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During the past seven years, two units within a large midwuestern
university offered a practicum experience for preservice teachers in
English education. Approximately fifteen students, in their junior or
senior year, complete one of their field experiences in a college develop-
mental reading setting, requiring the cooperation of a college of educa-
tion and a two-year open-admissions college. This study examines the
effectiveness of a college reading practicum site for the preparation of
secondary English Language Arts teachers.

Approximately 30% of the students preparing to besecondary English
language arts teachers have a baccalaureate degree when they enter the
program; another 30% pursue botha BSin Educationand a BA in English
or Communications. Field experiences and course work requirements
are designed to comply with NCTE's (National Council of Teachers of
English) Guidelines for the Preparation of English Langtiage Arts Teachers.

The students are placed with college developmental reading teachers
in a wide range of classes, including effective reading and study, speed
reading, strategic reading, and college study skills. The classes typically
meet for fifty minutes three times each week (Monday, Wednesday, and
Friday) or for seventy-five minutes twice each week (Tuesday and
Thursday). This schedule coincides with the other college classes the
students are taking. Coupled with the fact that the college developmen-
tal classes are offered on campus, this makes the on-campus practicum
very time efficient.
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Early placement allows the students to enter the classroom on the day
the college developmental students arrive. They meet their field-hour
obligations by attending the class each day it meets. They begin by
observing and gradually assume more and more responsibility for
assessing individual students, designing intervention strategies, tutor-
ing, providing non-instructional assistance, teaching small groups, and
eventually teaching larger groups of students.

Research Questions
Qur study was designed to:

describe an alternative model for placing preservice secondary
Englishlanguage arts education students in a college developmen-
tal practicum site;

examine the benefits for the practicum student who works with
fewer students and more highly trained cooperating teachers in a
more highly controlled site;

explore thebenefits to the college developmental reading program;

examineaninter-collegial cooperative effort for training preservice
education majors.

Significance of the Study

A college practicum site provides a unique model for preservice
education majors. This practicum offers an educational experience
falling between micro-teaching experiences and the traditional public
school field placement. Specifically, the preservice education students
work with highly trained reading experts able to model a variety of
classroom teaching strategies, to demonstrate how to develop materials,
and toorganize the classroom forinstruction, The preservice teachersare
then able to implement many of these activities in a situation where they
can focus on how well their implementation proceeds rather than wOrry
about how to maintain or regain control of the class.

Literature Review

University personnel have traditionally viewed field experience as
critically important in the training of preservice teachers. Practitioners,
too, have stressed the value of the practicum experience in developing
the practical skills of teaching (Lortie, 1975). However, in spite of this
support for the field experiences, researchers have repeatedly pointed
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out the many difficulties (Dewey, 1965; Feiman-Nemser & Buchman,
1984; Zeichner, 1988). Oneof the primary concerns has been the tend ency
of the practicum experience to focus on the development of managerial
rather than instructional skills (Hoy, 1967; Hoy & Rees, 1977). A “group
management” orientation prevents preservice teachers from assuming
the role of the instructional leader,

Prospective teachers, overwhelmed with the complexity of the class-
room, often concentrate on keeping order. A trial-and-error approach to
learning about teaching is fostered rather than one involving reflection,
careful thought, and scholarship. Management is placed at the center of
teaching, possibly at the expense of studentlearning. Only afterconcerns
about survival are met will preservice teachers focus on issues of curricu-
lumand theimpact of instruction on children. Faced with a strong desire
to focus on why things are done in the classroom rather than justfrow they
are done, we began to experiment with using developmental reading
classes as sites for preparing students to teach secondary English.

The current study examines a field experience that eliminates much of
the tendency to focus on the development of classroom management
techniques at the expense of instructional strategies. Students in this
practicum site are not submitted to the constant interruption and need to
discipline that frequently plagues the traditional field experience. Nor
are they prone to develop the unrealistic impression of classroom teach-
ing that frequently happens with the small “micro-teaching” setting,
This setting attempts to achieve a balanced experience which helps to
maximize the development of instructional strategies and techniques.

Method

The study took place at a comprehensive research institution in the
midwest. A college of education and a two-year open-admissions
college collaborated for over six years to offer preservice secondary
English education students the opportunity to do one of their field
experiences in a college developmental reading site.

Sample

The subjects of this study were recent graduates of the English
education teacher preparation program. They had taken four English
languagearts methods courses (Teaching English Language Arts, Teach-
ing Reading and Writing Across the Curriculum, Teaching Secondary
Reading, and Teaching Literature in the Secondary Schools) between the
autumn of 1983 and the spring of 1988,
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Procedure

A 19-item questionnaire (Appendix) was mailed to 79 former prac-
ticum students in October, 1989, with an arbitrary cutoff date for returns
set for December, 1989, By that time, 27 subjects had returned the
questionnaire (results displayed on Table 1). The questionnaire items
were adapted from items developed and pretested for two years by the
faculty in English Education and the faculty in the Reading and Study
Program.

Subjects’ responses to 13 forced-choice items were ranked, and a mean
response for each item was calculated and recorded. Subjects were also
encouraged to respond to 6 open-ended questions, designed to elicit
information about how this practicum differed from other field experi-
ences, how this practicum prepared them for student teaching and
teaching, and what changes should be made for this practicum experi-
ence. The responses were analyzed by creating categories of responses
most frequently made. The data accumulated in this analysis were then
examined to determine common patterns of experience.

Results

In general, based upon mean responses to all of the forced-choice
items, subjects felt that their field experience ina college developmental
setting was valuable, None of the means fell below 3.5; the mean across
the thirteen items was 3.7, These former practicum interns perceived that
learning opportunities were available in this college reading setting.
Theyidentified the followingareas as especially valuable: feedback from
the cooperating teacher; accessibility of the college reading instructor for
discussions, planning, etc; accessibility of the college of education super-
visor for discussion; opportunities to interact with the students; feedback
from the supervisor; and the convenience of scheduling the practicum
experience around required education, arts, and science courses.

Based upon the perceptions of these teachers, fewer opportunities
were available in some other areas. These included opportunities to
grade papers, teach classes, apply classroom instruction and research in
the practicum setting, learn more about the reading process, and contrib-
ute their own ideas in the planning process.

In addition to these 13 items, these former students had an opportu-
nity to respond to 6 open-ended questions. When asked to think back on
this unique field experience and consider how it prepared them for
studentteaching and their first year of teaching, former students pointed
to the individual and cultural diversity of the classes. In this college
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reading setting, developmental students classified as “learning dis-
abled” or “English as a second language learners” are frequently en-
rolled. In addition to the cultural diversity of the students, respondents
also cited individual diversity as a strength of this college reading
practicum setting. Although some of the developmental students were
reading nearly well enough to succeed at college tasks, others had
significant problems. The small class sizes and the lack of traditional
control problems allowed the preservice teachers to work closely with
individual development students,

Table 1

Rank Order, Item Number, and a Mean Response of Subjects (N=27)
Responding to a 13-item Questionnaire on Effectiveness of Practicum
in College Reading Setting

Item Mean Response

Rank Number [tem {on a scale of 5)*

1 10 feedback from the 4.4
cooperating teacher

2 2 accessibility of instructor 4.3
for aiscussions, planning, etc.

3 3 accessibility of supervisor 4.2
for discussion

3 6 opportunities to interact 4.2
with students

5 11 feedback from the supervisor 4.1

6 1 convenience of scheduling 4.0

practicum experience

7 4 opportunities to develop and 3.8
utilize teaching materials

7 13 understanding gained about 3.8
teaching students who have
difficuities reading to learn

9 5 opportunities to grade papers 3.6
9 7 opportunities to teach classes 36
9 9 opportunities to apply classroom .6

instruction and research in the
practicum setting
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[tem Mean Response
Rank Number [tem (on a scale of 5)*
9 12 understanding gained about 3.4

the reading process

13 8 opportunities to contribute 35
your own ideas in the
planning process

*1 = minimal; 3 = some; 5 = extensive

This practicum helped me to be more sensitive to the students in the
class who are below average in their reading levels.

For some of these students participating in their first teaching field
experience, the college reading setting helped them develop some initial
confidence.

Honestly, this was one of my most memorable practicums. It's
difficult tosay exactly how this practicum helped prepare me for teach-
ing on my own, but I do know it helped me find some success and
build some self-confidence,

In another npen—ended question, respondents were asked to contrast
the field expenence in the college reading setting with their student
teaching experience. The former students pointed to the fact that they
could concentrate on reading difficulties and that they had more oppor-
tunities for small-group and individual instruction,

I feel that this practicum gave me an extra edge on understanding
students with reading problems. It really helped when T had a few
students in my regular student teaching classes that didn't have
average reading skills. I felt thatIcould help these students with their
poor study skills.

Another respondent noted that

It was nice that the focus was on reading. In regular English
practicum classrooms, basically, what 1 saw was granmumar and writ-
ing instruction. It was helpful to see the reading focus. Tstill use the
things I learned.

When asked whether this college reading field experience changed
their attitudes about teaching, these former students explained . that
working with older students illustrated the importance of motivation in
reading to learn. The importance of early reading instruction was also
made very clear as they struggled to help older students improve their
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comprehension of content materials. Finally, getting close to students
withsignificant reading problems made them more aware of the individ-
ual student’s needs.

All of the other field experiences in this program were in public or
private secondary school sites, When asked to contrast this experience
with those other experiences, students often mentioned the ease of
scheduling. Accessibility to the resources available on campus was
frequently mentioned. Others mentioned that this was the first time that
they were together with a cohort group at a practicum site. Still others
found the practicum provided them with new insights into the univer-
sity and new relationships with university professors.

In a less positive vein, some students found that teaching peers was
awkward and that the “atypical” classrooms——classes of ten or fifteen
fairly well motivated students—was not preparing them for the “real
world.” One students asserts:

I felt that the practicum was artificial to a certain degree and much
like working in a controlled environment. The problems often en-
countered in off-campus sites were not present.

Another explains that:

[t was my first practicum experience, so it gave me my first taste of
teaching, but it made me think that all of my students were going to
be as receptive, and my sophomores are nothing like college students.

Discussion

The findings from the survey indicated that the current practicum
students generally view this experience as positive. The benetits of this
experience primarily focused on the site’s convenientlocation and on the
setting’s role in expanding their awareness of cultural and individual
diversity. The students indicated that the closeness of the practicum site
made the experience “easier” for them. In addition, the nature of the
practicum reduced the discipline demands and thus provided an “cas-
ier” working environment, an environment where they were able to
learn more about reading and to learn more about the strengths and
weaknesses of individual students. Areas of concern centered on the
“alypical” nature of the classrooms and the older, more motivated
students.

Based on these findings, this practicum experience will continue to be
offered for preservice English education majors. Inthe future, moretime
will be spent in the beginning of the practicum experience to bring
students, teachers, and supervisors together to discuss the vaviety of
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reading classes available for practicum students; the roles and expecta-
tions of teachers, students, and supervisors; and the types of activities in
these classrooms. In addition, there will be greater attention paid to
coordinating activities between the practicum experience and the meth-
ods classes, These modifications should make this practicum experience
aricher learning experience for the cooperating teachers, developmental
students, preservice teachers, and supervisors.
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