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I want to share very briefly a few quotations from some teachers
who are on the U.S. Department of Education’s Web site. The
Department has a site where they ask teachers to respond to a
number of questions about making teaching a true profession. I
pulled a few responses off just to get a sense of what the current
thinking is.

One question was, What role must teachers play in the support of
beginning teachers? One response was, “Teachers must be true
mentors, not just someone earning a stipend.” Another response to
that question that I thought was a really good idea was, “New
teachers should always have two mentors—one who has been
teaching many years, to be the voice of experience, and one who has
been teaching only a few years, to help in understanding what the
new teacher is going through. I guess the hard part of being a
mentor and something to keep in mind is, What is the one thing I
can do or one step I can take to ensure there is a talented, dedicated,
and well-prepared teacher in every classroom? The hardest thing I
ever had to do was deal with the guilt I felt at failing a student
teacher who was just plain awful, but I know I did our profession a
big favor.”

I thought those insights from teachers were important to think
about. One of the concerns I have is that somehow induction and
professional development do not reflect standards of comparable
quality to student standards. There are some other strategies, other
standards, for judging the quality of induction and professional
development programs besides what we know and what we are
trying to promote in the standards for students and teachers. We
have moved away (or I hope we have) from the “make-and-take”
workshops, but how do we apply all of our newly acquired
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information about learning and meaningful educational situations
to the induction period, in particular, and professional develop-
ment, in the larger sense? The answer can be provided, in part, by a
set of six indicators of quality that are reflected in the standards of
INTASC and probably most states’ standards. I think they are some
of the indicators we use to judge our standards, assessments, and
support systems to make sure that the beginning teacher learns. The
acronym for the six indicators is LEARNS.

It should be no surprise that the first indicator is L for learner
centered. Obviously there are standards to which we are holding
these teachers accountable, but we also have to look at where they
currently are, where they started, and their individual goals. The
melding of the two—looking at the individuals and their own
learning needs as well as looking at the expected standards—will
assist us in structuring support systems that will help those
beginning teachers grow professionally.

The E is for experiential. Beginning teachers are bombarded with
experiences, so support systems should build on those experiences,
instead of thrusting teachers into situations that are artificial or not
part of their day-to-day working environment. How can we use
their experiences to support them and help them develop
patterning, expectations and predictions about their teaching
situations, and a knowledge and experience base that they can draw
from each time they are in a new situation?

The next two indicators, A and R, relate to assessment, which can be
applied to support beginning teachers. To be effective as a support
mechanism, however, assessment has to be authentic—based on the
real challenges these teachers are facing. Support, and likewise
assessment, should not be artificial or separate from what teachers
experience in their day-to-day school contexts. Support and assess-
ment also need to teach reflective practice—balancing experiences,
stepping back, observing, then moving forward again, looking back,
reflecting, debriefing, and extracting from one's experiences. I think
that assessment can help instill and cement this process so that new
teachers' experiences do not consist of just bombarding or just
extracting. We need to look at how we can bring all the pieces
together to form a new pattern for those beginning teachers, to teach
them how to reflect on and consequently grow in their profession.
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Support should also be N for natural. The process teachers are going
through in learning and developing to be a teacher is a natural one.
Just as children naturally develop certain skills, these teachers can
develop their skills naturally, too. Sometimes we tend to make a
teacher’s development an unnatural process. Some requirements in
schools prohibit a beginning teacher from learning to develop in a
natural way.

Finally, support should be social. Learning is a social activity.
Traditionally teaching has been a very isolated activity. How do we
scaffold learning situations for those beginning teachers so that they
can learn through relationships with their peers, who are also
beginning teachers, as well as through relationships with master
teachers? How do we help them identify role models?

In conclusion, I think we need to apply these criteria—which we
would largely agree we also want for students in our schools—of
being learner centered, experiential, authentic, reflective, natural,
and social to the kinds of support programs that we design for
beginning teachers.




