8 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing
their own clearly.

Standard 1.0 Skills and Processes C.1 Develop explanations that explicitly
link data from investigations conducted, selected readings and, when
appropriate, contributions from historical discoveries.

Standard 6.0 Social Studies Skills and Processes D.2 Engage in field work
that relates to the topic/ situation/ problem being studied.

Through conversation, Ms. Pat presented herself as an ally of the goals of this

work and was enthusiastic about the focus of the social action project. From this meeting

we were able to learn about a variety of previous and ongoing school efforts to promote a

93



positive school culture. We were also able to gain insight into the internal politics and
organizational structure of the school from this meeting, which helped give greater
context to the work we would be doing and was our introduction to what would prove to
be one of our greatest challenges in this work---navigating school politics. This is
discussed in detail in Chapter 5.

In this meeting, Ms. Pat was also able to provide us with some logistical and
strategic suggestions. For example, we were already concerned that the pressure to use
the I/E block for test preparation would create a conflict, particularly as we approached
the high-stakes testing window in April. Ms. Pat suggested that we take advantage of the
school’s alternating A/B schedule to propose that A days could be used for intervention
(test preparation) and B days could be used for enrichment (our social action project).
This compromise, which we took readily, made the proposed project feel more do-able to
the mentor teachers and assisted us in coming up with a reasonable pacing map for the
project that was informed by other constraints. Based on this input, the student teachers
then shared the loose overview with their mentor teachers, proposing the compromise
that the project be emphasized in B days only. As predicted, all four mentor teachers
approved of the proposal and, as such, we proceeded into planning.

This meeting also led into a discussion regarding do-ability, particularly given the
bold undertaking of the inquiry group. Ms. Pat reminded the group that while it would be
unrealistic to believe that they could completely change a school’s culture by initiating
one project over a few months, they could empower students to develop some proposals

and get the ball rolling on a few of these. This sentiment echoed discussions we had
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already engaged in as a group and served as a valuable reminder that we should dream
but we should also set realistic goals.

Planning for the implementation of the innovation. Having received input and the
green light for our proposed social action project, we set aside a block of time for
planning. This time was strategically scheduled in January so that we could prepare some
essential teacher-created materials prior to what the student teachers referred to as their
“full takeover” of their field placement classes. In this meeting, we reviewed the loose
overview, reminding ourselves of the AMLE characteristics we were aiming for as well
as the various skills (making an argument, supporting a claim with evidence, etc.) we
were intending to bundle into the project. We then used the county-wide academic
calendar, the student teaching calendar, and a blank planning calendar to create a pacing
map that identified an anticipated end date for our innovation, working backwards to
count the number of “B days” with we would have to play. After that, we roughly
estimated how many days would be necessary for each phase, presuming that
investigating and planning would take the bulk of the time and overestimating as much as
possible to allow for wiggle room. In the end, we estimated that there would be
approximately 30 available B days between the start of the project mid-January and the
first week of May, which is when we needed to be finished. This 30 day total also took
into account the expected interruption in project work in the month of March due to
standardized testing.

Our commitment to engaging students in decision-making at each phase of the
IPARDC process meant that we were unable to develop a prescriptive unit plan from start

to finish. Instead, we continued to build out from the overview we had developed,
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estimating how long each of the core activities in each phase (e.g., exploring resources,
brainstorming, taking action) might take. Bearing in mind that each class period was only
40 minutes long and that we were only using designated B days, this was a considerable
reality check, forcing us to again discuss do-ability and manage our expectations
concerning what we could reasonably aim to achieve with the time we were given.
Driven by the essential question How can we promote a positive school culture in
our school community? we were able, however, to envision a relatively concrete plan for
the “investigation” phase of the social action project. At this point, the group agreed that
while all four teachers would aim to follow a similar pace and complete some common
activities, there was no expectation that the exact approach and daily lesson be uniform
across teachers. While we did want the students to develop and conduct a school culture
survey to be used in all four classes, for example, each student teacher had a different
idea for how they wanted to launch the idea of the social action project with their students.
This resulted in, once again, a flexible plan for the investigation phase, which involved
some shared activities and deadlines as well as some designated days labeled with loose
goals (i.e., “launch the project by getting students excited and explaining IPARDC”).
Since one of the express goals of the investigation phase is to explore the essential
question through a variety of sources, it was necessary to identify some resources for
students and the student teachers to explore. While the student teachers had been seeking
student and mentor teacher input, I had been doing some initial research to identify
possible resources that might interest the group and their students as they investigated a
term as broad and nebulous as “positive school culture.” Having sent an email with a

narrowed down list of links to explore, we spent some time in a planning session
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exploring and evaluating relevant literature tied to the AMLE characteristic “The school
environment is inviting, safe, inclusive, and supportive of all.” Among other websites, we

were particularly inspired by resources available at the following: Association for Middle

Level Education (2014) The National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform (2014),

and The Institute for Democratic Education in America (IDEA) (2014).

After this planning session, a big picture view of the IPARDC process as well as a
draft of the plan for the “investigation” phase was subsequently posted by one of the
student teachers to a shared Google document for everyone to view, comment on, and
reference as they began to launch the innovation in their classrooms. An excerpt of the
eventual final plan for the investigation phase is provided in Appendix L.

Part 2: Implementing the innovation. In the third week of January, all four
student teachers launched the social action project with their students. In keeping with the
IPARDC process, the project moved through several phases, although in similar ways to
what we experienced with ROCI in practice, the process was even less linear than we had
expected. As students and student teachers developed ideas and received input, they often
moved back and forth between planning, investigating, and acting. Likewise, reflection
took place throughout as well as at the end since the students completed two mid-project
reflections as well as a final summative reflection. Students were also called upon to
critically reflect at each phase, particularly as they received critical feedback in response
to their proposed ideas. To capture this, the following description of how the student
teachers implemented the social action project with their students has been divided into
three sections: 1) investigating the essential question, 2) developing proposals, planning,

and/or taking action, and 3) reflecting and celebrating.

97



Investigating the essential question. The official kick-off for the social action
project took place in each student teacher’s assigned enrichment periods. On the first day,
each student teacher introduced the essential question, How can we promote a positive
school culture in our school community?, emphasizing how the project they would be
engaging in together was rooted in the input the students had previously provided. The
student teachers also presented an overview of the sorts of activities they hoped to engage
students in (guided again by the IPARDC process), underscoring the ways in which the
students would be involved in decision-making regarding what to propose as well as how
to propose and, in some cases, enact the ideas they developed. To get the students excited
and thinking about how they can work together to, as they put it, “make something
awesome” at their school, the student teachers showed a brief YouTube video entitled

Pep Talk from Kid President to You (2013), using this as an entry into a discussion about

what they thought it would take to create meaningful change in a community.

In this phase, the student teachers also came up with the idea of beginning each
project meeting with inspirational quotes they had identified related to the work of
“social action.” Some examples included:

“If we could change ourselves, the tendencies in the world would also change. As

a man changes his own nature, so does the attitude of the world change towards

him...We need not wait to see what others do.” -Gandhi

“Ideas must work through the brains and arms of good and brave men, or they are

no better than dreams.” -Ralph Waldo Emerson

“Man’s mind, once stretched by a great idea, never regains its original

dimensions.” -Oliver Wendell Holmes

98



These quotes were shared at the start of each project meeting and often followed by a
brief discussion.

Having launched the project, the student teachers transitioned into having the
students explore the idea of a “positive school culture,” engaging their classes in a
combination of 1) individual and small group reflection on what the term meant to them,
2) online research using the key term “positive school culture,” and 3) initial
brainstorming concerning how the class could promote a positive school culture. Students
at this stage began to propose a multitude of ideas, many of which were rooted in their
desire to give input on aspects of their schooling (e.g., lunch room policies, school
uniform policies, discipline systems, scheduling). A few students also expressed
frustration that Lakeview Middle School did not have a formal elected student
government or voluntary student leadership club, although we later learned that there was
something called a “student leadership team” through which students were nominated by
teachers to participate in focus groups of sorts.

At this point, the student teachers felt it was important to challenge the students to
collect data to inform their next steps, engaging their students in a discussion of the role
data can play in argumentation. Much of the students’ initial input had centered on issues
concerning student voice in the school. For this reason, the group decided to share a

survey with the students from the Institute for Democratic Education in America (IDEA)

entitled What’s Happening At Your School? (2013). Exploring the survey together, the
student teachers and students identified the ways in which the tenets of democratic
education encapsulated many of the characteristics of “positive school culture” they had

been discussing. To inform their next steps, students in each class completed the survey
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anonymously and were then challenged to think about how they might go about
compiling the results. In the end, each class came up with some variation of anonymous
tallying. After tallying was complete, classes discussed the findings and were asked to
identify compelling findings from these data (e.g., What do the data tell us about our
school culture? Which items do you think are most revealing/interesting? Which results
might we use to address next steps?). The student teachers then shared the summary tally
results from their classes with one another, looking for trends across classes.

Informed by these data, each class then returned to brainstorming, compiling
specific ideas into what they referred to as a “dream list” of ideas to promote a positive
school culture in their school. If individual students or small groups identified ideas they
felt were particularly interesting, they were encouraged to explore that idea more deeply,
seeking online resources and the input of others in the class to help them flesh out their
ideas. As students developed concrete ideas, the student teachers circulated and
facilitated discussions in class regarding do-ability and perspective taking, challenging
them to think critically about why certain rules were in place and why certain ideas might
not be do-able. Students also frequently challenged one another to re-think ideas that
were too “out there,” too radical. The debate surrounding school uniforms in Ray’s class,
for example, was particularly lively and dialectic. While some students wanted to propose
that school uniforms be done away with entirely, other students did not think the school
leadership would be open to this. As a result, a discussion ensued regarding the rationale
for school uniforms as well as possible compromises they might propose to address some

of the concerns of school leadership.
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At the end of the investigation phase, each class compiled their ideas into a master
list to share with the other four classes. On a designated day, representatives from each
class were assigned to the other three classes and time was set aside for sharing across
classes. At this point, a school administrator, referred to herein as Ms. Jones, who had
expressed an interest in the work was also invited to listen to some of the students’ ideas
during this sharing session. She readily agreed and, at the last minute, chose to invite the
school principal, Mr. Plum, to join. Unfortunately, Mr. Plum had a very limited
understanding of the big picture of the work in which we were engaged and was quick to
criticize the ideas presented by the groups in the sessions he attended. In one class, the
student teachers reported that he even went so far as to take over one of the sharing
sessions entirely, launching into a stern lecture concerning the bad behavior of students
and failing grades. Nonetheless, the sharing sessions did present an opportunity for
students to compile ideas across classes and a master “Dream List” was created that
represented all of the ideas. (See Table 4.3.)

After the sharing session, I received a call from two of the student teachers, Danni
and Ray. They were understandably distressed and felt unsure how to follow up with the
principal. They also wanted advice in how to address this experience with their students,
many of whom were visibly upset by the principal’s response. We agreed that the best
course of action would be to spend the next class session debriefing with students and
follow up with the school principal to clarify our work, seek input, and listen to concerns.
As such, in the next project meeting, the student teachers gave the students an
opportunity to share their concerns and the student teachers made a point to 1) honor their

experiences, 2) reassure them that they were not in trouble and that tension and
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Idea/Goal Specific possibilities

Class Selection * More choices for creative arts and career readiness courses

* Enrichment choices across whole school

* Introducing an advisory/morning meeting to build relationships
between students and student-teacher relationships

More locker time ¢ Time to go to lockers between classes and before/after lunch

Positive * Phone calls for good behavior
reinforcement * Bring back token system for positive behavior (e.g., coupons
redeemable at snack line)
*  Quiet transitions for a week=homework pass
* Grade level “pick-your-party”

Teacher * Teacher Appreciation Week
Appreciation * Positive comment cards during Teacher Appreciation Week
o Throughout the year, profile and commend exceptional
teacher allies with an announcement, banner and certificate
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misunderstanding is an expected part of changing the status quo, 3) respect the principal’s
perspective, explaining that he did not fully understand the work they were doing yet, and
4) assure them that they would follow up with Mr. Plum to clarify before proceeding.
Notably, from this point on, the student teachers strategically acted as the go-between or
buffer between school administration and the middle school students. For better or worse,
student ideas were subsequently communicated to administration by the student teachers,
who served as advocates for the middle school student perspective. This was a deliberate
move to guard against further negative interactions between the school principal and the
middle school students.

Since it was now the end of February and days away from the start of the
standardized testing window, the student teachers explained that they would be using this
project break to follow through on these items in the hopes that we could move on to the
next phase of the project after testing. As one last activity prior to testing, the students
completed a brief reflection on their experiences with the “investigation” phase of their
work. Prompts for this reflection were first developed in an inquiry group meeting and
then subsequently revised via a shared Google document. Students were asked:

* How do you feel about the goal we have identified for our project?

Have you found our investigations useful so far? Why or why not?

* What has been your favorite part of this phase? Why or why not?

* What has been your least favorite part of this phase? Why or why not?
* What has surprised you so far?

*  What do you think we should have done differently?
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This student feedback was subsequently discussed in an inquiry group meeting and used
to inform next steps.

The student teachers then decided that the best strategy would be for them to meet
with the school principal to share the IPARDC overview and student “dream list,” seek
his input on proposed ideas, and serve as advocates. Given the stressful nature of the
student sharing session, although we debated inviting a few student representatives to
join us in this meeting, we eventually opted not to. Since the testing window is
understandably a busy time, scheduling such a meeting was difficult to do. In the end, the
principal’s secretary who, we happened to learn, had also been thinking about organizing
a Spirit Week, was able to secure a 40-minute time slot in the last week in March. From
this meeting, in which both the principal and principal’s secretary were in attendance, the
student teachers were able to gain useful insight into the history of various initiatives at
their school as well as the current political context within which the school was operating.
Based on this discussion, some student ideas were deemed un-doable by the principal
(e.g., any changes to school uniforms), others were explained as potentially problematic
(e.g., shifting class selections, adding locker time), and the remaining ideas were given
the green light. The group also first learned of an upcoming school-hosted “Community
Day” and were invited to engage students in helping to organize this event. In the end, the
group was given permission to move forward with the following ideas:

1. Helping to organize a Spirit Week

2. Helping to organize a Teacher Appreciation Week

3. Helping to organize Community Day

4. Developing an advisory program proposal
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5. Developing ideas for a student leadership club

6. Developing ideas for a positive behavior system
Since the classes could now begin to develop their proposals and start planning to launch
some of these ideas, we moved into making rapid preparations for the next phase.

Developing proposals, planning and/or taking action. In the final B day of March,
having received the green light on five proposed ideas and one new one, the student
teachers reported back to the students and worked together to determine how to proceed.
Students were very excited to hear about the prospect of Spirit Week in particular. In
their meeting with the school principal, the student teachers had been informed that the
principal’s secretary had already designated the week prior to spring break (second week
of April) as Spirit Week. Although this was less than ideal, the group was told that the
dates were non-negotiable and so they launched directly into some intense Spirit Week
planning. Luckily, since this was after standardized testing, three of the four mentor
teachers were open to having both A and B days devoted to project work. Each of the
classes were subsequently assigned a chunk of the planning, which included 1) deciding
on daily themes for Spirit Week dress-up, 2) helping to orchestrate a Deck the Halls
activity, 3) creating posters and flyers, and 4) advertising and communicating key details

to other teachers and students (See Figures 4.3 and 4.4 for example artifacts.)

Throughout planning, student teachers worked closely with the principal’s
secretary, filling her in on the status of student progress and communicating new ideas
back and forth. The principal had a specific vision of a “college-readiness” focus for the
Deck the Halls activity, for example, which was thus orchestrated by the student teachers

and students as a compromise. In brief, it consisted of each team researching a designated
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college and visually displaying what they learned about each school in the team’s hall.
The idea was that designated students, student teachers, and school administrators would
judge the displays and announce one team per grade level as the winner and recipient of a
“block party” in the courtyard during an I/E block the following week. While the student
teachers voiced some philosophic concerns regarding the use of a competition to promote
positive school culture, they ultimately conceded and the activity moved forward as

planned.

Teachers,

Please be sure that the students know the days and events during Spirit Week. Please
tune in regularly for the 10:30 announcements to receive additional information about
the events throughout the week.

Spirit Week Schedule

Monday: Twin/Triplet/Quadruplet Day

Pick a person or a group of friends and dress exactly the same.
Tuesday: Bama Day

Hat day, Crazy hair day, Mix and match day, and Opposite day all mixed into one.
Wednesday: Career/Dress Your Best Day

Dress to impress!

Thursday: Team Day

Rock the team gear of your favorite college or professional sports team.
Friday: Color Day

Just a touch or go all out! gt Blue, 7t Red, 6"- Yellow

Figure 4.3. Spirit Week flyer for teachers.

During planning, Danni was also called upon to advocate for the students as some
of their favorite daily Spirit Week themes were revised by the front office. Although
hesitant to push too hard, Danni felt compelled to communicate the students’ perspective
and see if a compromise could be reached. As a result, one of the students’ favorite

themes (twin day) was reinstated after originally not making the officially approved list.
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Figure 4.4. Student-created posters to advertise for Spirit Week.

Spirit Week itself was an exciting time for the student teachers and students alike.
Student reflections completed after Spirit Week clearly illustrate this excitement, using
words like “joyful,” “happy,” “cheerful,” “fun,” and “funny” to describe the week.
Students also reported that they felt “more trusted” and “free.” Likewise, the student
teachers were thrilled to see Spirit Week come to life. Bobbi shared, for example, that
“The highlight for me was just standing in the hallway first thing in the morning and
seeing how excited all the kids were to be twinned up.” Danni also texted me mid-week
to let me know “They’re [The students are] pumped. They have been playing music on
the announcements too!” This excitement was no doubt bolstered by the fact that three of
the four I/E classes involved in the project were announced as winners of the “Deck the
Halls” competition and subsequently received a block party for their class. The student

teachers also unanimously agreed that the school dance, which took place on the Friday,
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was among the most memorable and joyous moments of their student teaching experience,
describing with enthusiasm a moment in which all of the students encircled the school
principal and danced around him.

In late April, after the excitement of Spirit Week and spring break, the inquiry
group decided to use the remaining time (which was rapidly slipping away) to reorganize
the students in all four classes into four interest groups, each focusing on one of the most

popular approved dream list ideas. This resulted in the following options:

Option 1: Learn about, propose ideas and help organize Community Day

Option 2: Learn about, propose ideas and help organize Teacher
Appreciation Week

Option 3: Learn about the existing student leadership team and put together a

pitch for how our school can build on this next year
Option 4: Learn about the previous positive reinforcement/reward system

and put together a pitch for how this could be expanded next year
Students completed a form in which they indicated their order of preference for the four
options and student teachers met to compile the results and create new student lists. Since
a large number of students selected Option 1 as their top choice and very few selected
Options 3 and 4, the group decided to have two classes focus on Community Day (Option
1), one class focus on Teacher Appreciation Week (Option 2), and then collapse Option 3
and Option 4 into one class. On designated I/E periods, students reported to the classroom
assigned to their interest group. What follows is a brief description of how each interest

group proceeded.
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Teacher Appreciation Week. The group of students responsible for learning about,
proposing ideas, and helping to organize Teacher Appreciation Week (Option 2) met in
Ray’s classroom and ultimately completed the following activities:

* developed ideas for showing teachers appreciation
* came up with a plan to collect and share positive comments about each teacher
* distributed comment sheets to all classes, gave instructions, and collected
comment sheets back
* sorted through all comments, ensuring they were appropriate
* organized each teacher’s comments and delivered them to teachers on a
designated day
Since this was a new and rather large undertaking, this group was challenged by some
unexpected logistical problems and engaged in a great deal of trouble-shooting.
Collecting comments on all teachers, for example, resulted in a tremendous amount of
paper to sort through, ultimately resulting in some students collecting and others forming
an assembly line of sorts to review each comment and organize them into piles. Likewise,
the group had not anticipated that there were three teachers with the same name and since
the students did not indicate their team, tracing comments back to the correct teachers
was a challenge that in some cases, proved impossible to overcome. Since this interest
group’s work was time sensitive and the work of organizing took much longer than
anticipated, some of the students in the Community Day group were also enlisted to help.
Nonetheless, the students were able to complete the task (with a few students and student
teachers volunteering additional time throughout the day) and received many words of

thanks from the teachers.
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Community Day. Although this was the most popular event selected by students,
resulting in the largest group of students spread across two classes (Danni and Charlie),
the group was unfortunately met with one challenge after another. As has been mentioned
previously, student involvement in Community Day developed from the student teacher
meeting with the school principal and principal’s secretary. Students were invited to help
plan activities for the upcoming event that was to be hosted at the middle school. The
contact information for the community event organizer was shared with the student
teachers, who eagerly reached out to find ways that the students might be involved. This
person proved extremely difficult to get in touch with, however, and failed to turn up for
the in-person meeting that was scheduled to discuss the event. In the meantime, student
teachers supported students in brainstorming possible activities for the event, eventually
fleshing out a plan for an idea they were especially excited about---a teacher v. student
basketball game. In the midst of this brainstorming, however, the student teachers
received the disappointing news that the event had been moved, at the request of the
community event organizer, to another location several miles from the school. While they
attempted once again to find a way for students to be involved, the combination of the
shift in location, the lack of communication, and the rapidly disappearing time left in
student teaching resulted in the work of students being reduced to advertising for the
event by creating and hanging posters around the school. Students and student teachers
were understandably frustrated by this change of events.

Student leadership and positive reinforcement. This interest group was by far the
smallest, consisting of 15 students, and was purposefully placed with Bobbi, who was

working with a mentor teacher who had expressed an interest in initiating a student
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government and/or revitalizing the school-wide positive behavior incentive system.
Unfortunately, the students who had intended to develop a proposal for a positive
reinforcement/reward system, struggled and lost focus. Bobbi found it increasingly
difficult to motivate students to remain on task and create something concrete. Although
some students continued to investigate ideas and the mentor teacher offered input
occasionally, they ultimately failed to propose a coherent vision.

A small group of five students, however, was committed to wanting to develop a
proposal for a student leadership club of some sort, which in the end they hoped would
continue to advocate for some of the other ideas that remained on the dream list. As they
worked, Bobbi provided this group with scaffolded support, assisting them in organizing
some of their ideas in writing and challenging them to think through not only their
rationale but also the specifics (who? where? when? what? how?) as much as possible.
The students ultimately decided to propose a weekly after-school club they named the
Society of United Leadership (S.0.U.L.), which they envisioned would engage students
in continuing the work of promoting a positive school culture while learning valuable
leadership skills. Bobbi assisted them with organization and served as an editor for their
final product. The resulting proposal was a two-page document with subheads such as
“Why we want S.O.U.L.,” “Who will be in S.0.U.L.,” and “What will Lakeview Middle
School (LMS) S.O0.U.L. do?” (See Appendix M for full proposal.) Due to time constraints
and scheduling conflicts, the proposal was ultimately shared, on behalf of the group, by
Bobbi with another teacher who had previously expressed an interest in running a
leadership group of some kind. At the end of data collection, discussions concerning how

to start this club for next year were ongoing and next steps remained up in the air.
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Reflecting and celebrating. By the time all three groups had completed the work
described above, it was the second week in May and, despite our original intentions, we
found ourselves nonetheless wrapping up the project during their last mandatory week of
student teaching. For this final phase of the project, all students returned to their original
IE block classrooms to reflect. Although critical reflection and student feedback had been
a central part of each phase of their work, the students were now asked to reflect back on
the whole social action project by way of a final reflection. (See prompts in Appendix G)
Prompts were designed to capture student experiences and feedback regarding the overall
experience of the project as well as their perceptions regarding the extent to which they
felt the work was successful in the goals of 1) giving them a voice in their school, 2)
making a difference in their school, and 3) giving them an experience that was important
(proxy for relevant) to them. Findings associated with these final reflections are described
in Phase 3 below.

On the official last day of the project (during the week after student teaching was
officially over), all student teachers met with their original IE block for a popsicle party
and award ceremony. Each student was called up to the front of the class and formally
awarded a certificate for their participation in the hard work of promoting a positive
school culture. Three additional awards were also given to students for exceptional
contributions in the following categories: 1) most creative ideas, 2) leadership, and 3)
enthusiasm and dedication. As a closure activity, while students enjoyed their popsicles
and socialized, they were also asked to write one memory or lesson they would always

remember onto a banner that was displayed in the classroom.
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Summary. To conclude the description of Phase 2, I offer four brief summaries of
how we engaged in each of the inquiry activities in this phase.

How did we “innovate”? The inquiry group innovated in multiple ways. First,
they developed and implemented a social action project that was uniquely driven by
issues that were of concern to the students they were teaching. In so doing, they made use
of the flexible I/E period in a new way and created a variety of novel learning
experiences and teaching materials. Additionally, they emphasized two reform-oriented
AMLE characteristics that were not perceived to be evident in their field placement
classrooms: 1) active, purposeful learning and 2) relevant curriculum. Through the social
action project, they innovated by bringing these characteristics to life in the classrooms in
which they were teaching. Considerable overlap exists among these characteristics since,
as one of the student teachers asserted, “active, purposeful learning can be used as an
entry to relevance.” Since the essential question for the social action project (How can we
promote a positive school culture in our school community?) was selected by students,
the student teachers were also challenged to learn about “positive school culture”
alongside the students. The “dream list” in this project, for example, was generated as
students and student teachers jointly explored various resources and data. Additionally, as
students moved from exploration (or “investigation”) to creating a plan, they were
involved in strategic decision-making concerning next steps. In this way, students and
student teachers were engaged in active, purposeful learning around a question that was
of immediate relevance to them.

How did we “adjust responsively”? In every phase of this project, the inquiry

group met regularly to discuss progress, trouble-shoot, communicate with key
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stakeholders, take feedback into consideration, and make responsive adjustments as
needed. Although at times it was admittedly frustrating and stressful for all of us, our
commitment to responsiveness and do-ability resulted in many significant shifts and
compromises along the way. As a result of school-based input concerning the multiple
demands placed on instructional time, for example, we identified the enrichment days of
the IE block as our project meeting time. Additionally, at the prompting of the school
principal, we compromised by helping him to implement his vision of the “Deck the
Halls” college-themed Spirit Week activity although we felt that the idea of a competition
was counterproductive and the focus of the activity was not of particular interest to the
students. We also made several adjustments to be responsive to the time concerns of
others. Being able to move forward often meant “making it work™ under less than ideal
circumstances. We made the difficult timing of the designated week for Spirit Week work
and took a break from the project to accommodate the desire of mentor teachers to
emphasize test preparation in the week leading up to the standardized test. Lastly, the
input of key stakeholders and constraining circumstances also meant that we had to
occasionally abandon plans entirely. This was the case, for example, with several items
on the students’ original “dream list” as well as student involvement in “Community Day.”
How did we “maintain a reform-oriented focus”? At the same time as we were
committed to responsiveness, we also strove to maintain a reform-oriented focus, making
judgment calls regarding when it was important to push certain issues rather than
compromise. Although the group was willing to compromise on the Deck the Halls
activity for Spirit Week, for example, they repeatedly advocated for students to have a

voice in other areas. At times it seemed as though other adults wanted the students to
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assist them in carrying out their vision, rather than empowering them to make meaningful
decisions about what Spirit Week should involve. The student teachers served as student
advocates in these negotiations, as well as advocates for the middle school concept,
reminding others that one of the goals of the project was to give students a voice in their
school. As a result of this advocacy, students were allowed to choose most of the themes
for the Spirit Week dress-up days. Time constraints also often resulted in pressure to
move more quickly, which presented the temptation for the student teachers to make
decisions and move forward without student input. When student teachers expressed this
concern in inquiry group meetings, however, they would remind one another of the
importance of taking time to engage students in the decision-making process, even if it
meant moving slower.

How did we “make meaning”? Each inquiry group meeting routinely consisted of
a mixture of sharing, planning, and making meaning of our experiences through
discussion. In each inquiry group session, we would frequently make sense of, among
other things, trends in student reflections, struggles in classroom implementation (e.g.,
management, scaffolding, pulling in disengaged students, etc.), and negotiations with
other key stakeholders (mentor teachers, school-based university contact, school principal,
etc.). When someone would share a particular challenge or shining moment from their
class, I would often follow up with the question “What sense do you make of that?” or
“Why do you think that happened?” This would often lead into other group members
affirming or questioning their colleague’s interpretation based on their experiences.
Similarly, on occasions when I spoke with student teachers to troubleshoot around

pressing challenges outside of inquiry group meetings, I would prompt them with similar
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questions as a means to inform next steps. In this way, the vast majority of our
interactions in this phase expressly focused on making meaning of our experiences
through discussion.

Phase 3. This final phase began in mid-May, after the popsicle party and awards
ceremony, which marked the end of the social action project. In this phase, we
collaboratively reflected on the innovation we had developed, student feedback, and our
experiences associated with participation in ROCI. Since this phase also corresponded
roughly with the end of student teaching, I chose to wait until other responsibilities tied to
this transition (edTPA, final papers, etc.) were completed before scheduling post-
interviews and our final inquiry group meeting. Once the group members communicated
that they were ready, each student teacher participated in a final interview and the entire
group met once on campus for an extended final inquiry group meeting. We also
identified two opportunities for students to share their innovation and experiences with an
authentic audience.

Make meaning. Similar to Phase 2, meaning making in phase 3 consisted of
critical and collaborative reflection. The difference, however, was that emphasis was now
placed on summative reflection and synthesis. Since this was the final phase of ROCI, the
group turned their attention to 1) determining to what extent they felt the innovation was
successful, and 2) reflecting upon the challenges, benefits, and strategies learned through
their collaborative inquiry experience as a whole. In preparation for post-interviews and
our final inquiry group meeting, student teachers reviewed their students’ final reflections
and came prepared to discuss. Themes and surprises from the student feedback were

subsequently discussed in the post-interviews as well as the final inquiry group meeting.
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Each student teacher was also asked to reflect on the goal of the innovation they had
developed and, drawing on data and their experiences, consider to what extent they felt
they were successful in attaining this goal.

Post-interviews were designed to explore the challenges and benefits experienced
by student teachers through participation in ROCI as well as any strategies they had
developed to cope with challenges. Prior to the final inquiry group meeting, I conducted
some preliminary analysis for themes across three categories: challenges, benefits, and
strategies. I then brought these themes to our meeting for consideration, asking the group
to consider the following questions: To what extent does this reflect your experience? and
What would you add, change or take out? This led to some animated discussion
concerning individual themes and assisted me in developing a more nuanced
understanding of the student teachers’ experience of a given theme. I also took note of
those themes that either resonated less or elicited some disagreement, which subsequently
informed the next round of data analysis. We then celebrated the end of the social action
project and data collection over dinner at a restaurant.

Share. The student teachers were presented with an opportunity to formally share
their innovation and critical reflection on challenges, benefits, and realizations with an
authentic audience by sharing their in-progress work with a new cohort of students
enrolled in my middle level education class. (Due to scheduling issues, this took place in
late April, prior to the last day of the project.) This presentation included a brief overview
of their social action project followed by discussion relating to what the student teachers
felt they were learning about reform-oriented teaching in the process. Particular attention

was also given to the ways in which they were striving to bring certain AMLE
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characteristics to life. Since this presentation was to students enrolled in the same class
through which we had originally met (and in the same classroom!), this sharing session
had that special full-circle feeling and highlighted to the student teachers just how much
they had grown and experienced since we began our work.
The Student Feedback

In this section I address the second research question for Study 1: What does
middle school student feedback indicate about their experience with our project?
Drawing on analysis of the student feedback, I share findings relating to 1) the students’
favorite and least favorite parts of the project, 2) the extent to which they felt the project
gave them a voice, was important, and made a difference, and 3) lessons they reported
learning through participation in the project. As was explained in Chapter 3, parental
consent and student assent were received for 28 students but for a variety of reasons, the
student teachers only received final reflections for 21 of these students.
“Fun” Parts

To better understand the aspects of the student-driven social action project that
middle school students liked best, I analyzed student responses to the following prompts
on the final reflection:

1. Think about the work you did in your I/E period to promote a positive school
culture at your school. What were some of the highlights of this experience for
you?

2. Describe your favorite part of this project.

3. What was so great about the part you described in question #2?

118



This analysis indicated that some of the school-wide activities that students helped create
were definite favorite moments. Spirit Week was the most popular favorite (with thirteen
students referencing it in one of their responses), which makes sense since this was the
group’s largest success. In fact, when prompted to explain what was so great about Spirit
Week, several students replied with some version of the explanation “that we actually got
to succeed in doing it.” Not surprisingly, several students also shared that they loved that
Spirit Week allowed them the freedom to dress out of uniform and that they enjoyed
“seeing everyone’s spirit.” Additionally, students identified making posters, decking the
halls, the block party, and for one student, the writing of the S.O.U.L. proposal as favorite
activities associated with the project.

Many students wrote about other aspects of the learning process that they found
particularly enjoyable. Several responses pointed to the perception by students that this
project allowed them to do a lot of things. One student, for example, wrote that “We got
to do a lot of things like come up with ideas, have other classes help us, got to do posters
and flyers.” Another wrote that “We got to do a lot of different things and go crazy.” This
seems to imply that students perceived the work that they were engaged in throughout the
project as being different somewhat from their standard experience in school. And that,
moreover, they enjoyed this shift in pace. Along those same lines, several students shared
that they appreciated that this project presented them with opportunities to “get out of the
classroom to interact with other students and teachers.”

Variations of “coming up with ideas together” were also referenced six times,
which the students explained was fun because it allowed them to “see what everyone had

to say” and “work together.” Students shared that they also enjoyed working in groups
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and meeting new people. In this way, students seem to have viewed the project as a
unique opportunity to get to know their classmates, which was apparently something
these students took great pleasure in.

Lastly, the experience of actually having success in getting some of their ideas off
the ground was referenced in several responses. In addition to the Spirit Week responses,
one student asserted that her favorite part was simply “when our ideas were made
possible” and another wrote that she liked “being able to have some kind of power and
noticing that if we work hard it will happen.” Yet another student echoed this sentiment
by sharing that her favorite part was that “I got to change my school. My school was a
little off and I got to fix it a little better.” This response suggests that this student felt that,
in some small way, their success had an impact on the school at large. This is further
affirmed by another student who wrote that Spirit Week was “one of the few times that
the eighth grade was on the page,” a comment which I interpret as a testament to the
power of school events like these to forge community and promote positive school
culture.

Additionally, in response to the prompt, “Would you want to do a project like this
again? Why or why not?,” 20 out of 21 responders said yes, thirteen of whom wrote in
that the project was “fun.” One student also provided the rationale that the project was
“not much work,” which in conjunction with the “fun” factor, leads me to believe that
students were not aware that they were working because the “doing” they were engaged
in did not comply with their schema for school work. The remainder of student responses
indicated that they would want to do a similar project again because they hoped to

generate new ideas and organize more school-wide events. One response captured this
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enthusiastic attitude best: “I would want to do another project just to see how much
students can actually do to make a change.”
“Boring” Parts

There were also clear trends in student responses to the prompt “What was your
least favorite part of this project? Why did you dislike it?”” Analysis of student responses
indicated that tasks associated with the investigation phase, specifically researching,
completing the school culture survey, and tallying the results were by far the least
favorite activities (nine of fifteen who responded with an answer other than “none”). One
student also asserted (in his reflection no less) that his least favorite part was completing
the reflections. Students stated that they disliked researching because it was “too much
work” and they “got confused.” One word showed up several times as an explanation for
their frustration with the tallying of the surveys in particular: boring. Additionally,
students shared that they felt this task “took forever” and was “time-consuming.”
Interestingly, one student pointedly wrote that she disliked the survey thing because “it
had to do with work.” Once again, this affirms my suspicion that the students felt that a
great affordance of this project was that it was different from what they were
experiencing in other classes. As such, these tasks, which were perhaps more familiarly
academic, were viewed as “boring” and less inviting. I find this especially interesting
since a great deal of “work” was put into other phases of this project, yet students do not
appear to have perceived it as such. I suspect that this is due to the active and non-
traditional nature of the work they were doing (e.g., sharing ideas, planning events,

negotiating differences, advertising, problem solving in real time).
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Not surprisingly, three students also articulated that their least favorite moments
were also some of the greatest disappointments in the project. Two students referenced
the unfortunate meeting with the school administrators in which the ideas they were
sharing were met with some confusion and conflict. They went on to explain that “it felt
bad” and “I dislike[d] it because we had been planning the meeting for a long time.”
Additionally, one student stated that her least favorite moment was “when our ideas were
not used,” such as was the case with Community Day. Given the considerable ups and
downs of the project, at least from where the student teachers and I were sitting, I find it
surprising that so few students referred to these disappointments in their responses. This
seems to imply that perhaps the “fun” factor and success of Spirit Week eclipsed these
other disappointments. To this same point, six students wrote in a response of “none,”
occasionally following up with a statement to indicate that they “wouldn’t change a thing”
or “couldn’t think of anything.” This may be an indication that students were perhaps less
frustrated than they appeared or did not perceive certain aspects of the work to be as
stressful as the student teachers did. Alternately, however, this may be a result of the
middle school students feeling compelled to tell the student teachers what they believed
they wanted to hear.

Similarly, in response to the prompt “If you had to do this project again, what you
would do differently?,” six students wrote in the response “Nothing.” Considering the
burgeoning critical sensibilities in the middle school age group, this could indicate that
students felt pleased overall with the project. This could also, however, simply be an
artifact of reluctance on behalf of the middle school students to offer critical feedback.

The remaining respondents wished that the group had picked even more activities, started
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earlier, and changed some of the ideas the group pursued based on feasibility and
personal preference.
Feedback on Identified Goals
The social action project was designed to address student concerns that they
wanted to have a voice in their school, particularly as it concerned promoting a positive
school culture. At the same time, our goals for our collaborative inquiry were aimed at
bringing the following reform-oriented practices to the classroom: 1) active, purposeful
learning, and 2) relevant curriculum. With all of these aims in mind, I analyzed student
responses to the following final reflection prompts:
1. Do you feel that this project gave you a voice in your school? Why or why
not?
2. Was the work you did in your I/E period to promote a positive school culture
important to you? Why or why not?
3. Do you feel that this project made a difference in your school? Why or why
not?
Table 4.4 provides a summary of yes, no, and blank responses to these prompts.
Table 4.4

Summary of student feedback regarding identified goals
Number of students

Prompt Yes No Blank
Do you feel that this project gave you a voice in your school? 18 3 0
Was the work you did in your I/E period to promote a positive 18 2 1

school culture important to you?

Do you feel that this project made a difference in your school? 19 1 1

Student voice. One of the explicit goals of the social action project was to give the

students a voice in their school. The student teachers also designed the project experience
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with the express goal of engaging students in active, purposeful learning, especially in the
form of decision-making regarding content and process. With these aims in mind, student
perceptions of the extent to which they felt the project gave them a “voice” was
especially interesting to the group.

In response to this prompt, 18 students responded yes and three responded no.
Simply being able to share their ideas and “express ourselves” was mentioned as a
rationale for two “yes” responses. The majority of students, however, supported their
“yes” answers with evidence that their ideas were actually implemented. Such responses
included, for example, “our ideas were heard and put into action sooner than I expected”
and “because we got most or half of our ideas accepted.” Many students also directly
referenced school leadership in their responses, explaining that they felt they had a voice
because “administration listened to my ideas.” One student provided the explanation
“because we thought it wouldn’t happen and it did!” These responses suggest that student
perceptions of having a voice in school is tied not only to opportunities to express their
ideas, but also to the extent that school personnel are open to and responsive to their ideas.
These responses also seem to indicate that the initial let-down of the sharing meeting with
the school administrators was overshadowed by the eventual delivery of some ideas, most
notably Spirit Week.

The emphasis placed in these responses on student ideas (e.g., “my ideas,” “our
ideas”) and shared power (e.g., “being heard,” “administration listened”) also affirms the
relationship between learner-centered instruction and student voice. If the classes had
been instead tasked with helping to implement pre-designated school-wide events, I

suspect that fewer students would have responded yes. One student response in particular,
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underscores this point---“I felt like this project not only gave me a voice, but all students
in general because it was a student-run project basically.”

The three students who responded no provided the following explanations:
“People still act crazy and a little has changed” and “Either way there are still things that
we can’t do.” These responses seem to indicate that these students felt like the small
changes that were made were too inconsequential to warrant a “yes.”

Importance or “relevance.” In the phrasing of question #2, the phrase “important
to you” was carefully selected as a proxy of sorts for the somewhat ambiguous term
“relevance.” As was explained earlier, while curricula can be argued to be “relevant” for
many reasons---relevant to common topics of interest to middle-schoolers, relevant to 21
century careers, relevant to a timely issue---we were aiming for a very particular form of
relevance: personal relevance. For this reason, the phrasing “important to you” was used
as a proxy to avoid student confusion regarding this term.

In response to question #2, 18 students responded yes and only two students
circled no. Explanations for yes responses fell loosely into four categories: 1) the goal of
the work was important, 2) students felt they were proving a point, 3) students felt they
had a central role, and 4) it was fun. First, students shared that the goal of promoting a
positive school culture was important to them for a variety of reasons, including “I want
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my school to be a great environment,” “our school has too little school events,” and “I
don’t want my school to be negative.” One student poignantly wrote that “I feel like if we

have a positive school culture, we have positive happy people, and happy people means

better learning.”

125



The students seemed to also believe that the work was important because it was
helping them to prove a point of some sort. One student wrote, for example, that she
wanted to “show [that] when we want something, we work for it.” Likewise, another
student felt motivated by the potential for this work to provide an example for others,
thus have a lasting impact, stating that “lots of other grades will learn and maybe do the
same.”

Some responses seemed to emphasize the central role of students in the project as
particularly important to them, responding yes because “I got to help” and because this
work “let people express ourselves” and “helped us work together on something I can
improve.” I interpret these responses to imply that being an active participant with a
voice in the project was also related to students’ perceptions of the work as important.

Lastly, some students simply referenced the “fun” factor again, asserting that the
work was important to them because “it was fun and I will never forget it” and that it
“makes school more fun.” One student also shared that “bringing the community together
to have fun” was especially important to her. Although perhaps self-evident, these
responses are another reminder that the importance of “fun” in the middle school
classroom is not to be minimized and can also assist students in viewing their work as
important.

The two students who circled no provided the explanations that “It was not fun
and it was boring” and “cause it was boring.” [ was perplexed to read, however, that these
same students responded yes to the question “Would you want to do a project like this
again?” Their explanations were “cause we didn’t have to do much work™ and “it was

AWESOME and FUN!” I wonder, therefore, if perhaps the inclusion of the phrase “the
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work you did in this project” was interpreted to be a reference to those parts of the project
that they felt were “work”---researching, conducting surveys, and writing reflections. If
so, their responses could be taken as an indication that although the overall project was
important to them, the parts that they perceived to be “work” were not.

Making a difference. Question # 3 was aimed at determining to what extent the
students felt they had succeeded in the goal they had set forth for their social action
project. In response to this question, 19 students circled yes and only one circled no. An
analysis of the yes responses revealed three trends: 1) it made our school more positive,
2) it impacted the students themselves, and 3) it set an example.

Students who felt the project made the school more positive provided a host of
evidence tied to the impact of their work. For example, students reported that we “got
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some stuff done,” “we got admin to help us!,” and our “ideas were accepted by teachers
and changed school.” They also cited Spirit Week and the block party as examples of
“some things we have never done before.” There were also a few students who seemed to
believe that the project made a difference in the school because it impacted those who
participated in the project, writing that “we all got to have fun and express ourselves,” we
“showed people our feelings,” and this project “improved the way we think.” Lastly, a
few students indicated that the project made a difference because it set an example for
others. One student wrote, for example, that “It gave us a chance to show that if you just
work together you can make a difference” and another asserted that “If we hadn’t done
this, students wouldn’t feel like they could change the school.”

Conversely, the one student who circled no explained that he felt “the school got

stricter.” Although this was not the majority experience and is perhaps a reflection of
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factors beyond this particular project, it is also a reminder that not all students will
experience events the same way and that student-driven social action projects such as this
are not a magic bullet that guarantees 100% student satisfaction.

Lessons to Remember

As part of their final reflections and the banner activity on the last day, students
were asked to identify one lesson they would be taking away from this project. Although
students responded with a wide range of lessons, the majority of their responses fell into
the following three categories: 1) hard work and determination, 2) teamwork and
leadership skills, and 3) empowerment.

Lessons concerning “hard work™ appeared frequently across data sources. Some
illustrative examples included “If I set my mind to do something and I work for it I can
do whatever I want,” “When you work hard for something, it happens,” and “If you work
hard, good things will come out of it.” Students also shared various iterations of the
phrases “Never give up on your dreams” and “Anything is possible,” although one
student also tempered this with the lesson “Don’t expect to get everything you want.”

The phrase “teamwork” occurred most frequently across data sources. While
many students simply wrote “teamwork” and one student wrote “teamwork=fun,” other
responses indicate that students learned about the importance of teamwork as well.
Students wrote, for example, that “when we work together we can make AWESOME
things” and “teamwork brings success.” One student responded that she also learned
“how to work with people and how to have better teamwork” and another student

asserted that the project helped him learn “how to be a good leader.”
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Lastly, students shared a variety of empowering lessons concerning the
importance of their voice. Such lessons included “believe in yourself,” “how to speak up,”
and “don’t be afraid to ask (Spirit Week).” One student wrote in bold letters on the
banner that the project was a “boost self of steam [sic].” Additionally, students learned
valuable lessons concerning the role they can play in change, writing in responses such as
“I can make a change and do something good” and “we can change the world.” Two
student chose to borrow from the famous words of Carl Bard to write the following on
their class banner: “Though no one can go back and make a brand new start, anyone can
start from now and make a brand new ending.”

Conclusion

In light of the previous illustration of ROCI in practice, I close by re-emphasizing
that the precise innovation that our group developed for this school and these students is
but one example and should not be viewed as the gold standard for innovations developed
through ROCI. Many possible variations can be envisioned for innovations developed
through ROCI for varying participants, schools, and content areas. Throughout this work
there were multiple decisions made that ultimately impacted the specific nature of this
innovation, which in turn was associated with its own set of affordances and challenges.
The decision to do the work in I/E period, for example, which was motivated by a desire
to “adjust responsively” to the demands placed on the core classroom at LMS, offered us
a considerable amount of freedom to innovate. At the same time, however, it also
presented considerable challenges in that it was a non-graded period in which students
were not typically expected to complete academic work. (This challenge is further

discussed in Chapter 5.)
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Alternatively, a decision to develop a different innovation that would be more
embedded in content area instruction may have limited the student teachers’ capacity to
innovate but may also have provided them with more opportunities to experiment with
teaching practices such as differentiated instruction and assessment. Likewise, while the
decision to investigate and propose ideas for the school community was motivated by
student input and thus in line with the AMLE characteristics selected by the group (i.e.,
“active, purposeful learning” and “relevant curriculum”), the resulting project was also
politically complex. And lastly, had this work been completed with another teacher
educator, I also do not doubt that the focus of the innovation would have been different.
Although I did not drive the decision-making of the group, our previous work with
service learning in my course, undoubtedly informed the student teachers’ selection of
this particular emphasis. For this reason, while there is much to learn from this example,
the specific nature of the innovation developed herein is thus not a blanket
recommendation for all future iterations of ROCI. Rather, the focus and logistics
associated with innovations created by other groups engaging in ROCI would and should
vary greatly.

To summarize findings from #his iteration of ROCI, the student teachers adapted
the IPARDC service learning process to engage their students in investigating, proposing
initiatives, and taking action around the following essential question: How can we
promote a positive school culture at Lakeview Middle School? This project ultimately
resulted in the creation of a Spirit Week and Teacher Appreciation Week as well as a
proposal for a student leadership group entitled the Society of United Leaders (S.O.U.L.).

Middle school student feedback revealed that the students especially enjoyed creating the
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school-wide events, actually doing rather than learning about, and working together.
Student feedback also indicated that their least favorite aspects of the project included
those tasks that were most closely associated with traditional “work” (e.g., researching,
completing the school culture survey, and tallying the results) as well as some of the
disappointments experienced along the way. The majority of middle school respondents
reported that they felt the social action project 1) gave them a voice in their school, 2)
was important or “relevant” to them, and 3) made a difference. The middle school
students also reported learning lessons across three themes: 1) hard work and
determination, 2) teamwork and leadership skills, and 3) empowerment. In the following

chapter I discuss five challenges faced by the inquiry group throughout ROCI.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED IN ROCI

In this chapter, I report my findings for the first research question from Study 2:
What challenges did the group face throughout ROCI? The five challenges discussed in
the following sections are 1) a disconnect between College of Education (CoE) and
Lakeside Middle School (LMS) visions of teaching, 2) being “just an intern,” 3)
cultivating student engagement in “new” teaching approaches, 4) time, and 5)
collaboration.

Given that they stem from the same experience, all of these five challenges are
dynamically connected. As such, some overlap will be evident in the discussion of
individual challenges. The discussion of each challenge reveals something different about
the group’s experience. This in turn brings forth unique implications for the field of
middle level teacher education and the goal of reform-oriented collaborative inquiry as a
pedagogy for student teaching. For this reason, I will discuss each challenge separately
while also synthesizing and connecting ideas across challenges when relevant.
Additionally, since facing many of these challenges also yielded opportunities for great
learning and growth, the challenges discussed in this chapter are closely tied to the
benefits. For organizational purposes, however, I will focus on challenges in this chapter
first, which will in turn set the stage for the related benefits, which will be the subject of
Chapter 6.

Since I was interested in the challenges faced by the group during ROCI, myself
included, findings related to my experiences as the teacher educator/researcher are
embedded where relevant along with the student teachers’ experiences. As I share our

group’s challenges, however, I am sensitive to the fact that some voices are absent in this
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work. For the purpose of this study, I did not interview or collect data directly from
mentor teachers, school administrators (Mr. Plum or Ms. Jones), or our school-based
university contact (Ms. Pat), who were at times involved in the work of the student
teachers. As a consequence, the challenges discussed here draw exclusively on the
perspectives of the four student teachers and myself. The absence of these perspectives,
in particular, means that the versions of events in this chapter are necessarily incomplete.
Nonetheless, this work was designed with the express purpose of investigating student
teachers’ experiences and perspectives as they attempt to innovate in reform-oriented
ways. Since perception is reality for the perceiver, their perspectives are most relevant to
the purpose of this work.

Disconnect between College of Education (COE) and Field Placement Visions of

Teaching
As the group progressed through the stages of ROCI, they became increasingly

aware of a significant disconnect between the visions of teaching emphasized in our
College of Education program and the dominant vision of teaching evident at Lakeview
Middle School. As was discussed in Chapter 1, the group was aware of this discrepancy
prior to student teaching as it had been a frequent student-initiated topic in my middle
school foundations course. Yet once student teachers were in their classrooms full time
and tasked with greater responsibility in teaching, this disconnect became more apparent
and troublesome as the interns began experiencing some of the implications firsthand.
This disconnect was evident in two ways: 1) limited school implementation and

understanding of AMLE characteristics, and 2) perceived resistance to “new’ ideas.
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Limited School Implementation and Understanding of AMLE Characteristics
While our middle level teacher preparation program is built around AMLE
standards and, by extension, our courses emphasize the AMLE characteristics and
associated teaching and learning practices, the student teachers reported seeing very little
evidence of any of the AMLE characteristics in their field placement classrooms. While
the student teachers could at times reference a few attempts at individual characteristics
in one or two classes they observed, all four student teachers reported fundamental gaps
across all of the Curriculum and Instruction characteristics. This quote from Danni offers
one thoughtful illustration of the ways in which the student teachers felt that LMS fell
short in several key characteristics (in this case teaming and integrative, relevant
curriculum):
So the curriculum that they have in Science is very integrative. It’s old and
outdated but it’s pretty good...but I think the curriculum itself across the board is
hindered by the teachers’ willingness to make relevant connections between
stuff...they’re not willing to work together. Planning period is social hour. It’s not
planning. They don’t make it integrative, which would in turn make it more
relevant for the students if they saw the connections across the content. Then it
would be more relevant.
Similarly, this excerpt from Charlie’s post-interview speaks to her perception that the
way in which students were being taught and assessed was missing the mark of the
“challenging curriculum” characteristic:
It’s definitely not challenging. My kids are, when I give them an open-ended

question as opposed to multiple choice or fill-in-the blank, they have no idea what
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to do. They’re so used to fill-in-the-blank and multiple choice and find the answer,
which is word for word the same as the worksheet in the textbook. And they’re

not really learning anything from that. And I can tell that they’re not learning
anything from that because when I give them an open-ended question, they have
no idea what to do with it.

The student teachers were especially disturbed, however, by the ways in which

they felt that LMS was deficient in the “school environment” characteristic, which states

that “the school environment is inviting, safe, inclusive, and supportive of all.” The

following two excerpts from post interviews provide an illustration of what the group

perceived as a considerable gap worthy of great concern.

I don’t know about safe. As far as emotional well-being, there’s a lot of “deal
with it yourself” and then yelling at them for not coming to an adult before getting
into a fight. And there’s no encouragement to---the teachers don’t try to develop a
community in their classroom at all and so there’s no inclusive language, there’s
no emphasis on inclusive language. I’m the only teacher I have ever heard
reprimand a student for using the r-word or for saying “gay” or things like that.
(Charlie)

There’s a lot of kids using the word prison to describe what it feels like there.
Reading some of the reflections, I read things I didn’t even know. Some kids got
in school suspension because they wore shorts on Sports Day. So yeah, there’s
still---with this sort of totalitarian sort of regime feeling in there, it’s gonna, that
has to give before a lot of this can come in because at LMS it all stems back to the

mistrust that administration has for the students. I wish that they could take those
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goggles off and realize how detrimental that is to everything that not even we’re

trying to do there but just the kids in general, like the model it is setting for them

for the rest of their lives. I feel like giving a little could go a long way but,
whether it be from bad experiences or something, they are just like an iron grip on
everything. And it goes back to, I don’t know if it was our class, but the different
types of schooling---I still feel they’re a fortress school. And in terms of the

AMLE concept there, it’s just---sigh. (Bobbi)

As further evidence of this disconnect, the student teachers frequently spent a
portion of our inquiry group meetings (unprompted by me) venting about
developmentally inappropriate practices they had witnessed at LMS. The vast majority of
these involved teacher-student interactions in which a faculty member yelled at, insulted,
or threatened a student in a way that the student teachers felt was wildly inappropriate.
Occasionally, the student teachers would also share a conversation they had either
overheard or been a part of, which revealed a deficit view of middle school students
and/or the family and community they were serving. In addition to these impromptu
debriefings, I would periodically receive unexpected phone calls, texts, and emails from
individual student teachers wanting to talk through an interaction that was troubling them.
Although there tended to be nothing we could do about these incidents, the student
teachers seemed to need and benefit from an opportunity to simply talk through what they
were experiencing.

Additionally, while the student teachers also reported encouraging conversations
with school faculty about reform-oriented practices with which they were experimenting,

some of their interactions also indicated that some of the school faculty were confused by
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