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Abstract

This qualitative study examined the role of cooperating teachers in transforming theory
into practice. It assumed that cooperating teachers engage their student teachers in
dialogues about their practices, listen their concerns, motivate for self-awareness, en-
courage their classroom observations and also help them in practicing new strategies
and methods. Convenience and purposive sampling were used to collect data from co-
operating teachers and student teachers placed in partner girls’ schools of the depart-
ment of professional studies of Lahore College for Women University during their
teaching practicum. The existing practicum theory provided ground for development of
the interview protocols for both cohorts. Thematic analysis was carried out to analyze
the collected data. Following themes were identified unrealistic expectations about cor-
responding roles, dissatisfaction with the others’ performance and serious concerns in
interrelationships which hindered transforming theory into practice.

Key words: Teacher training; Cooperating teacher; Professional development; Student
teacher; Novice teachers; Preservice teachers; Teaching practicum; Qualitative re-

search.
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Introduction

Practicum is a well acknowledged and critical component of pre-service teacher devel-
opment (Clift & Brady, 2005; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Grossman, 2010; Hammerness
& Darling-Hammond, 2005; Hollins & Guzman, 2005). It is a period of work experi-
ence compulsory for all prospective teachers to get their certification. Practicum is con-
sidered as the supervised practical application of learned theories. It provides best op-
portunity for applying research, philosophy, concepts and best practices they have
learned in university classrooms; receiving recurrent, expert support and feedback; and
reflecting on and learning from their practice. During practicum student teachers devel-
op their own teaching styles as well as understanding of school systems. Cooperating
teachers are expected to help them develop professional efficacy, a commitment to
high standards, and the habits of mind of a good teacher, including the habits of reflec-
tive practice, continuous improvement, and lifelong learning.

Cooperating teachers are considered to be providers of feedback, gatekeepers of
the profession, modeler of practice and supporters of reflection (Broad & Tessaro 2010
; Nolan & Hoover, 2008; Kabadayi, 2007; Calderhead & Robson,1991; Schon ,1983;
Kabadayi, 2006). According to others they are conveners of relations and agents of so-
cialization (Edwards & Briers,2001; Anderson, 2007). Feiman-Nemser (2001) called
them teachers of children while Wang e’s Odell (2002) acknowledged them as advocate
to practical work; Clarke (2006) considered them as gleaners of knowledge.

On the other hand, student teachers (also called prospective teachers or practice
teachers) are college or university students studying within the education program(s),
who teach in a classroom under the supervision of a cooperating teacher and teacher
educator from the university. The teaching practicum is a crucial time for developing
the careers of prospective teachers. They undergo the struggle to teach students and ex-
perience success or failure in delivering their knowledge. Kabadayi (2010) emphasized
that there is much to learn about pre-service students and their cooperating teachers with
regard to perception of preschool teaching as a profession, i.e. educational technology,
textbooks, school, etc. Zeichner (2010) reported that in America the teacher education
programs have been previously characterized by unstructured and disconnected field

experiences. Structural and theoretical logic between university-based courses and field
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placements were realized important in supporting student teacher’ learning and emerged
as a key factor in ideal teacher education program.

It is generally agreed that effective learning does not occur if pre-service teachers are
left unsupervised; rather, management, mentorship and peer support are important fac-
tors of practicum that allow for the modeling, training and feedback that pre-service
teachers need. Cooperating teachers receive little prescribed preparation for their role as
a mentor, guide and facilitator in teacher education programs and often experience diffi-
culties in finding willing and skilled cooperating teachers.

Teaching practicum is based on the premise that prospective teachers get first hand ex-
posure in actual classroom settings, use the learned skills under guidance of cooperating
teacher during the practicum. They also become aware of and try to overcome their own
weaknesses in the light of feedback provided to them by their mentors. A successful
practicum not only means the first experience of teaching for the student teachers but
also leads to quality learning with practice. Quality in learning during practicum de-
pends on roles assigned to cooperating teachers and student teachers.

Cooperating teachers are believed to provide student teacher with greater opportunities
for learning during practicum. Anting and associates (1998) listed four ways in which
student teachers can benefit from cooperating teachers:
(@) obtaining information about teaching that is relatively new to them
(b) understanding their mentors’ teaching and the nature of teaching
(c) accepting their mentor teachers’ mentoring and developing personal theories of
teaching.

(d) Integrating theory with practice.

Zanting et al. (2008) also suggested how cooperating teacher can articulate their practi-
cal knowledge to student teachers as they can make clear their own thinking about
teaching during discussions of the student teachers’ lessons; they can share reflections
on their own teaching with their student teachers and they can jointly plan, teach, and
analyze lessons with their students teachers.

Research Questions

This study was planned to probe into the role of cooperating teachers in transforming

theory into practice. For this purpose, the following research questions were developed:
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e How student teacher of a teacher education program at graduate level perceived
the cooperating teacher’s role in teaching practicum?

e How cooperating teacher of a teacher education program at graduate level per-
ceived their own role in teaching practicum

e How cooperating teacher perceived the role of student teachers of a teacher educa-
tion program at graduate level, in teaching practicum?

Methodology

The present study was based on grounded theory because it intends to explore the per-
ceptions of cooperating and student teachers regarding their roles in transforming theory
into practice. It focuses on several perspectives related to practicum. The study contrib-
utes to the theory either cooperating teacher facilitates student teachers by their active
role or hinders their learning process.

Overview of the Research Design

The study was conducted in qualitative paradigm to capture subtle perceptions and feel-
ings of student and cooperating teachers as experienced during practicum. Grounded
theory approach was adopted to bring to light critical moments of students and cooper-
ating teachers and their perceptions about their roles. It was an in-depth study to explore
the enablers and disablers of effective practicum too. Research addressed all cooperat-
ing teachers and student teachers, placed in the public girls’ elementary schools of La-
hore city. By using convenience and purposeful sampling technique, 10 student teachers
and their cooperating teachers were selected for collecting the required data. An inter-
view protocol was developed based on literature review and existing practicum theory.
It has two versions, one for cooperating teacher and the other for student teachers. In-
terview protocol were based on four major questions each with five to six probing ques-
tions. The interview schedule was accompanied with the cover letter about participants’
written consent and essential demographics of the informants.

Pre-interview

The researchers made due appointments with participants before interview through
phone calls and personal meetings. They briefed the interviewees about the rationale of
research, collected demographic information through a questionnaire and received their

written consent. The respondents were assured that they could withdraw at any moment

17



Aziz, F. et al., (2021). Cooperating teachers in action: transforming theory into practice,
International Journal of Quality in Education

from the interview and that the information would not be used other than research pur-
pose. It was also clarified that their confidentiality would be strictly maintained.

The interview process

The participants were informed of the purpose of the research; they were also told that it
could take 45 to 50 minutes to answer the questions. The researcher probed wherever
they intended to elicit examples or details or to explore about their roles. All the inter-
views were recorded using two audio recording devices.

Data analysis

The research followed grounded theory and inductive approach was used to derive
themes, sub themes and patterns of cooperating and student teachers’ experiences and

opinions.

Results
Findings of thematic analysis of participants’ interviews were presented under both per-
spectives:

Table 1: Cooperating Teacher Perspectives

Responsibilities and Facili- Mostly cooperating teachers found student teachers re-

tation sponsible and few found them not responsible enough.

Conflict Management Most of cooperating teachers have no conflicts regarding
time management, responsible behavior and qualifica-
tion of student teachers and a very few had issues.

Rapport Most cooperating teachers found student teachers coop-
erating and enthusiastic and a few said they are irrespon-
sible.

Expectations Most of cooperating teachers found student teachers
according to their expectations and a very few said they

need more training.

The audio files were transcribed and heard by the researchers again and again to match
transcriptions with the real data. The researchers worked individually to sort out themes

emerging under each research question and then shared for cross checking. Finally, they
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worked together to shape up the derived theory in order to probe the perceptions of both
cohorts.

Most of the cooperating teachers were satisfied with student teachers and found them-
selves responsible but they did not know the exact role of student teacher, they de-
scribed student teachers’ role according to their own perspectives. They have assessed
student teachers according to their own parameters and according to schools’ rules and
regulations and describe them accordingly. Seven out of ten cooperating teachers were

satisfied with student teachers, only three of them were not fully satisfied.

Table 2: Student Teacher Perspectives

Responsibilities and Facili- The majority of student teachers said cooperating teach-

tation ers never facilitated them; but a few said cooperating
teacher facilitate them well.

Conflict Management A few student teachers gave positive response regarding
guidance and management, assistance of cooperating
teacher and most of them said cooperating teacher never
bothers to even come into class rooms.

Rapport Mostly student teachers found cooperating teachers less
motivated, un-trained, old school teaching and a very
few presented positive views for cooperating teacher.

Expectations A large number of student teachers was disappointed as
their cooperating teachers were not according to their
expectations and only a very few which means only one
or two of the whole population thinks they get what they

expected.

Student teachers had a relatively more negative perspective towards cooperating teach-
ers. Student teachers expected cooperating teacher to be more accessible, cooperating
and a guide but they found non-cooperative and were not sufficiently trained. Eight out
of ten student teachers said that they were not happy with their cooperating teachers
only two of the student teachers were found their cooperating teachers as their facilita-

tor.
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Table 3: Cooperative teachers’ self -perceptions

Responsibilities and Facili- All Cooperating teachers reported that they fulfill their

tation responsibilities and facilitate student teachers during
practicum by helping and guiding them in successful
implementation of their lessons.

Conflict Management Majority of the Cooperative teachers said that they had
never been any conflict with their student teachers,
while few other told that they had on certain occasions
.When student teacher misbehaved with them and did
not show any concern with their presence .

Rapport About fifty percent of the teachers report good rapport
with their student teachers while other said they tried to
build good friendly relationship with their students but
due to personality clashes and generation gap, they were
not successful.

Expectations Majority of Cooperating teachers thought they were
playing their role as expected by administrators and stu-
dent teachers. One said what | could do if one expects

me for supernatural things.

Majority of the Cooperative teachers perceived their active positive role during practi-
cum for successful implementation of student teachers’ lesson plan. They thought they
were well aware of their responsibilities and role during practicum. A contradiction was
found between self-perception of cooperative teachers and student teachers’ perceived

their role .

Discussion

The study aimed to shed light on the role of cooperating teacher in transforming practi-
cum theory into practice. The findings revealed that cooperating teachers are required to

apply new teaching methods and train themselves to match the new standards of educa-

tion. Knowledge can also be presented in the curriculum orientation which is held by
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student teachers and cooperating teachers and the ways in which they put knowledge
into practice.

The role of the cooperating teacher has always been considered as the most important
factor in teacher education period. In a report based on the practicum experience, which
Is known as the Flowers Report (Flowers, 1948) the Committee of the American Asso-
ciation of Teachers Colleges in a three-year study of more than 200 American laborato-
ry schools recommended that practicum should be considered a fundamental part of the
professional core course. Findings of present study was not in accordance with past
studies because present study concluded that cooperating teachers lack training and not
doing well in practicum for student teachers.

Any process to make teacher education programs strengthen must include a vigilant
study of student teaching because it is usually the final education course that students
take and the most influential field experience in a teacher education program. As a re-
sult, many teacher education programs use student teaching as the primary estimation of
student competencies (Kirk, Macdonald, & O’Sullivan, 2006). The findings relatively
reflected the past studies for student teachers as they have workshops, training sessions
and seminars to strengthen their teaching in present era.

Conclusions

It can be concluded that in-service teachers who said to be cooperating teacher need
more training to guide, mentored and facilitate in coming student teachers. They should
adopt new strategies to facilitate and mentor student teachers. In most cases it was re-
ported that the role of cooperating teachers was limited to allot classes and making time
table of student teachers and further to check either student teachers are taking classes
or not. Cooperating teachers in the present research had serious concerns about respon-
sible behavior and punctuality of student teachers. It can be said on the bases of results
that both groups have their own perspectives and expectations for each other. Student
teachers had a fixed mind set about their cooperating teachers as traditional public
school teacher who had lack of subject knowledge and skills. This mind set led them not
to follow the directions of their cooperating teachers. On the other side, cooperating

teacher thought that they had experience and these student teachers are students and do
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not know how to teach, which led them to act in an authoritative way. It was revealed
that almost half of the cooperating teachers had issues with student teachers’ irresponsi-
ble, un-punctual and non-professional behavior but the majority of the student teachers
had issues with cooperating teachers’ old teaching methods and non-cooperating behav-

ior.

Recommendations

As mentioned earlier, there is a need of upgrading teaching standards in educational
field. The themes of the study under research suggest that the nature of the relationship
shared by the student and cooperating teacher are important for professional develop-
ment but more attention may be needed to assist both pre-service and in-service teachers
in examining, planning and implementing the critical perspective of theories into real
situations. Student teachers may need further assistance in developing skills in commu-
nication regarding their curriculum perspective. Cooperating teachers who still follow
the old school teaching methods should learn new teaching techniques to upgrade teach-
ing and guide the student teachers well.

The student teachers and cooperating teachers should also go through the examination
of their curriculum perspectives and potential differences and establish structures for
implementing instruction based on these perspectives.

Cooperating teacher should be there with student teacher in classroom during lecture
and guide them in managing the classroom, pre-plan the lessons and most importantly
understands the students’ level of understanding and teach accordingly and should give
student teachers space to apply their activity based teaching methods to make students
more attentive towards the lesson.

Student teachers should follow the lead of cooperating teacher in a positive way. Stu-
dent teacher should also follow the rules and regulations of the school and follow the
time table of the school and adjust their time table accordingly. Student teachers should
understand the position of a teacher and guide and behave accordingly in the classroom.
The study shows a strong sense about cooperating teachers lacking expert preparation to
be able to match high quality and expert support for student teachers they seen under-

prepared as mentors. As in most feedback offered by cooperating teachers is based on
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observations and therefore moving beyond reporting on to inquiring into practice is un-
realized in many practicum settings. Most substantive engagement with a focus on anal-
ysis may provide many possibilities for student teachers and provide share learning op-

portunities for cooperating teachers.
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