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Overview
The State University of New York (SUNY) Empire College was chartered in the 1970’s as the first SUNY college designed for the purpose of offering higher education to adult learners, those who weren’t taking the traditional path from high school to college. Part of the description of Empire from its website follows. 

“We are uniquely designed to serve adults pursuing associate, bachelor’s and master’s degrees. The college offers affordable, SUNY degrees onsite at 35 locations in New York state and abroad, as well as entirely online. … You choose how, when and where you will study. When you take courses at Empire State College, you are among the 17,000 adult learners served annually.

As it’s described above, the ‘campus’ of Empire is situated at 35 different sites across the state. As of fall 2007, Empire had the largest SUNY college undergraduate enrollment. The MAT program at Empire College is a three-year graduate program. It is funded with additional support for student scholarships from a federal grant. The purpose of the program is to prepare career changers who have a bachelor’s degree (and a strong background) in one of the content areas of English, math, science, social studies or Spanish, to teach in the schools with an alternative certificate issued by the state of New York. The target schools for placement for field experience and later teaching are urban schools in federally-designated high-needs districts where there is a shortage of teachers who are certified to teach in specific content areas. Our teachers go on to teach in New York City, on Long Island, in the Capitol region, in Syracuse, in Rochester, or in Buffalo, NY. A few teach in other geographic areas where there are shortages of teachers in their subject area. 
Our students come from many different careers. Some are making financial sacrifices to change careers from business, industry, or the military, just to name a few. Some are retired from their first careers. Others are changing careers at an earlier stage in life. For the most part, they’re entering a very different world than where they worked before. In most cases, the high school they’re entering is very different from the one they attended as a student, as much as 30 years ago. A few of our students are finding themselves back at the school they attended. One remarked this fall how different the school is. They are passionate about becoming teachers and they’re willing to make sacrifices to do so. Some even acknowledge aloud the leap they have taken:  “Did we all not take a risk by abandoning our prior professions, where we all had some measure of comfort, to take a chance on a whole new path?”

As is expected, our students have some preconceived ideas about what teaching will be like. This fall, upon entering the first course that they took in the program, a few students talked about their ability to lecture at their former business training jobs as their evidence of their preparedness to teach high school. That will help, but teaching in high school will be very different. One student, we’ll call him Tom, wrote about not being aware that he’d have to learn classroom management. He had this idea that the students he would teach would be like himself- on the edge of his seat each class meeting. It was interesting to find out later in the semester that several years ago Tom and his wife adopted two sons with severe behavioral issues. The boys are teens now and Tom talked on several occasions about challenges to the whole family. The behavioral issues have had an impact on the boys’ classroom interactions and Tom is working closely with the school to support the boys. He hadn’t considered what his role as a teacher might be in terms of having students like his sons in his own classroom. 
Description of program with related literature

The MAT program was designed by a team. In 2000, then Empire State College president was enthusiastic about responding to State Education Commissioner’s challenge to create a meaningful alternative path to teaching certification for adult career changers. The college president invited a small group of Empire State faculty and administrators to create a vision of teacher education that would integrate the college's best practices of adult learning, collaborative curriculum development and instruction, and innovative approaches to technology-mediated learning. The lead developer of the program was a member of the faculty; the team included other faculty and administration from the college. Early in the program development process, the team reached out to school districts around the state and teacher's union leaders. A number of national leaders in teacher education were also brought into the development process.  A number of nationally recognized education experts served as active consultants. After sharing and revising drafts of the program, the formal submission was made to SUNY and the New York State Education Department, with formal approval granted in 2003.

 In the registration of the MAT program with the state of NY, the framework for the program is described as being social constructivist in nature. That can be interpreted in many ways. The way it’s evidenced in the MAT program has to do with the following ideas. People learn and make sense of new knowledge by connecting it to prior knowledge. In addition, by interacting socially about what is being learned, we develop further understanding, through shared knowing. What we believe about how people learn shapes how we engage students in the learning process. It shapes how (whether) we involve them in communicating about understanding, in problem solving, and making connections to prior knowledge. (Skemp, Bruner, Vygotsky, Piaget) In the first year of the program, students take five 3-credit graduate classes. During that first year they’re teacher candidates. After completing the requirements of the first year and meeting the state requirements for the Transition B certificate, if they are hired by the federally-designated high-needs district, they become full-time transition-B certified teachers.
In the fall term of the first year, teacher candidates take two courses. The first is called Effective Urban Schools (EUS). In EUS, a course with components of educational foundations, teacher candidates examine the purpose of schooling, and the philosophy, history and social structures of schools. They examine the culture and diversity of schools. They explore the political nature of schools and schools as communities. This course is designed to help teacher candidates examine their roles as teachers in an ever-changing urban school environment. It’s related to Ayers’ (2001) description of schooling today as a very complex, changing environment. Our goal is to help the “… teacher [be] wide-awake and fully-present in her teaching…” (p.21.) in the school environment. 
Teacher candidates critically examine the current purposes of schools. They look at how different groups are situated and represented in the schools. They hear the voices of some of the people in the many cultures in our society and how their values have been misrepresented, misunderstood or ignored by the dominant culture in the schools. They examine why some groups in our society have become disenfranchised by schools. They continually critically discuss and review some assumptions based on reading authors like Friere (2000), Noddings (1995), Baldwin (1988), Spring (2007), MacLeod (1995).

The other course our teacher candidates take during the fall semester of the first year is taught fully-on-line. Child and Adolescent Development is the ed. psych course in the program. It’s taught by professors in the MAT program. During this course, teacher candidates are first introduced to a variety of learning theories, including social constructivism. In addition, they explore the nature of knowledge and knowing. 
In the spring of the first year, teacher candidates take Teaching and Learning which is a blended course and Exceptionalities, which is offered on-line. In Teaching and Learning, teacher candidates begin to couple their emerging understanding of schools and of educational theory with instructional design and the state’s learning standards as they develop classroom lessons.   These lessons must demonstrate the current understanding of best practice, even if these practices were not what the student may have experienced in his or her own K12 education.  As prompted in field observations that are associated with the course, teacher candidates also reflect upon practice they are witnessing in the schools which may or may not be aligned with the practices they are learning about in the MAT program.      

In the course titled Exceptionalities, teacher candidates get their first experience looking at Individual with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA), exploring what an Individual Education Plan (IEP) is, how a student with special needs is more than just a label, developing pedagogical tools in order to successfully teach students with a range of learning needs. In addition, during the summer session all first-year teacher candidates take Teaching Diverse Learners as a blended course. Both courses are intended to extend the ability of teachers to successfully teach all students. 
During the second and third years in the MAT program, students in the program become full-time classroom teachers.  They continue with online courses that extend and deepen the topics from their first year course, but now the teachers are applying their work to their own classrooms.  The teachers are also mentored in their classrooms by MAT faculty and adjuncts.  Because of this clinical design, MAT faculty are able to examine these teachers’ classroom actions and online conversations during the critical induction phase, allowing for further study of possible shifts in pedagogical, cultural and epistemological beliefs.

The challenge

Our challenge in the MAT program is to broker the entrance of our students into a very complex education community in a productive, positive way, within the first year of our three-year program. For many of our students this means a huge epistemological change. In addition, our students have to navigate pedagogical and cultural changes. 

The research-based ideas about good teaching and learning in the program are very different from what many students enrolled in the program previously perceived. Students had their own somewhat successful learning experiences in traditional education. They went through education when knowledge was perceived as extrinsic to the individual and was transmitted from the active teacher to the passive student, who soaked it up like a sponge. In many instances today, teachers are still teaching from that epistemological perspective. Our students want others to experience the same success they did and the only background about high school learning they bring comes from their traditionally developed ways of knowing and learning based on their classroom experiences as students. 

As mentioned above, the students in our program teach in federally-designated high-needs districts. Many of them didn’t attend school in the districts in which they’re teaching. Many are from culturally different backgrounds than the majority of the students in their classrooms. In addition to examining their perspectives about knowledge and how people learn, many need to challenge prior beliefs they hold about people from backgrounds that are different from their own. This requires them to examine how they’re situated in our culture, and to challenge their biases. 

In this paper, we’ll examine the tools we provide to help our students navigate acculturation in a field that challenges their beliefs about what knowledge in their content area is and that challenges their ideas about good teaching and learning in urban federally-designated high-needs middle and high schools. In addition, we’ll share some of the results of the undertaking at this point. We’ll explain changes that have been made since the program began operating less than four years ago which are intended to further students’ understandings about teaching successfully. One of the things most in favor of success is the quality of our student population. In addition, the work of researchers to identify the ability of nontraditional teachers to be successful at transitioning into teaching supports the fact that the approach is successful for many teachers, including one of the authors. (Powell & Birrell, 1992; Knowles, 1992; Haberman, 1996; in Raths and McAninch, 2003)

Evidence related to the problem

The evidence provided in this paper is based on qualitative data, quantitative data, and the experiences and interactions compiled by the authors who are teaching teacher candidates. The anecdotal data comes from interacting with candidates and then observing them in their classrooms as teachers to see how their epistemological, pedagogical and cultural beliefs are impacting their teaching experiences. Because so much of our interaction occurs electronically, there is a large quantity of data captured about current and past perceptions of our students. Communication and discussion occur primarily in an on-line setting. The points where candidates express their beliefs are readily available to faculty. We’re able to gather evidence from formal papers, from on-line discussion, from faculty-documented evidence of teachers’ classroom practice, from e-mail communication, and from other sources. This allows us to look more critically at our effectiveness because so much of the interaction is recorded and is available from the beginning days of the program. 

Evidence of teachers’ ongoing struggle with cultural understanding and privilege
Many teacher candidates are from suburban or rural settings. Many of them are white, middle-class, professionals from other careers. Some come in with the idea that they need to save the students in the urban setting where they teach- that the students want to be saved. They assume that the students they’ll be teaching should have the same beliefs and values that they have. They don’t stop to consider that the students might have different beliefs, ambitions, and values that are as legitimate as their own. They don’t understand how their own privilege and cultural capital (MacLeod, 1995) have benefited them. 

One of the first-year teacher candidates in Effective Urban Schools, Tony wrote at the end of the term that he didn’t understand why others couldn’t do what he did or what his son is doing in school. He is fairly wealthy. He said, “My son doesn’t have any more advantages than other kids. But he knows what he needs to do.” There are a few levels where this statement is problematic. Tony’s son has a father who knows how to navigate successfully in the system. He is guiding his son every step of the way, as any father should. Tony’s son has his economic needs taken care of. He has all the technology he needs. He goes to school in a district that is able financially to provide the necessary and much more to students.  

Tony’s perception that other students have the same benefits as his son isn’t aware of the cultural capital he and his son have. This indicates Tony’s lack of understanding of the challenges facing his students. This was written after we completed the portion of EUS where we examined the economic factors that influence schooling.  Tony had not shifted in this regard. In addition, Tony talked as a future educator about how excited he would be to challenge his students to make sense of the language and work of Shakespeare. He read explained the content of a story we all were familiar with although we had said we knew the story. Then he proceeded to read some of it to us and talk about how important it is for students to understand the language of Shakespeare. 

Tony really surprised the instructor, who had heard him talk on many occasions as if he understood the idea that there are many factors beyond the control of the student which have an impact on his or her ability to succeed in school. He had also been engaged in many conversations about the need to make connections with students based on what is relevant and meaningful to their lives.  In the Shakespeare presentation, Tony was not listening to the group when everyone assured him that they knew the story and understood it. He was equally unaware that he’d lost their interest early on in his reading of excerpts of the play. 

Another teacher candidate, Bob, came to the office of one of the authors near the end of the first term. He expressed his concern that he had a hard time valuing the ideas of others if they spoke with an accent. The concerned instructor, who happens to be from another part of the country. She explained that we all have accents. Bob, a very intelligent person explained that while he understands that intellectually, he reacts emotionally in situations and finds himself being less willing to accept the views of others if they don’t speak like he does. He said that a southern accent is one of the most offensive to him but that British English is especially pleasing. The cultural biases potentially embedded in his reaction caused further concern. 

At the same time, Bob had also responded to a comment made by Nelly which indicated that he was aware of cultural bias in our society. Nelly’s comment was: 

Schools inadvertently perpetuate the class system in our society and can prevent students from entering, or aspiring to enter, a higher social class.
Bob’s response was:

I found your statement to be very interesting!  It brings to mind accounts of students from the worst of the worst who overcome it all and accomplish something great in life. The great amount of obstacles they must overcome: social, cultural, emotional, age, race, religion…  It staggers the mind.  The readings are exposing me to an amazing amount of information I never realized had an impact on student’s lives and for that matter ours! 

Bob’s own struggle had come to light during this time. The environment supported his examination of the bias. How he would deal with students from the south or those with other accents would be determined by his ability to look beyond the accent. Even further, he would need to examine whether there was a cultural bias that went deeper than hearing beyond an accent. In another instance, a first-year teacher candidate wrote the following.
I’m so tired of these readings which point out all the bad things about school. I don’t know about those things. I have wonderful memories of school. We had great football games and terrific parties. School was a lot of fun and there were so many terrific things going on. That’s what I want to remember from high school. 

One of the authors was her instructor. The author responded with a recollection about a discussion they had participated in shortly after the start of term. In that discussion, each teacher candidate was to discuss a ‘golden age’ in our society, where life was good. Teacher candidates were then asked to discuss who wasn’t included in the windfalls of the time. The purpose was to examine how different groups in our culture are situated and represented in history. As a response to the teacher candidate’s complaint about not destroying her memories, the instructor validated that they were pleasant for her but asked if she knew of others in the school who had been left out of the good times, reminding her of the ‘golden age’ exercise. The purpose was to ask the teacher candidate to look beyond her own experiences to understand the need for all students to be afforded opportunities. Shortly thereafter the teacher candidate withdrew from the program. She explained to the instructor that she was too busy to take two graduate courses. But the instructor wondered if the decision had to do with the candidate’s lack of willingness to engage in such an exercise. Was it harder for her to validate the unfairness in order to become “…wide awake and fully present in her teaching…” (Ayers, 2001, p.21), than to maintain her old memories?
A first year teacher in his second year in the program lamented the students’ defeatist attitudes in his urban setting: 

I too, want to 'challenge' my students but there is very fine lines...most of my students are so eager and willing to 'give up'.  Theoretically, we are supposed to challenge our students and continue to set the bar high and expect more from them, BUT so many of them have such low expectations for themselves.  They give up before they even start. They are so sure that they will fail that they determine not to try (so they can say that they didn't try which doesn't make them a failure!!) ARGH!!!  This cycle of defeat is prevalent in my district.
The first year in the program, he had explored why middle- and high-school students may not feel as if the system is for them based on their lack of cultural capital. At the point of writing this entry, about a year later, there was a lack of connection to understanding why students might feel defeated by the current system. It was evidence of the two-steps-forward, one-step-back process that students go through. 
Murrell and Foster explained that as Tatum (1992) found, changing teacher candidates’ (and teachers’) beliefs takes a great deal of time and engagement in settings where teachers have an opportunity to repeatedly interrogate their beliefs. This is not something that will be achieved by the beginning of the second year in a program, but it must be begun with fervor and be central to all aspects of the program. 

Candidates accepted into the MAT program have successfully completed a college degree in their content area. Many of our candidates are from non-diverse backgrounds. They were successful in the traditional high school setting. Many of them went to schools with high graduation rates. They don’t have experience related to failure in our educational system. Understanding that many urban students aren’t situated as they are and don’t all have the same goals and beliefs that the teachers have is a foreign idea to them. They need to understand the backgrounds and cultures of the students they are teaching in order to effectively teach them. 
Evidence of teacher candidates struggling pedagogically

Our candidates’ own learning experiences form their belief systems about how people learn, how to teach and what schools ‘look like’. Laura captured it well in the previous section. Many times, the implementation of pedagogy that our candidates see within the schools where they observe can create pedagogical dissonance that can interfere with notions of what best practice looks like.  Our second year students even consider best practices as a potential clash with their perception of a school district’s actual or de facto policies. Claude, a second-year student in the program who is teaching in his own classroom, sent a request to his primary mentor (advisor) to be excused from teaching mathematical problem solving, which is part of  the state curriculum, because he and his administrator didn’t think the students in his class were ‘up to it’. He wrote the following about his students.

For many of my students there is no point in "explaining" anything but the most basic facts lecture style to the class. They either are not engaged, unwilling to listen, or unable to process the information. Like Jeri described, if I would try to explain a procedure or concept and then have the students attempt it I would get 4 or 5 students actually able to do the work. The remainder of the class would be utterly lost until I provided one-on-one or small group instruction. It's as if they were in the class the first time.


Claude has been working directly with the authors since the fall. Out of frustration with the results of his attempts at traditional teaching, as witnessed in this and other reflections and at the insistence of the professor who observes him, he began to create engaging, hands-on lessons for his math students. Claude was able to look beyond his initial exasperation at the continued pressure of his instructors, to later admit that when he created the more engaging lessons, his students became much more passionate about what they were learning. His transformation has been remarkable. 

Claude was a member of a group of math teachers that were particularly resistant. When one of the authors began working with the group of first-year math teachers for the first time in the fall, she found that more than 25% of the group was not only dismissive about learning sound research-based pedagogy, but they also resisted the ideas that had been so strongly developed in their first year in the program. When the instructor pointed to the inconsistency in their math pedagogy as compared to the ideas they had embraced in year one, many began to connect and reform their resistant ideas. The instructor described the resistance as the notion that ‘it sounds good in theory, but won’t work in practice.’ 

Another second year candidate who is in his first year of teaching, Mark said the following after about two weeks of teaching. 

I must admit that I am not proud of my lesson plans. While I may like to think of my personality and style as engaging (I do ask the students a lot of questions and I am pretty happy with my “wait time” so far), my lessons are not particularly engaging. I try to offer at least something for many of the different learning styles, but I cannot even pretend to have offered lessons that are differentiated based on ability at this point. (I give a “challenge” problem for them to work on, but nothing in the way of challenging interaction with me.)  I have several students in each of my classes that are almost “bored to tears” and many others for whom I am moving too fast (even though we are still working with material from the sixth and seventh grade standards). This frustrates me and I think it contributes to the management challenges that I sometimes have.

Since writing the above comments on a discussion board, Mark has gone on to become one of the most innovative second-year students that the authors have worked with in mathematics. In response to Mark’s post, another student, Dell, who later dropped the course, said the following. 

Mark, I greatly appreciate your candor, because as a first year teacher with 3 preps, I find my lesson plans, as far as student engagement and student-centered activity go, is often lacking (this might also be because each class has about three weeks of built-in review material which I can't avoid due to school-wide common assessments). But on the occasions when I am able to have an engaging real-world hook to solicit student interest, it does mediate some of the CM problems. However, unless I offered a continuous stream of starburst candies, I doubt even an award-winning lesson would be ignored by my more reluctant students...sometimes the content doesn't matter when you are existing on the lowest Maslovian needs.

But your post makes me feel I'm not alone in struggling to incorporate all of our state-of-the-art pedagogical tools into our craft...all while I'm trying to condition myself to 4 hours of sleep per night being at school from dawn to dusk! Don't give up, I believe it (we) will improve with practice (we better!)
 

Claude responded to the discussion, a little later in the following way.

Like Georgia (another student) I have been having difficulties with classroom management that stems mostly from not having been able to prepare really engaging lessons. With three different classes to prepare for, I feel like I am just barely able to keep up with the most basic lesson plans. The behavior hasn’t been terribly serious yet, but I fear it is escalating. Things like tardiness, frequent requests to use the restroom, and talking in class have been increasing. So far, I have been following the syllabus and calendar given to me by previous teachers - basically teaching to the text book. The students are clearly not motivated. I cannot get them to respond to questions. When I invited students to come up to the board, I was told that “writing on the board was my job.” 

My one success was with my algebra class. They were complaining that I had weighted quizes and tests too heavily in my grading plan, and that in-class work and participation wasn’t factored into grades. We discussed it and I agreed to give credit for in-class work and participation, and there was definitely an immediate improvement in focus on classwork and participation. Student empowerment can help.

Claude recognized that developing some common ground via communication was a success. Georgia also shared the following on the same discussion board. 

I have really enjoyed our discussions thus far.  I am having problems with keeping one of my classes on task and I partially blame myself because I have been unable to prepare interesting lessons (I say partially because there are some students in the class who are disruptive, very loud and prone to calling out).  Some of my inability to prepare these lessons stems from just plain not knowing what to do.  We are using the Impact series of books (but I do not have a teacher's edition) and Connected Math.  On the first inservice day, the math coach told us not to use the first Connected Math book (Prime Time) because the students did it last year.  So I was pretty much lost after that.  I am just about ready to start integers and I plan on following the Connect[ed] Math book pretty closely and using the activities in there.  I am going to crack down much harder on my difficult class (and one very disruptive student is being transferred out on Monday) so hopefully that will help.

Today, I had the best of days and the worst.  First, the math AP walked in during my CTT class just as we were starting to play Order of Operations bingo.  She sent me and my co teacher a very nice note about how much the students were engaged and how well my co teacher and I worked together.  Then the math coach came in while I was trying to give a quiz to my other class and they were very rowdy.  Oh well, Monday is another day.

During the pre-service course in Teaching and Learning, candidates presented the dominant teaching approach that they were observing.   Some students spoke about best practices, such as Nancy, noting “I have observed two different host teachers, and both make extensive use of cooperative learning.” Many other candidates pointed out the predominance of traditional lecture and note taking.   As Ann observed: 

The instructional practice which I have observed most frequently in the classroom is a teacher based lecture. This teacher used handouts with an outline of the material that will be discussed within the next lecture and frameworks this material. The students are to fill in the blanks using notes from the blackboard.

In this same course, George noted that:

I believe the teacher makes too much use of this technique- [guided note taking] both in frequency and duration of a specific session. When I have discussed this technique with her, she feels strongly that the students must first master the basic facts before they can apply high-order thinking to the course content. While her method is an improvement over "standard" lecturing, it still is an unengaging method of instruction. The students are not actively involved in constructing the knowledge.

One preservice candidate, Teresa made a particularly astute connection between the dominant passive teaching style that she observed and its apparent sway in schools: 

I noticed that teachers who lectured, gave worksheets, then went over worksheets seemed to have very "good" classes. When the worksheets were being gone over, students were able to volunteer answers to the teacher's questions (by reading them off their sheets.) The structure seemed to keep the students quiet, and after watching other classes on the verge of being out of control, this strategy seemed to be working. I think this may work as an occasional teaching strategy, but we need to be a little cautious about being lulled into believing that a class is going well because most of the students are quiet and a few are volunteering answers that they copied yesterday from the text. When the teacher asked "thought" questions that weren't from the worksheet, no one volunteered any thoughts. I would have died of boredom if I had high school teachers who worked like this.  Another "seduction" - calm students    

Some of the first-year teachers reported a prevailing culture that kept them fearful of or unwilling to try more student centered, and possibly riskier lessons.  Discussing her science classroom, Jessie noted: 

I am concerned about the perception of administrators. They say they love to see group work, but they want it very controlled, which is not always going to happen with group work. The balance is pretty tricky. "Control" is very much valued by administrators. 

When considering his willingness to move beyond passive teaching, Kevin found that both the school culture and the students themselves wanted traditional drill-and-practice mathematics instruction, noting how this conflicts with the expectations of his higher-education instructors: 

I know how my school administrators would answer this question, and we all know how Higher Ed would (unfortunately they are not exactly the same).  So what do I do?  I feel like some of my students benefit more from the "risky" or more engaging lesson while many definitely get more out of the conventional approach- (they are used to it, state they like taking notes, need the structure, and many flat out refuse to do any kind of group work or activity). . . . Hopefully this way I can keep everyone happy enough so that I can graduate AND keep my job. 
George expressed a similar concern about the need to control students in a rather poetic way: 

Loudness spills into the hall.  Sometimes it goes through the walls into next door.  Either case is not good. 

And Mark, after noting he eschews new-teacher gossip, still heard disquieting comments about classrooms and control: 

Much of the opinions I hear are based on observations of noise level and "teacher control" in the classroom.  Many of these faculty members appear to socialize (and socialize their opinions, as well) with the building administrators.  I do believe that this has a prejudicial impact that is, at best, unfortunate.  We probably do need to be aware of the fact that this happening.

Joel contrasted the predictability of traditional practices with the unknowns that can challenge a new teacher: 

And when you do lessons that are "safe" (read alouds, note taking, general discussion, etc.), you know how they’re going to turn out.  There’s not much surprise when risk isn’t involved.  Now, group work, is something I consider to be a "risk."  You don’t know if the kids are going to get along that day, or if they’re going to get along so well that work doesn’t get done. 

Shauna said, “I was going over decimals—and I was having the hardest time getting my students to understand them (which is larger, etc.) Finally, I related it to money—and it all clicked. I think students need real-life applications when it comes to math.” What was interesting about this ‘aha’ moment was that much of the time spent on lesson planning was devoted to making the mathematics they were teaching and the students were learning relevant to the students’ lives. Shauna wrote this after several months of this discussion, indicating that it came to her rather than recognizing the many interactions the group had about making connections to real life. It had been so foreign to Shauna that it appeared not to have any meaning until she had her own epiphany.

Evidence of teacher candidates and teachers still struggling epistemologically

The math teachers wrote reflections for a discussion board to share with each other in their second methods course during the fall of the second year in the program. They were asked to talk about their beliefs about how students learn mathematics. The reflections were written during the first few weeks in the course in order for the professor to determine what direction to take as the course developed. As they discussed what they know about how people learn math, there were 73 posts to the discussion board. There were 22 active students in the class. 


Of the 73 posts, 38 were related to effectively using lecture; posts related to how to be effective by giving notes on the overhead instead of writing on the board, and how to tell whether they were listening or writing what you were lecturing about, and how to ‘grind’ the facts into them. This indicated that 58% of the discussion was about learning by listening to the teacher lecture. Ben said on this discussion board, “I’m going to limit group work in my first year to help control the environment.”

On the same discussion board there were 26 posts that focused on the role of the learner and what the learner would be doing to engage in the process, which amounted to 36% of the postings. 

I do remember all of the boring “chalk talk” sessions that I would sit through and because of this I try to never put my students through the same pain. I also struggle with the same question of how to make the class material interested in and related to what they’ve already learned and what they’re interested in. I just take one subject at a time and often ask the students what works for them. You’ll be surprised at what you find out from your students sometimes if you just ask. 

On the discussion board, Laura captured her understanding in a very articulate way. 

Students have demonstrated to me that it is far easier for many students to learn by DOING, not from being shown. They need to have the appropriate prior knowledge before being asked to learn a new concept (Scaffolding). Many students in the middle school age group are not yet able to think in a completely abstract manner, as many math concepts require. They are still in Piaget’s “concrete” stage vs. the “formal [operational]” stage in which they can reason and think theoretically. Finally I understand that each student has a set of ‘intelligences’ which enable him or her to learn in a preferred manner and to prefer particular subjects. …For me as a secondary math teacher, this means I’ll need to plan lessons which are more student-centered and allow for group work, discovery, research, creativity and interaction using questioning techniques. Also I find that many students have come to rely on “tricks” for doing many types of math problems, so I want to be able to help students really understand what they are doing, so I want to be able to help students really understand what they are doing, not just memorizing a set of  steps to get an answer.

And on the same discussion board, Krystal said, “Math is just something people get or they don’t get.” This comment was surprising, given that the group had been exploring making math more meaningful to all learners. Krystal had done very innovative planning. But she still expressed a belief in the idea of someone not being good at math as a matter of chance. 
In response to the discussion in the same course about what we see that tells us they’re learning, the traditional responses made up 52% of the posts. Teachers talked about how you can tell students are learning because they’re paying attention with their eyes on board. Seventeen of the 33 posts were focused on listening well. Both sets of posts describe the learner as a passive receiver of information. In eight of the posts, which was approximately 24%, teachers talked about students articulating understanding, students showing they understood by doing activities or by arguing about ideas. Mark said he’d come to really like hearing a student say, ‘Yes, but…’ as a way to tell they were making sense of things. That was his illustration of how he knows when students are learning. At the end of course Terri said:
I think the biggest idea I will take away from this course is how important it is to avoid a teaching strategy which relies only on lecturing (chalk and talk). During my observations, this is the teaching style that I see most.

Mark, the first year teacher mentioned above, struggled internally with attempts to engage the students more actively in their learning: 

My (limited) experience with “riskier” cooperative- and discovery-based activities has been mixed. The results vary, not only from one lesson to the next, but even between classes on the same day using the same lesson. This experience has resulted in both positive and negative reactions on my part. The negative: I get extremely frustrated and decide that I am not very good at utilizing these varied approaches. The positive: I re-discover the importance of really knowing your students and thinking about what will work for them as you plan your lesson (as opposed to planning a really great lesson because it seems interesting to a group of adults and hoping that it will be well-received by your students). I hope that doesn’t sound like “preaching,” it is just the reflective process I have gone through after my own (sometimes lame) attempts at successfully incorporating “risk” into my lessons
In this description, Mark captured the day-to-day challenges of creating engaging, meaningful lessons. 
Evidence of students developing more cultural understanding
In many instances, teacher candidates in the MAT program make great strides from the first semester. Attitudes appeared to begin to shift. This exhibited itself in their writing about how urban students are situated culturally and that there are ways the culture positions them as other in education. Near the end of the first term, some of the teacher candidates in Effective Urban Schools expressed their understanding in the following way.
Nora, a well-off White woman in her twenties from a suburban upbringing wrote three points that she took away from the course:

1)  Students come from a variety of different backgrounds and upbringings which all greatly contribute to their academic success or failure. 2)  Students are aware of their social class and sometimes set very low goals for their future.  3)  Schools inadvertently perpetuate the class system in our society and can prevent students from entering, or aspiring to enter, a higher social class.  I think these readings were wonderful because they really force us to challenge or question some of our fundamental ideas about American society - like the American dream that if people work hard they can achieve anything and better their situation. 

She could see how cultural issues impact students, both economic and educational. In addition, when Nora did a mapping of the community around the urban school she worked in, she was amazed at the wide range of assets the community had. In a face-to-face discussion with the group, she shared a map that she had drawn with the needs and assets listed for the community around the school. This was an assignment the candidates did near the end of the term. Nora discovered that the community has many more assets than her own community and it has very few needs, because of the work of the people living in the community. She said until she did the mapping, she hadn’t looked around. She had assumed that the community was a bad place and as a result she ‘saw’ that. But that wasn’t what was there. Once she was forced to look and gather data, she found that it was a wonderful community. She said she was appalled at her own lack of ability to see. Sharry, a woman in her thirties, wrote about the readings:

My favorite piece was the article, Social Reproduction in Theoretical Perspective by Jay MacLeod (1995, pp. 11-23).  It was a wonderful summary of the theories of Bowles and Gintis, of Bourdieu, Bernstein and Heath, and also of Willis and Giroux.  I found Bourdieu's concepts of cultural capital and habitus particularly useful.  It tied in with our discussions on personal bias in the classroom, and it basically reinforced the idea that it is a necessity for teachers to know each student individually and objectively if there is to be educational equity.  I found these concepts powerful, because it forced me to evaluate my own cultural capital and habitus, and then consider what each student carries into the classroom as well. 

Sharry was comfortable sharing that her family is nontraditional and acknowledged that  because of her family, others have the potential to put her children in a disadvantaged position. She also recognized her own privilege in many ways, as described in MacInotsh’s (1996) work. Maleek, who is African, has talked many times about his own lack of cultural capital in the US. He had tried repeatedly to get jobs in journalism but couldn’t understand why he was continually rejected. His perspective was shared here.
I became satisfied with my long held perception of denial of equal chances to a particular cultural groups within the society; for what was it that people who went to same schools, had the same academic certificates as others could not get same jobs as others? The truth was the lack of cultural capital. But could this be blamed on these individuals, or for being born who they were? Or they were indisposed of their circumstances? Or that the society blatantly castigated them for being born to parents whose situations determined the future for their children? Or that they failed to get what others who became successful in every aspect of their lives-due to their dominant culture, got? Or that they were destined by birth to be that? Lack of cultural capital or the possession of it should be reassessed in the determination of who gets what and who do not get, so long as the society is open to equal opportunity for all. Much will be achieved if we give every one the chance to demonstrate one's ability in the performance of any duty than basing it on the acquisition of cultural capital, which in itself, serves as an oppressive and discriminatory instrument in a society that professes to be democratic and egalitarian.
Garret, a Latino student who is already teaching Spanish in a middle school half-time during his first year in the program, shared the following reflection.
We've been "taught" and raised on the ideas of race and ethnicities and all this other differentiating factors to distinguish and discriminate amongst peoples, when in reality, as Hodgkinson says: we're all different shades of brown and in reality there's really only one color that matters; green. That's what creates culture and cultural differences, everything else follows suit.
We've known poverty's effects for sometime but for some reason we prefer to keep the old "by your own boot straps" mentality when it comes to funding for our schools. The kids whose families could seemingly supply them with a little more, are already getting it. Of course, it's because their families pay the bigger tax bills that fund their districts. So, those whose parents are poor and live in the less affluent (and lesser levied) properties get the double whammy. It's eye-for-eye. Fair, but certainly not equal. 
The authors recognize that reading about cultural issues isn’t enough to change the culture of the schools or to balance out the privilege that is inherent in the White teachers. Murrell and Foster (2003) wrote, 

Beliefs of racial superiority and their subsequent attitudes toward people of color constitute at least a part of the racial identity that many teacher candidates seek to protect in the course of experiences that interrogate whiteness and explore institutional racism. (p.49)
Murrell and Foster explained that the necessary components for change in teachers’ beliefs must be examined in their dispositions. They believed that a change in White teachers’ perceptions must be situated in the field. In one western district, the teacher candidates often do their observations with host teachers from culturally diverse backgrounds. This provides the opportunity for the candidates to interrogate their beliefs and to examine their comfort level with a host who is from a different background than their own. All of these components help teachers examine their own privilege.
Evidence of teacher candidates developing pedagogical understanding
There were several instances in the fall term of the second year where teachers discussed the successes they’ve experienced related to student-centered, engaging teaching. Cora, a science teacher, reflected on a lesson that she developed within a course where she was required to conduct an inquiry-based laboratory. 
Overall, I have become more aware of the greater learning opportunities for students through more inquiry oriented activities.  While it is easier to find and assign cookbook style labs, it is important for me to spend time revising these activities into more process-oriented exercises that will truly enhance student learning.  Without additional lab time scheduled for my classes, it is essential that our lab time is devoted to true learning, and not just mindlessly accumulating minutes to meet the requirements.  . . .   It was gratifying to watch natural curiosity take over with some of them, and true inquiry taking place.  

Laura, a math teacher said the following. 

When I began this program, I assumed I’d be teaching the way I was taught over 25 years ago- teacher lecturing in front of the room, students obediently and attentively listening and taking notes and absorbing it all. My formal observations as an MAT student and informal observations as a parent and school volunteer have made it clear that things are not at all like that in most classrooms these days. 

In the planning and teaching she was doing, Laura was always challenging herself to be more student-centered and engaging in her teaching. This approach had an impact on her colleagues. They were borrowing and teaching her student-centered lessons in their classrooms. Their students were having success with the lessons. 
When asked what they learned/used and its impact at the end of the second methods course, taken in the fall of their first year of teaching, only three responses out of 36 had to do with reinforcing the traditional. Thirty-three of the responses addressed innovations that would reflect a shift in their understanding of pedagogy. It makes sense that the responses were more focused on innovating since those ideas were new to many teachers as they encountered them in the course. There were only three instances where a teacher wasn’t able to recognize that the points they were sharing were unrelated to the content of the course.  The strong emphasis on innovation reflected an openness to ideas that were more pedagogically sound.
In addition, the plans that teachers were submitting by the end of the term were much more interesting and engaging. They had students working together, discussing ideas, exploring problem situations, and doing decision-making. And they were excited about teaching lessons that others had developed in which engagement was embedded.
Evidence of students developing epistemological understanding
What teachers believe about the nature of knowledge informs much of their decision- making. A new teacher, Helen, reported online to her colleagues that she squelched her initial skepticism about student-centered practice, accepting the challenge to integrate research understanding with classroom practice with positive results: 

During our first MAT semester, the course that I took with Efrat Levy afforded me the opportunity to explore this dreaded, yet "up and coming" arena.  My guess was that the scholars were all wrong, and that my idea of desks in rows, me with chalk in hand, and students sitting deeply engrossed in what I had to say MUST be the better way.  However, as I began to explore the possibilities, the research behind the advantages of student-centered learning, group activities, and creative non-traditional type lessons, I really became interested.  I couldn't believe that I was actually changing my mind about this "stuff."  . . . [but] as a first year teacher, I was determined to start right off the bat with the strategies and ideas that have been advocated as effective.......naturally group work, creative activities, and student-centered learning are the objectives, and they all sounded scary . . . [but] WOW, it really does work.  The students are having fun, they are learning, AND it really cuts down on my grading time when I can give out 8 group grades instead of 28 individual grades per class! 

There wasn’t as much evidence of epistemological understanding being developed. Teachers were much more focused on what they were doing than on the deeper question of what learning is. Although this question is critical to explore, teachers appear to be functioning on a more basic level. 

Additional Challenges 

Teachers are dealing with additional challenges in the program. Many of the teacher candidates work full-time jobs, have families, and very full lives, apart from being enrolled in the MAT program.  In addition, the dependency on the on-line environment is a big technological step for them. The blended or on-line format, where they are expected to work independently is very different from their traditional undergraduate experiences. The potential is there that due to the nature of their work, they’ll ignore us and remake a high school classroom environment not unlike what they knew as learners. This requires a much more active role on the part of the instructor. In spite of such challenges, teachers are making decisions to move toward a more culturally appropriate, learner-engaged approach to teaching.
We have to challenge their beliefs about teaching and learning in a big way over a very short period of time. The challenge must continue as they teach. The shift is among the largest in math because for many of them, math is viewed as a body of skills that is practiced until one becomes proficient. The notion of real-life application and sense-making are new to them and they don’t necessarily value them. They believe that learning math is an individual experience that is done in isolation. 

Evidence of Making Strides and Falling back as they begin teaching

Claude, the teacher whose ideas were shared above, is one who made a big leap in the fall of the second year. In the following reflection, he talked about his struggle to meet the needs of students at multiple levels of learning.  

The big challenge I have had with the many levels of ability in my classes is students’ lack of confidence to do anything self-directed. Except for my advanced students, I have had alot of trouble breaking my students out of the routine of a teacher leading them step by step at their desk. Any sort of guided discovery, group activity or individual activity usually requires individual attention to get them started. I have found it next to impossible to have one group of students work independently on something at their comfort level while I try to challenge a different group. Anyone have suggestions on getting students to work (or at attempt something) independently?

This was a huge shift from his earlier comments that most students would only engage when he did one-to-one instruction. Some of his comments below, in dialogue with Tanya who is at the same point in the program, capture his thinking at the end of the first semester of the second year. 

Claude:
I like the way you put it when you said you are "ready to try differentiating". There are many things I know I should be doing or would like to try in the classroom, but I am just not ready for it. Early in the year my time, energy and ability was completely consumed by just delivering a very basic lesson. I have been gradually adding more and more innovative and effective techniques in the classroom as I am ready and able. In October I added communication with parents, in November I added hands on and problem-solving activities. In December I have been working on differentiated learning as well. In my Math A1 class yesterday, I had most of the class working on a set of exercises while I held a mini-lesson with several special ed students who were having a lot of difficulty. When one student asked for help, I told her to work with another student who I knew had mastered the topic and would be able to help. They actually worked together really well! I'm almost ready to have multiple task of varying difficulty going on in the class at the same time. 

Tanya:
I take the fact that I am ready to try differentiating as an indication that I am becoming more comfortable as a teacher.  I am also working on doing more student led learning - including having students explain concepts to each other.  I try to turn questions back to the class instead of me answering them.  I am trying to send more students up to the board to explain things.  It's challenging, but I feel I am getting there.  Good luck! 
Earlier in the term the conversation was about whether they dare step away from lecturing at the overhead. At this later point, they’re willing to let go of direct lecture to allow for multiple lessons to take place in the classroom, including one where students are pacing where they are. 
Modifications made to solve some of the problems that have arisen 

The program began in the fall of 2003, over three years ago. The first class graduated in May of 2007. The start-up phase is behind us. This past fall we attained full enrollment of 175 students. In addition, 70 teaching fellows in the New York City region were accepted for enrollment in some of our courses and are being supervised by our faculty in their classrooms. 

Now that faculty have taught through one full cycle and more, it’s an excellent time to review and revise the program where needed. Modifications began in full-force during the fall term of this academic year. With regard to pedagogical, epistemological and cultural preparation, many of the first series of changes are in effect for the first-year students. In the beginning of the program, teachers first worked with their content-area mentor during their first term as teachers. Students took a general methods course during the spring of the first year, called Teaching and Learning. They took it with a professor at their center in order to accommodate face-to-face meetings on a regular basis. Teaching and Learning was a well-designed course intended to give teacher candidates an overview of methodology. Content in the course included learning about current learning theories, learning about the state curriculum, writing lesson plans, a four-week exploration of classroom management, and introductory assessment. The intent was to give the students a big picture before focusing in on their specific content area. This design is similar to that in many traditional teacher education programs. The difference in the MAT program is that after that introductory overview, students become classroom teachers in their own rooms, without a student teaching experience. This meant that up until this past fall, students were becoming teachers before they had learning experiences or engagement with experts in their content area. Those engagements began a week after they began as a first-year teacher. At that point it was very difficult for the teachers to focus on engaging with the content area specialist. A possible analogy is that of taking your first swimming lesson while you’re drowning. The analogy isn’t quite accurate because the vast majority of our teachers are finding success. But in order to help them more, the Teaching and Learning course has changed this term so that students are taking the bulk of the course on-line with their content-area mentor. They’re having face-to-face meetings at their centers with students from all content areas and with a mentor who is likely not from their content area. The content of the course is still focused on the areas listed above. The difference is that the topics explored are done so with the zoom lens approach. We look broadly at the landscape of methodology, curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, management, etc. Then we zoom in each time to look at what each concept means with regard to the teacher candidate’s content area. As social constructivists, this makes sense. We’re connecting new knowledge about methods to teacher candidates’ prior knowledge as students and as specialists in their content areas. And by connecting the general to the content-specific, the candidates have a greater likelihood of making connections between their own content area and general methodology. By making this change, candidates are provided with more experiences regarding content-specific pedagogy before they begin teaching, thereby strengthening their foundation in research-based best practices. During the summer when they find out about where they’ll be teaching and what content, ideally they are more prepared to use planning time productively. In addition, this change ensures a continuum of content-focused courses during the students’ time in the program. 
Faculty in the program are doing more to build community and trust in both the on-line setting and in face-to-face sessions. In addition there has been a move to challenge the teachers to think differently about their current approach. One of the authors, in conversation about why the teachers she was mentoring were not planning lessons that would focus on getting learners involved, decided she would no longer support teachers moving forward in the program if they weren’t engaging the learners as part of the lesson when she came to their classrooms unannounced. She was surprised that the teachers actually began to engage the students more as a result. The teachers were surprised at how learner interest increased as a result of the change. They were inspired to continue because they saw the impact on learners that they had not believed they would have.
Conclusions
With regard to cultural awareness, candidates undergo a rigorous, reflective process during the first term. It’s clear that this self-examination of how they’re situated is new to many. They definitely become much more aware of their privileges in society and as students in schools. However, there is clearly movement back and forth along the spectrum in the process. Although many candidates shift toward a greater understanding of their cultural capital and what a deficit in this area can mean for learners, it’s a small shift compared to where the candidates from diverse backgrounds are. As one of the African American candidates said the other day about a second-term class, “I’m finding it really hard to have discussions with some of the people in our group. When they say, ‘Those students…’ I know they’re talking about the black students in their [host’s] class. I don’t have anything to say to them. I’m running out of people to talk to.” She also said that the instructor is not addressing the use of negative stereotyping and that’s causing her to be alienated from the instructor. Clearly, only one semester after Effective Urban Schools, in the second term there’s a slipping back that needs to be addressed. Students take Teaching Diverse Learners at the end of the second term, but there needs to be more engaging interaction about cultural understanding during the second term as well.
With regard to pedagogy it appears that most teachers fall into one of three groups. There are those who have explored and experienced engaged learning. They tend to situate the development of knowledge in the process that the learner goes through when exploring content-related situations. This informs their pedagogy. They look at the affect related to the interested, engaged learner and they know they want to help create that enthusiasm for learning by creating engaging lessons that put the learner at the center of the process. Those students are like Mark above, who went in to the classroom looking for ways to create such an environment. 
The second group is made up of those who went into the classroom planning to teach as they were taught but who are frustrated by the lack of positive results to support that approach. They can tell that students are disengaged and are bored. And the key is that they’re flexible or frustrated enough to change. Claude is an example of the teacher in this group. He changed in spite of the fact that he believed his instructors were wrong.  He changed based on his frustration at the results of his didactic approach. And he was flexible enough to admit that the results provided the evidence to support the change. He tried both approaches and finally admitted that engaging learners keeps them learning. It isn’t clear that teachers in this group have shifted epistemologically. It is clear that they have made a pedagogical shift. 

The third group is that group which refuses to do anything other than what they did as learners. The most entrenched members of this group refused to teach the content that was more learner-centered. Such content could not be ‘told’. It had to be engaged with. For example, communicating mathematically, one of the math standards in NY at all grade levels, requires that students talk about their understanding. Learning to communicate mathematically can’t be ‘lectured’ into a student’s head. Two teachers who refused to engage their classes in such student-centered activities lost jobs. Their districts sent the same message that their professors had. Learning isn’t about chalk and talk. The third teacher was reprimanded in her district for refusing to teach the content of the math class. This third group is the one that is most challenging and causes the greatest concern with regard to the negative impact they’ll have on learners. Some students will learn in spite of the approach. But those students at risk, who can’t afford to lose ground are in greatest jeopardy. They could slip further behind or be lost in the process. 

By beginning the exploration of student-centered learning in the content areas as candidates enter the second semester, the hope is that those who are in the most inflexible group will have more opportunities to change. They’ll have time to explore and experiment before they’re clutching their overhead in front of their own class the first week of school. In addition, by insisting that they exhibit the type of teaching they’re learning about, those in the second group should have opportunities to see how much more engaged learners are at an earlier point in the process. And by gathering data about the impact of their teaching on student learning, teachers are provided with more opportunities to look at the evidence of their pedagogical choices on learners. 
With regard to epistemological shifts, there is room for more change. The notion of examining and making sense of what knowledge is or what knowing is seems to be beyond the current purview of teacher candidates and teachers. It’s an area that needs to be explored and extended further in each aspect of the program. If teachers don’t know what knowing is or means, how do they effectively know what teaching is or means.
Teacher candidates and teachers in the MAT program are moving in a space of beliefs about many things. Each belief is like a vector that they move along. Sometimes they move forward. Sometimes they move back. Sometimes the whole vector moves as a result of an epistemological, pedagogical, or cultural shift. That can have an impact on another belief, represented by another vector. For those who are unwilling or unable to make such shifts, the consequences can be grave. For those who are going into teaching with their eyes open to the impact of their teaching on learners some very positive changes are taking place. Because there are two more years after the first, where they have support from college mentors and district mentors, there are more opportunities to shift. In addition, the authors and the other mentors in the program will continue to examine the impact of the design of the program in order to provide more opportunities to examine and shift toward the most effective approaches. The goal is the ultimate impact- that on learning in the teachers’ classrooms.
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