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Critical Questions In Education: Volume 2, Issue 2 

 
The Academy for Educational Studies 
Missouri State University 
Springfield, Missouri 
 
June 15, 2011 
 
Dearest Colleagues: 
 
Volume 2, Issue 2 of CQIE is now available!  Since the publication of the last issue some very 
natural questions for any fledgling journal have bubbled to the surface; so before getting to this 
issue, I will take just a moment to address those questions.   
 
As we (very slowly) grow in scope, readership, and (we hope) some level of prominence—or at 
least a growing level of “being known”—our authors have moved through and toward tenure and 
promotion processes.  One question I have been asked: what is the acceptance rate of the jour-
nal?  As of this moment, we are accepting/publishing approximately 32% of the manuscripts we 
receive.  As I’ve indicated in the past, I’m not a huge fan of rejection/acceptance rates as a crite-
rion of “rigor,” “quality,” or any other of those vague qualifying terms: let’s face it, a high rejec-
tion rate does not necessarily indicate quality nor does the opposite indicate a lack of quality.   
As it turns out, this rate for CQIE has changed recently not because of “quality,” but because the 
number of submissions has dropped.  As of two months ago, we were publishing about 29% of 
the manuscripts we received.  I say this to encourage any and all colleagues to consider CQIE as 
a viable publication venue. 
 
A second issue is, I think, a more important one: who do we want to become?  You will notice in 
this issue something of a shift from broadly conceptual manuscripts to ones more research-like in 
nature.  One thing I frequently ask authors of well-reviewed, research-oriented manuscripts is to 
include a strong conceptual, theoretical foundation.  We are, after all, a foundations journal; and, 
though we don’t want to limit our scope, we also don’t want to lose our foundational “soul.”  
These growing pains are certainly natural with any new endeavor of this sort and we will deal 
with them as they come.  If anyone has any insights at this point, please drop me an email.  And 
with that said, onto Volume 2, Issue 2… 
 
 
In Volume 2, Issue 2 of CQIE, and as I mentioned above, you will notice a decidedly “research“ 
flavor—one mostly oriented to the evaluation of teachers (self-evaluation) and teacher candi-
dates (external-evaluation).  Tom Deering ponders the elusive question, “How should we evalu-
ate student teachers?”  Tom presents the findings of a study and from those findings makes some 
interesting suggestions about evaluating the art that is teaching.  Paul and Shelley Watkins also 
ponder the evaluation of student teachers; they approach their pondering from the perspective (a 
growing one) that Teacher Work Samples can become the core for evaluating both academic and 
professional success—getting a job and succeeding in that job.   



 
Cindy Hail, Beth Hurst, and Deanne Camp write about assessment from the inside out: they dis-
cuss peer debriefing as a means to self-assess; again, this piece is informed via a study on the 
impact such a peer debriefing process can have on professional development.  In the final essay 
of this issue, Greg Harman presents and then defends a pedagogy of conversation—one 
grounded in pragmatism and one he suggests should become a part of any teacher preparation 
program. 
 
We, once again, have book reviews in this issue.  Nicholas Hartlep reviews The Myth of the 
Model Minority: Asian Americans Facing Racism by Rosalind S. Chou and Joe R. Feagin; and 
Dennis Attick reviews Richard Quantz’s most recent monograph, Rituals and Student Identity in 
Education: Ritual Critique for a New Pedagogy.  Of course, you will also find our regular video 
essay section, this time spotlighting Dan Kauffman discussing the Miseducation of the Non-
Existent Citizen. 
 
Before I leave you to some reading, just a reminder:  the 2011 Critical Questions in Education 
Conference is October 17th and 18th in Kansas City.  This year’s topics: the Digital Child and 
Teacher Tenure.  The proposal deadline is July 15—get those proposals in and we will see you in 
Kansas City! 
 
 
PAX, 

 
Eric C. Sheffield, Editor 
Critical Questions in Education 
 
 
 
 



Critical Questions In Education 
 

Eric C. Sheffield, Founding Editor 

 

 
ISSN 2327-3607 

Volume 2, Issue 2 
Summer, 2011 

 

Contents 

 

Essays 
 

How Should We Evaluate Student Teachers?............................................................................. 66  ……………………………………………………….. 68 

Thomas Deering 

 

Peer Debriefing: Teachers’ Reflective Practices for Professional Growth  ................................ 74  

Cindy Hail, Beth Hurst, & Deanne Camp   

  

Predictors of Teacher Candidate Success in Developing a Capstone Project:  

The Teacher Work Sampling (TWS) Methodology  .................................................................... 84 

Paul Watkins & Shelley Watkins      

  

Turn with Students: Making Conversation a Priority in Teacher Education .............................. 93  

William Gregory Harman    

 

Reviews 
 

The Myth of the Model Minority: Asian Americans Facing Racism by Rosalind S. Chou  

& Joe R. Feagin ...................................................................................................................... 105 

Reviewed by Nicholas D. Hartlep 

 

Rituals and Student Identity in Education: Ritual Critique for a New Pedagogy by Richard  

A. Quantz with Terry O’Connor & Peter Magdola  ................................................................. 109 

Reviewed by Dennis Attick  

 

Video Essay: 

 
Miseducating the Nonexistent Citizen by Dan Kaufman    

http://education.missouristate.edu/assets/ele/AESKauffman.mov 
 



 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

How Should We Evaluate Student Teachers? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

                    Thomas Deering, Augusta State University 

 

Introduction 

 

Possibly the most written about component of teacher preparation is student teaching. A cursory 

examination of literature databases identified some 4000 articles on this topic spanning the last 

three decades. Virtually every aspect of student teaching has been examined, including peer 

coaching (Pierce & Miller, 1994); mentoring (Sudzina, et al., 1997; Herndon & Fauske, 1996); 

the role of the cooperating teacher (Ganser, 1996); and the relationship between the university 

supervisor and the student teacher (Cole & Knowles, 1995). In recent years Professional Devel-

opment Schools (PDS) have been studied from almost every angle imaginable (Hopkins, et al., 

1997; Sandoval, 1996). An issue often related to PDSs that is attracting increasing interest is ac-

tion research in the student teaching experience (McEwan, et al., 1997; Stanulis & Jeffers, 1995).  

In addition to the development of PDSs and emphasis on action research, how student 

teachers are evaluated has attracted the attention of researchers. Raths’ and Lyman’s (2003) in-

vestigation reinforced what many believe -- that the difficulty of evaluating student teachers of-

ten leads to rather subjective assessment and allows incompetent student teachers to be recom-

mended for licensure. On the other hand, some researchers are developing a teacher work sample 

methodology to be used in evaluating student teachers and claim this method can be used to im-

prove both program direction and classroom instruction (Henning and Robinson, 2004). This 

work seems to be a continuation of the research conducted by Chance and Rakes (1994). They 

looked at the “Practice Teacher Portfolio” as a component of an authentic assessment approach 

to student teacher evaluation. Benjamin (2002) suggests an evaluation instrument based on 

teacher responsibilities shown to improve student learning. This “framework for teaching” was 

first developed by Danielson (1996) and had led to portfolios becoming a common feature of 

many teacher education programs.  

Not all of the articles on any single aspect of student teaching are positive nor are all neg-

ative. This lack of consensus is one of the reasons student teaching continues to attract the inter-

est of educational researchers. Ralph (1994) is concerned about the supervision of student teach-

ers. He warns that decisions by supervisors should be based upon universally accepted human 

values. In a related issue, Baillie (1994) claims that reflection or self-examination as a compo-

nent of field experiences is not “a self-evident good.” According to Baillie, supervisors and stu-

dent teachers alike need to focus their attention on what they mean by reflection/self-

examination and what they mean by teaching.  

Even the concept of increasing the amount of time pre-service teachers spend in field ex-

periences has been criticized. Williams (1994) found that while students valued school-based 

work, they were not supportive of school-based courses. Likewise, Sumpter (1995) found draw-

backs to increasing the amount of field experience in teacher education programs. At least a por-

tion of the concern over field experiences involves the atmosphere in which student teachers find 
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themselves. A common complaint of student teachers is one of a feeling of alienation (Thomson 

& Wendt, 1995). They often report the environment in schools to be non-supportive for pre-

service teachers. Some student teachers, according to Miller (1997) and Bruckerhoff and Carlson 

(1995), claim that schools are worse than non-supportive. These authors found that many female 

student teachers are sexually harassed by aggressive and at times drunken students. 

Finally, the issue of classroom management is still of primary importance for student 

teachers. Pilarski (1994) asserts that too many student teachers are not prepared for the discipline 

problems they face in schools, and teacher education programs need to better prepare their pre-

service teachers for the realities of the classroom. Koziol (1996) takes the opposite position and 

argues that too much time is spent on classroom management in teacher education programs at 

the expense of substantive teaching.   

While many of these issues are important and deserve to be investigated, too little atten-

tion has been paid to the evaluation of student teachers. After talking with numerous public 

school officials it is clear that the single most important grade a prospective teacher receives dur-

ing four years of college is the one he/she receives in student teaching. Those who receive an 

“A” have a realistic expectation of securing a teaching position upon graduation. A “B” grade in 

student teaching, on the other hand, reduces dramatically an individual’s job prospects. Usually, 

except in rare cases, a grade of “C” in student teaching removes one from serious consideration 

for most teaching positions. A complication in evaluating student teachers is the most common 

method is a letter grade supported by a letter of recommendation.  Unfortunately, there is reason 

to question the accuracy and honesty of a letter grade and the accompanying letter of recommen-

dation in communicating the student teacher’s skills and knowledge base. Often a hiring official 

is left in the dark as to the strengths and weaknesses a candidate brings with them.  

Such an emphasis on “The Grade” is unfortunate for several reasons. For the student 

teacher, of course, it turns the weeks of student teaching into a race for a grade, won by pleasing 

the cooperating teacher and college supervisor, when in fact that time should be spent learning 

by experimenting and risk taking. Equally unfortunate is the effect that the emphasis on the final 

grade in student teaching has on the assessment of student teachers. As research has shown, coo-

perating supervisors, knowing the importance attached to the student teaching grade, find it diffi-

cult to evaluate the student teacher’s performance fairly and accurately, and thus fall victim to 

the Halo and Leniency effects (Phelps, et at., 1986). The authors of this study found that many 

cooperating teachers tend to overstate a student teacher’s skills, while understating the areas in 

which he or she needs to improve. Consequently, Southall (1988) found that a disproportionate 

number of student teachers receive a grade of “A” or “B” -- in excess of 95% of all student 

teachers in his study were assigned an “A” or “B”. Unfortunately, neither the negatives asso-

ciated with the Halo and Leniency effects nor the accompanying grade inflation is corrected for 

in letters of recommendation. Most letters of recommendation, whether written by college super-

visors or cooperating teachers, say very little about the weaknesses of a student teacher. In short 

then, the traditional method of evaluating student teachers needs to be reevaluated. Not only does 

the reliance on a letter grade make a game of the student teaching experience as the student 

teacher tried to figure out how best to please the cooperating teacher and college supervisor, but 

also neither an individual’s grade in student teaching nor the letters of recommendation in his/her 

placement file are useful tools to hiring officials. 

The purpose of this investigation was to look into the accuracy of the evaluation process 

for student teachers. The two questions which guided this research were: 1) How valid are letter 
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grades assigned to student teachers? and, 2) How accurately does a letter of recommendation 

identify a student teacher’s strengths and weaknesses? 

 

Method Subjects/Procedure 

 

To test the validity of letter grades assigned in student teaching and their relationship to 

letters of recommendation written for student teachers, thirty elementary, thirty middle/junior 

high, and thirty high school principals were selected to participate in this study. Each principal 

was asked to read and assign a grade to two letters of recommendation and indicate their willing-

ness to interview the person for whom the letter was written. One half of the elementary, one half 

of the middle/junior high, and one half of the high school principals were given letters written by 

cooperating teachers who had not had a course in supervising student teachers which included 

skills in how to write a fair and accurate letter of recommendation. The remaining principals 

were given letters written by cooperating teachers who had a course in supervising student teach-

ers which included skills in how to write a fair and accurate letter of recommendation. Further-

more, the principals were asked to answer questions concerning student teaching, including the 

importance and value of a letter grade. The results of this study and the disproportionate number 

of student teachers who are assigned an “A” call into question the entire grading process for stu-

dent teachers. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

The fact that an overwhelming number of principals -- 87% -- consider the interview the 

most important factor in the hiring process should not come as a surprise. Moreover, one should 

not be surprised that 73% of the principals believe letters of recommendation are helpful in the 

hiring process, or that 53% believe the letters are accurate, honest, and specific (Table One). Un-

fortunately, since in excess of 90% of all student teachers are assigned an “A” or a “B”, the letter 

grade isn’t much help to a principal in deciding who to interview. The results of Southall’s five-

year study were confirmed by this author’s informal examination of a Midwestern college’s stu-

dent teaching grade distribution for the past five years.  

 

Letters of Recommendation are Accurate, Honest, Specific and Helpful in the 

Hiring Process 
 

Elementary Princip-

als 

Middle 

School/Junior High 

Principals 

Senior High Princip-

als 
Average 

Letters of Evaluation 

are helpful in the 

hiring process 

73% 56% 90% 73% 

Letters of Recom-

mendation are accu-

rate, honest, specific 

55% 44% 60% 53% 

Interview  is the 

most important fac-

tor in hiring 

91% 89% 81% 87% 

Table One 
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As Table Two illustrates, letters of recommendation are not as accurate as most principals 

believe. Most principals say that they find letters of recommendation helpful and they believe 

them to be accurate. However, when asked to read a letter of recommendation and then correctly 

assign a letter grade to the person for whom the letter was written, many principals had a difficult 

time accurately assigning the correct letter grade. Fully 77% of the letters written by members of 

a graduate class on the supervision and evaluation of student teachers which emphasized writing 

accurate letters of recommendation were assigned the correct letter grade by the principal, while 

only 24% of the letters taken from college placement files and written by cooperating teachers 

without a course in the supervision and evaluation of student teachers (SEST) were assigned the 

correct letter grade by principals.  

 

Percentage of Letters of Recommendation to Which Principals Assigned Correct Letter 

Grade. 
 

Elementary Prin-

cipals 

Middle 

School/Junior 

High Principals 

Senior High Prin-

cipals 
Average 

Supervisors with 

training in letter 

writing 

78% 78% 75% 
77% 

 

Supervisors with-

out training in let-

ter writing 

30% 9% 33% 24% 

Table Two 

 

To further underscore the misleading nature of letters of recommendation, 26% of those 

letters written by cooperating teachers without a course in SEST were graded incorrectly by the 

principal by at least two letter grades. This is in contrast to those letters written by cooperating 

teachers who had a course in SEST. An examination of Table Three reveals that no letter written 

by those from the SEST group was graded incorrectly by two letter grades. A primary reason for 

the principal’s difficulty in assigning grades based on a letter of recommendation is suggested in 

Table Four. Only 37% of the principals in this study have had a course in the supervision and 

evaluation of student teachers, and 31% were aware of any of their faculty having had such a 

course. Unfortunately, no principal or teacher in this study had a course which included writing 

accurate and helpful letters of recommendation. 

 

Percentage of Letters of Recommendation Which Principals Incorrectly Identified by More 

than One Letter Grade. 
 

Elementary Prin-

cipals 

Middle 

School/Junior 

High Principals 

Senior High Prin-

cipals 
Average 

Supervisors with 

training in letter 

writing 

0% 0% 0% 
0% 

 

Supervisors with-

out training in let-

ter writing 

23% 21% 34% 26% 

Table Three 
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Principals and Cooperating Teachers who Completed a Course in Supervision with and 

Without Training in Letter Writing. 
 

Elementary Prin-

cipals 

Middle 

School/Junior 

High Principals 

Senior High Prin-

cipals 
Average 

Principal who 

completed a course 

in supervision 

18% 53% 40% 37% 

At least one of 

your faculty mem-

bers has completed 

a course in super-

vision 

0% 43% 50% 31% 

Principals with 

training in writing 

letters of recom-

mendations 

0% 0% 0% 0% 

At least one of 

your faculty mem-

bers with training 

in writing letters of 

recommendation 

0% 0% 0% 0% 

Table Four 

 

Conclusion 

 

It is clear from this research that letters of recommendation written by individuals who 

have been trained in writing letters of recommendation as a component of a course in the super-

vision and evaluation of student teachers offer a more accurate assessment of the student teacher 

than does a traditional letter grade. Little assistance, however, is being offered to col-

lege/university supervisors and cooperating teachers to help them learn how to identify and arti-

culate the skills and knowledge base of an “A” student teachers versus those of a “B” student 

teacher, and a “B” student teacher from those of a “C” student teacher.  

Almost twenty years ago, Southall conducted a study to determine what information per-

sonnel directors wanted in letters of recommendation. Not surprisingly, personnel directors want 

to know if the applicant is sensitive to student needs, has a command of their subject and a varie-

ty instructional methods and techniques, demonstrates professionalism in their attitude, possesses 

integrity, and has the potential to become a teacher who can make significant contributions to the 

district. The current system of grading student teachers, which includes a letter grade and a writ-

ten letter of recommendation, provides personnel directors little help. The lack of training for 

cooperating teachers and the questionable value of most letters of recommendation stems from 

how cooperating teachers are selected. Rikard & Veal (1996) found that most cooperating teach-

ers had no formal training in supervision, and simply drew upon their own memories and expe-

riences. This lack of preparation was also found by Blocker & Swetnam (1995). Their study 

showed that most cooperating teachers are selected based upon a principal’s recommendation. 

With upwards of 95% of all student teachers receiving an “A” or “B” in student teaching, 

and the typical letter of recommendation not accurately reflecting the student’s strengths and 

weaknesses, the evaluation process is neither meaningful for the student, nor helpful for the prin-

cipal during the hiring process, and probably supports a call for  teacher preparation programs to 

do a better job of selecting and training cooperating teachers. 
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Based on this research, the author has come to the conclusion that teacher education insti-

tutions should do away with the traditional letter grade as the method of evaluating the student 

teacher and adopt a pass/fail system supported by letters of recommendation written by cooperat-

ing teachers who have been trained to write letters that are clear and specific as to the student 

teacher’s strengths and weaknesses. The emphasis on a letter grade not only makes student 

teaching an unduly stressful experience for the student, but also leads to grade inflation. Both 

university supervisors and site-based cooperating teachers succumb to the Halo and Leniency 

effects. This phenomenon is more serious than might be apparent. It seems obvious that too 

many student teachers receive an “A” in student teaching, and this inflated grade is not balanced 

by honest and accurate letters of recommendation. Too many teacher educators see the pre-

service teacher as “part of our program”, and “we need to help get a job”. They act as if their re-

sponsibility is to the pre-service teacher; hence, they overlook problems and overstate skills. 

Teacher educators must realize that their primary responsibility is not to the pre-service teacher 

but to the students their graduates will influence for good or bad during a career spanning thirty 

years and more.  

This unreliable evaluation of the student teacher is only made worse by letters of recom-

mendation which say little, if anything, about the student teacher as a teacher. Everyone involved 

in the student teaching experience would benefit from a pass/fail system buttressed by clear, pre-

cise letters of recommendation written by cooperating teachers and college supervisors trained in 

the supervision and evaluation of student teachers. It would make the weeks of student teaching 

more enjoyable and profitable for the student teacher, who would no longer have to spend the 

time analyzing how best to assure himself/herself an “A”. The job of the cooperating teacher and 

college supervisor, likewise, would be made less stressful because the training they received in 

the supervision and evaluation of student teachers would better enable them to guide and assess 

the progress of those pre-service teachers with whom they work. No longer would they worry 

that an ambiguous letter grade which they assign might keep a student from finding a job. They 

would better understand that the reliable evaluation of the student teacher provides more useful 

information for hiring officials, and would reduce the pressure to succumb to grade inflation. On 

a personal note, I believe this system would help put to rest the misguided notion that teaching is 

scientific, and the falls notion that we can evaluate it as we would a math assignment. While I 

can say with confidence that two and two are four, I cannot, with as much confidence, say what 

the fine line is between an “A” and a “B” student teacher. I can, however, say what the broad 

general categories of pass/fail mean, and I can say specifically what I think a student teacher’s 

strengths and weaknesses are. I can write in a letter of recommendation what I actually observed 

in the classroom during my visits. Finally, while a pass/fail system supported by letters of rec-

ommendation is not perfect; it is, however, far superior to assigning letter grades supported by 

demonstrably inaccurate letters of recommendation 
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Peer Debriefing: Teachers’ Reflective Practices 

for Professional Growth 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Cindy Hail, Beth Hurst, & Deanne Camp, Missouri State University 

  

“I never cry at school, but this particular day I was sitting at my desk on the verge of tears. I was 

teaching a high school writing class and was feeling a great sense of failure. A colleague who 

rarely comes by my room suddenly showed up at my door. When I saw her, the dam broke, and I 

burst into tears. When she asked what was wrong, I lamented about what a terrible job I felt I 

was doing teaching my students how to write and was counting my failures on both hands. She 

started asking me questions. I showed her pre and post writing scores and pre and post reading 

and writing interest inventories. She began to see some things I hadn’t noticed. She showed me 

where there was more improvement than I had perceived. Because of her outside perspective, I 

was able to see that my perceptions differed from the facts.” 

 

Introduction 

 

This story exemplifies the role of peer debriefing. Lincoln and Guba (1985) define peer 

debriefing as a "process of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an 

analytic session and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise re-

main only implicit within the inquirer's mind" (p. 308). A disinterested peer is someone who is 

not an immediate stakeholder in the outcome of a project, but who is a knowledgeable source on 

the topic. For example, a ninth grade English teacher may not have a stake in the outcome of a 

class project by the science teacher across the hall, but since they both teach the same grade, the 

English teacher knows about the needs of ninth graders and can serve as a knowledgeable source 

for the science teacher. This fits Schwandt’s (2007) definition of peer debriefing where a teacher 

“confides in trusted and knowledgeable colleagues and uses them as a sounding board” (p. 222), 

or as Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) refer to as an outside or external evaluation or perspective. 

Researchers, especially qualitative researchers, have discussed the impact peer debriefing has on 

clarifying experiences, thoughts, and theories, and how it helps illuminate situations (Cooper, 

Brandon, & Lindberg, 1998; Guba & Lincoln, 1982; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). They recognize 

that the process of moving in and out of data collection, striving to identify the salient patterns, 

captures the attention of the key investigators. The intensity of being immersed in the site often 

causes the focus on the phenomenon to be so specific that researchers need to “talk through” 

their interpretations with interested peers to verify their conclusions. These planned conversa-

tions assist them in affirming, confirming, and challenging their findings (Guba & Lincoln; Lin-

coln & Guba). 

Although the term peer debriefing is more often seen in qualitative research than in 

teacher education literature, as professors who prepare teachers, we wondered if teachers utilize 

the process in their teaching practices even if they do not know or use the term. This driving 

question sparked an interest in us to find an answer and change the trend to more integrated and 

purposeful use of peer debriefing and to bring the term a more common understanding among 
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teachers. From our experiences, we see that teachers often serve as disinterested peers for each 

other. They may help each other talk through instructional practices, solve problems, and explore 

new theories as they learn together. However, like in the story above, many times teachers are 

isolated in their own classrooms and do not immediately turn to each other for support because 

of time constraints or other issues. According to Heider (2005), attrition among teacher educators 

is an increasing problem in the United States. Studies continue to reveal that quality beginning 

teachers leave teaching within the first few years due to feelings of isolation (Heider). 

In our desire to support the practices of peer debriefing with our preservice and inservice 

teachers, we wanted to know if our former graduate students engage in peer debriefing or similar 

activities. Our research question for this pilot study was: Do graduates of the university’s ele-

mentary and reading master’s programs utilize the practice of peer debriefing? We believe edu-

cators would benefit from taking advantage of this valuable hallmark in qualitative research. Fur-

thermore, it would be helpful for preservice and inservice teachers to be taught the importance of 

the role of peer debriefing and how to utilize it to improve instruction and for professional 

growth.  

 

An Overview of Peer Debriefing 

 

Peer debriefing is a useful tool for educators as researchers if systematically utilized. 

Teachers, encouraged to share what is happening in their classroom with peers, may open the 

door to a deeper insight into their professional behaviors. Through meaningful discussions and 

evaluation, educators are able to take advantage of peer debriefing to make better sense of educa-

tional phenomenon. For example, teachers routinely review the success of a particular lesson af-

ter it has been taught. They reflect on what went right (or wrong) and the outcomes of their stu-

dents. Their self-evaluation may not be as impartial as it would be for an outside observer. Con-

sequently, using the practice of peer debriefing may assist them in a more objective critique. The 

process of debriefing with a peer may benefit them in two particular ways.  

First, by describing in rich detail for the peer to fully understand the phenomenon, the 

teacher may recall additional facts that had not been considered prior to the sharing. This in-

depth review often shifts the emotional slant to a more objective perspective as the “facts” are 

presented. Reflection by the teacher may continue in light of new information, even causing a 

change in the teacher’s own evaluation. Second, as the disinterested peer listens and questions 

the teacher, different perspectives are often shared. Because the outside voice is a professional 

with an understanding of the context, meaningful dialog often occurs. This give-and-take may 

lead to different or clearer comprehension. It often challenges the teacher/researcher to rethink 

initial findings or explore varied conclusions. The net result is an even deeper analysis. This fits 

with Zeichner and Liston’s (1996) view of reflection: “to convey the sense of a teacher who is 

comfortable gazing upon and evaluating her practice, a teacher who is open to seeing differently 

and anew, and a teacher who has agency over her own practice” (p. 6).  

Additionally, if peer debriefing becomes a routine component of educators’ self-

evaluation, it may support the retention of good teachers. Too often teachers struggle with prob-

lems or concerns by themselves. They may feel isolated and as if they are the only educators fac-

ing particular issues (Heider, 2005). With peer debriefing, support for collaborative analysis di-

minishes teachers’ fears that they are all alone. They discover others share similar experiences 

and alternative ways to respond to situations. When educators believe they have support for what 

they are doing, they will be more eager to continue. Peer debriefing becomes an alternative way 
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for teachers to scaffold their understanding of their instructional practices and learning communi-

ties. As they practice peer debriefing, they may become more accepting of themselves and others 

creating an environment where teachers want to grow. Such an atmosphere will help sustain 

teachers in this profession. The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (2002) 

stated, “The era of solo teaching in isolated classrooms is over. To support quality teaching our 

schools must support strong professional learning communities” (p. 13). Peer debriefing offers a 

way to help overcome isolation, sustain collaborative environments, increase retention and make 

dynamic improvements in classroom.  

 Reflecting on one’s teaching practices allows the teacher to make adjustments in both 

instructional style and techniques. When peer debriefing is added, the level of reflection increas-

es. Wagner (2006) stated, “Through the process of reflection, teachers identify the strengths as 

well as the weaknesses in their instructional practices” (p. 30). When this reflection is shared 

with another teacher, the insights are often deepened or clarified. As in the example at the begin-

ning, using data to support reflection is important. Wagner believes “reflective practice is data-

driven, making it a more valid way to evaluate our knowledge and skills” (pp. 31-32).  

 

Theoretical Perspective 

 

Peer debriefing is a strategy used to enhance credibility in qualitative research. Denzin 

and Lincoln (1994) maintain peer debriefing increases “the credibility of a project” (p. 513). 

Hendricks (2006) points out that peer debriefing helps focus on correctness and accuracy of re-

search interpretations and conclusions, guards against researcher-bias, provides evidence of col-

laboration of stakeholders, and enables distribution of findings. Lincoln and Guba (1985) de-

scribe four areas important to peer debriefing. First, it helps restrict bias in interpretation of in-

formation, which support Hendricks’ perspective. Second, debriefing allows the teacher the op-

portunity to develop new ideas with a peer. Third, it allows teachers to create and modify instruc-

tional practices or lesson. Fourth, it encourages the teacher to reflect further through discussion.  

 Although Spillett (2003) states there is no right or wrong way to conduct peer debriefing, 

there are studies to support certain aspects of the technique. Selecting an impartial debriefer with 

whom the teacher identifies is a first step (Mobile Member Care Team, 2007; Spall, 1998). 

Trustworthiness is a major issue in this selection as noted in research by Cooper, Brandon, and 

Lindberg (1997), Spall (1998), and Spillett (2003). The debriefer must be willing to commit to 

the process and be available. The length of each peer debriefing session must be agreeable to all 

participants. However, it should be of such length as to provide the teacher with satisfactory 

emotional release. Regularly scheduled meetings work for some. For others, meeting on an as-

needed basis works well. A neutral place for the debriefing to occur is another area to consider.  

Another teacher or outside source enables teachers to see the data through different lenses 

and perspectives. Spillett (2003) labels these insider and outsider debriefers. Another teacher, an 

insider, knows the climate of the school and is often able to connect to the situation along with 

the teacher. An outsider, while not understanding the school climate, may be better able to offer 

a fresh way of looking at the situation. Spillett is not advocating for one over the other. In fact, 

both types of debriefers are effective and able to offer teachers insights into their instructional 

practices.  

Example of Peer Debriefing in Action 
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In the opening story, the educator thought about her teaching based on her first reflec-

tions. She was disappointed because she did not feel her students were making progress in their 

writing. Although she was carefully documenting and evaluating her students’ progress, she held 

a different opinion about their progress than did her colleague. This came to light during a peer 

debriefing session. The two colleagues discussed the data the teacher had collected. They took a 

closer look at the gain in scores based on the scoring guides. As the teacher talked and processed 

her conclusions, her friend asked questions often probing deeper into the analysis of the data. 

Additionally, she offered alternative ways to interpret the findings. For example, the means for 

the scoring guide ratings made a positive gain of 1.66 points from the baseline writing to the post 

writing. While this did not seem like a huge gain to the teacher, her peer-debriefing partner 

pointed out that it actually reflected a change in a level and one-half. If gains like this continued, 

they discussed, student growth would certainly exceed grade level expectations.  

 During this example scenario, the teachers discussed both qualitative and quantitative da-

ta. They talked about how students’ attitudes changed and their writing habits evolved. Discus-

sions like these helped clarify the initial meanings and expanded the classroom teacher’s pers-

pective.  

 

Methodology and Findings 

 

In our elementary and reading undergraduate and graduate education courses, we em-

phasize to teachers the role peer debriefing plays in their instructional practices. But as the old 

adage states, what is taught may not be caught. In order to determine whether or not our students 

go on to utilize peer debriefing to improve their reflective teaching practices, we conducted a pi-

lot descriptive study. The overarching research question was: Do graduates of the university’s 

elementary and reading master’s programs utilize the practice of peer debriefing?  If we could 

capture a general sense of whether or not teachers were utilizing peer debriefing, we believed it 

could transform our teaching and assist other professors in working with teachers to deepen their 

peer debriefing experiences.  

We constructed a survey and mailed it to 629 graduates from our elementary and reading 

education master’s programs. The survey contained items designed to ascertain teachers’ use of 

peer debriefing such as if they discuss concerns and successes with others, if they use other edu-

cators as sounding blocks, and if they believe reflecting with others is important to their profes-

sional growth. The voluntary return response rate was 33%. Table 1 shows the demographic data 

obtained for grade levels and teaching assignments.  

 

Table 1. Demographic Summary 

 Survey category          f    % 

Grade Level Taught  

 Preschool      6    2.9 

 K-2            85  41.1 

 3-5     50  24.2 

 6-8   22  10.6 

 9-12   10     4.8 

 Other   34  16.4 

 

Assignment Area 
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 Classroom teacher 144    69.6 

 Title I   22    10.6 

 Librarian     3     1.4 

 Special Education   18      8.7 

 Other   20     9.7 

 

Note: N = 207 

 

The survey began with scale questions asking teachers to indicate with whom they seek 

opportunities to peer debrief. We also wanted to determine if there was a difference in selection 

of peers based on whether the debriefing was related to issues of concern or success. Table 2 

shows the responses for teachers’ choices of peers for debriefing partners related to issues of 

concern or success.  

 

Table 2. Percentage for Preferences for Teachers’ Peer Debriefing Partner  

Peer Choice       Concerns      Successes 

Other teachers 98.6 93.7 

Principals 64.4 67.6 

Mentors 56.3 50.6 

Curriculum Directors 20.1 14.4 

Literacy Coaches 35.1 33.3 

Professors 11.4   9.8 

Friends 59.0 77.5 

Other (including specialists) 70.0 62.5 

 

Note: Percentages represent responses provided by teachers regarding their preferences for with  

whom they peer debrief concerning either concerns or successes.  

 

Educators responding to the survey indicated they were likely to very likely to discuss 

concerns with other teachers (98.6%) or often a specialist (70%). They listed principals (64.4%) 

as a source for discussing concerns. Conversely, respondents were asked with whom they discuss 

their successes. Teachers (93.7%) were still the first choice for debriefing partners, with friends 

(77.5%) and others (including specialists, 62.5%) following closely behind.  

Additionally, respondents agreed they use other educators as sounding blocks (99%), and 

they viewed reflecting with colleagues as important to their professional growth (96.2%). They 

reported they often reflect on their own teaching first and then confer with colleagues (95.7%).  

 These results overwhelmingly indicate that teachers often use each other as sounding 

blocks, and most believe that sharing and reflecting with colleagues is an important aspect of 

their professional growth as educators. Overall, respondents were positive about discussing 

teaching issues with other professionals. They seem to be using all or parts of the peer debriefing 

process, such as discussing educational matters with others who are knowledgeable but not spe-

cifically interested in the issues.  

 While the survey questions did not address the depth of the peer debriefing teachers en-

gaged in, subsequent interviews with teachers who completed the survey provided a more in 

depth interpretation. One new teacher, Wendy, talked to us about the weekly peer debriefing ses-

sions she had with her mentor teacher. They met once a week during their mutual planning pe-
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riod. Wendy made a list of the issues she wanted to discuss each week. She brought student sam-

ples to show specific examples of problems she was having with students. The mentor teacher 

was able to address each issue with Wendy and help her talk through the problems and look for 

solutions. Wendy told us that she would not have successfully completed her first year of teach-

ing without these peer debriefing sessions. She felt that she was able to help her students much 

more because of this process.  

 Amanda shared with us how she and the other first grade teacher in her building confer 

regularly about their instructional practices and about individual student needs. Although they do 

not have a planned time set aside for these discussions, they do consider that they are using each 

other to peer debrief about what they are doing in their individual classrooms. For example, this 

year both teachers are using a writer’s workshop approach for the first time. Every chance they 

get they talk about what they have tried and how it has worked. They compare student writing 

samples and talk about ways to improve the process.  

 David said that his school’s involvement in Professional Learning Communities serve as 

peer debriefing sessions for him. The teachers in his building meet weekly to discuss ways to 

improve student learning. They talk about specific issues and needs of their students and share 

ideas for how to increase learning. He is able to bring specific problems to the table to bounce 

ideas off of the other teachers. For example, the most recent issue he discussed was how to im-

prove his students’ fluency. He talked about things he had tried and eagerly learned other me-

thods the other teachers suggested such as repeated readings, timed readings, and Readers’ Thea-

tre. He would take the ideas, try them in his classroom, and then discuss the results at subsequent 

meetings. It was an ongoing process of peer debriefing that he believed greatly impacted his 

teaching. 

 Each of the teachers interviewed shared the same reaction: they find that conferring with 

other teachers about their instructional practices and student needs is an invaluable part of teach-

ing. They believe it not only strengthens their teaching, but helps to keep them motivated as 

teachers as well. 

 

Sources for Peer Debriefing 

 

 As the study revealed, teachers often utilize their colleagues for support in the classroom. 

Teachers find that support in many ways, but they must take the risk to reach out to their col-

leagues. Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth (2001) found that “learning from colleagues re-

quires both a shift in perspective and the ability to listen hard to other adults” (p. 973). Some 

great sources for peer debriefing are from teacher study groups, graduate classes, professional 

organizations, learning communities, or from formal and informal sharing with colleagues. 

 

Teacher Study Groups 

 

 Teacher study groups are almost by definition peer debriefing groups. Teacher study 

groups have been defined by Cramer, Hurst, and Wilson (1996) as “a collaborative group orga-

nized and sustained by teachers to help them strengthen their professional development in areas 

of common interest” (p. 7). In these groups, teachers work independently on their own profes-

sional goals, but depend on each other to help them work toward those goals. The group serves 

as an organized forum for a peer debriefing session where members of the group are knowledge-

able about the issue, but do not have vested interest in the outcome. They serve as knowledgea-
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ble sources of information who also provide an outside perspective. LeFever-Davis, Wilson, 

Moore, Kent, and Hopkins (2003) found in working with teacher study groups that they offer “a 

safe place for teachers to articulate their understandings of teaching and learning and to chal-

lenge some of their long-held beliefs” (p. 783). That is the goal of peer debriefing as well. 

 

Graduate classes 

 

 Many graduate classes for teachers have built in discussion times where teachers con-

verse about classroom issues and share ideas with one another. Depending on the type of course, 

the class often becomes a type of weekly support group for teachers. Web-based learning 

coursework offers students another unique method of peer debriefing. Server-supported discus-

sion boards and whole class or small group chat rooms allow learners to post their concerns and 

successes to others in the class and receive feedback through discussion board response postings 

or instantaneously through live chats. Often students are willing to take risks by discussing in 

this format because they are not face-to-face; and since the class consists of students from a geo-

graphically wide area, it is unlikely they even know each other except through the web-based 

course.  

 

Professional Organizations 

 

 As members of professional organizations, teachers attend conferences on the local, state, 

and international levels. There is often time before sessions begin, between sessions, and during 

breaks or banquets when teachers meet others who are teaching the same grade level that conver-

sations begin and each teacher shares successes and concerns. These peer debriefing sessions, 

while often short in length and occur only once, are often helpful because the conversation oc-

curs with a disinterested person, yet one who is knowledgeable in the field. Professional organi-

zations also help teachers make connections with others with similar professional interests, and 

this networking often leads to sources for further peer debriefing. 

 

Learning Communities 

 

Learning communities are developed in schools to help teachers support each other in 

their classroom endeavors. In Grossman et al. (2001) discussion of the impact of developing 

teacher professional committees, they state, “the wisdom of the collective exceeds the wisdom of 

any one individual” (p. 1000). They further contend, “As community develops, individuals begin 

to accept responsibility for their colleagues' continuing growth” (p. 1000). The National Com-

mission on Teaching and America’s Future (2002) writes, “The era of solo teaching in isolated 

classrooms is over. To support quality teaching our schools must support strong professional 

learning communities” (p. 13). Peer coaching is a means by which America’s schools can over-

come isolation and build collegial environments that improve teacher retention rates and, ulti-

mately, classroom instruction. This type of learning community offers teachers a source for peer 

debriefing. The teachers serve as peer debriefers for each other, thereby strengthening each of 

their instructional practices and professional growth.  

 

Formal and Informal Sharing with Colleagues 

 



Critical Questions in Education Volume 2:2                                                              81 

 

 Sharing with colleagues in the building happens both formally and informally. Some 

schools have times set aside for grade-level meetings where teachers work through instructional 

decisions and problems while also having a formal group with whom they share successes. 

Another type of formal sharing takes place in many schools through literacy coaches who are 

there to offer specific help to teachers in the area of literacy. According to Vacca, Vacca, and 

Mraz (2011), “the literacy coach facilitates a collaborative learning environment by working 

with various participants who contribute to the development of student learning” (p. 406). These 

literacy coaches help teachers peer-debrief about concerns in their classrooms. Spur-of-the-

moment peer debriefing sessions also often take place among teachers in the hallway, teacher 

workrooms, or during lunch or before and after school. When teachers are aware of the support 

that comes from peer debriefing, they are more likely to ask for that help and to provide it for 

others. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Peer debriefing, defined as discussing reflections and perceptions with a disinterested 

peer in order to more clearly see a situation, is a valuable tool teachers utilize to strengthen their 

instructional practices and grow as professionals. The research question for this pilot study was: 

Do graduates of the university’s elementary and reading master’s programs utilize the practice of 

peer debriefing?  A survey, returned by 207 inservice teachers, indicated that overall, respon-

dents seem to use all or parts of the peer debriefing process, such as discussing educational mat-

ters with others who are knowledgeable but not specific stakeholders in the situations. An over-

whelming finding of this study was that almost all teachers surveyed (99%) reported that they 

use other teachers as sounding blocks, and that reflecting with colleagues is important part of 

their professional growth (96%). Smith (1998) contends that this collaborative support from oth-

er teachers is vital for teacher growth and change.  

Some teachers, such as the example of the new teacher who met regularly with her men-

tor teacher, plan for peer debriefing sessions, while others, such as the two first grade teachers 

discussed, peer debrief with others as the opportunity arises. Often peer debriefing sessions hap-

pen by chance in the hallways or teachers’ lounges. Wherever or however the peer debriefing 

sessions occurred, teachers reported they turned to others when they had challenges or successes 

and that they utilized the expertise of their colleagues to work through issues they encounter in 

their classrooms. 

 The time teachers spend discussing, reviewing, and analyzing qualitative and quantitative 

data not only impacts them and their teaching and research, but that of their students as they 

make changes in their instructional practices. It not only helps the teacher who asked for help, 

but it also has an influence on the teaching, understanding, and shared research of the colleague 

who helped talk through the situation. Educators must be trained and supported in using peer de-

briefing to increase the benefits of their already important dialogs. Preservice teacher education 

programs provide this training by teaching preservice teachers the process and role of peer de-

briefing to help them grow as professionals when they are in the classroom. 

As schools move to more action research based inquiry, they need to become efficient in 

using the strongest tools and prevent barriers from emerging. For peer debriefing to be used to its 

fullest potential, it would be beneficial for teachers and administrators to have a more conscious 

understanding of the role it plays and to set aside time for more formal peer debriefing sessions. 

During mentoring sessions, experienced teachers maximize their time with a mentee by exposing 
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them to and routinely using peer debriefing. Principals may elect to conduct inservice training 

with their staff in peer debriefing, then provide the time for teachers to use the methodology to 

improve their own teaching and understanding.  

 Additionally, teacher education programs need to take up the challenge for preparing 

newly inducted teachers to assume control of their own professional development. Anders (2008) 

contends that it is the role of teacher educators to “provide  spaces and opportunities for reflec-

tion—for teachers to take control of their own development, to make it a norm in the profession 

that teachers are self-aware, critical, and reflective” (p. 357). When university faculty teach pre-

service teachers about the vital role peer debriefing plays in their professional lives, it helps them 

continue to learn and grow in the teaching profession. Peer debriefing assists teachers in taking a 

multifaceted look at critical issues and practices. It provides alternative perspectives and diverse 

approaches to issues educators face on a daily basis. However, if peer debriefing is not practiced 

and supported, it will not thrive within the school structure. A concerted effort to add peer de-

briefing to the professional development tools as well as the overall assessment plan for educa-

tors must be in place to make the difference.  
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Capstone Project: The Teacher Work Sampling (TWS) 
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Paul Watkins, Southeast Missouri State University & Shelley Watkins, Webster University 

 

Introduction 

 

Many university and college teacher education programs have adopted the Teacher Work Sample 

(TWS) as their capstone assessment demonstrating a teacher candidate”s competencies in 

planning, assessing and reflecting on instructional practice (Kinne & Watson, 2005; Denner, 

Norman, A. D., Salzman, S. A. & Pankratz R. S., 2003).  Further, The TWS has been recognized 

by the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) as an authentic form 

of assessment that is both systematic and provides credible evidence of teacher candidate 

performance (Williams & Carrol, 2007). The Teacher Work Sample model represents a 

formalized unit of study using the INTASC (Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support 

Consortium) holistic approach to teacher career development (Schalok, 1993).  Such a holistic 

approach requires an instructional context that begins with the classroom and school community.  

It extends to the actual construction of learning goals and assessment, and culminates with 

reflective insights about what it all means for teaching and student performance.   

 Nine elements provide a framework for the TWS assessment.  Teacher candidates must 

understand their community of learners, design the learning experiences around that community, 

and analyze outcomes through assessments designed around the learning goals.  These require 

structure and guidance that provide a scaffold for planning, implementing and assessing P12 

student learning: 

1. Contextual Factors: the teacher candidates investigate the learners and the environment 

within which they learn. 

2. Learning Goals: with an understanding of the learning environment unit learning goals 

are developed and aligned with local, state and national standards. 

3. Assessment Plan: the teacher candidates develop a formative and summative blue print 

for the TWS that aligns with the learning goals and includes a pre and post assessment. 

4. Design for Instruction: the instructional design maps the day-to-day learning activities for 

the TWS that align with the learning goals and supports the assessment planning. 

5. Classroom Management: an understanding of motivational strategies and expectations of 

classroom civility are developed. 

6. Instructional Decision Making: at this point in the TWS candidates consider adjustments 

they must make based on their analysis of student learning. 

7. Analysis of Student Learning:  assessment data from the pre and post testing is used to 

consider the important question, “Did my teaching make a difference with student 

learning?” 

8. Family Involvement:tThe candidates demonstrate ways that the family was engaged with 

student learning through letters, class newsletters, or meetings. 
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9. Reflection and Self Evaluation: it is here that the candidates examine through self-

reflection how their TWS promoted student learning and where it fell short.  They must 

also reflect on their future professional development needs. (Renaissance Group, 2002)  

 Because the TWS is a high stakes assessment of a candidate’s ability to demonstrate pre 

service teaching competency and capacity to reveal the effectiveness of the teacher preparation 

program, it is important to consider predictive dispositions among pre service candidates.  This 

study will examine three questions related to predictive characteristics of pre service teacher 

candidates and their successful completion of a TWS.   

1. Can a candidate’s writing ability predict a successful score on the TWS?   

2. Does a candidate’s GPA predict TWS competency?    

3. Is content knowledge a predictor of TWS success?    

Prompted by the debate around quality teacher preparation, these three questions and their 

answers will be helpful in developing pre candidacy dispositional attributes. 

  

Dispositional Predictors for TWS Development 

 

 Abbot-Vaugh (2006) reports that research informing teacher preparation programs about 

the writing abilities of university students is limited.  However, The American Association of 

Colleges (2006) documents that only eleven percent of college seniors are able to write at a 

proficient level. While writing ability is a sign that college and university students are 

developing competence (Chickering & Reiser, 1996), current research would challenge such a 

conclusion.  Indeed, communication skills among graduating college seniors lacks proficiency 

important in competing in a global economy (Astin, 1993; Hiebert, Brewer, 2007; Walsh, 2001). 

 The ability to communicate effectively to P12 students, constituents, and colleagues is a 

critical skill for both active and perspective teachers (Scardamalia, 1986; Routman, 2000; Walsh, 

2001; Darling-Hammond, 2001 & patric, Anderman, Ryan, Edlin, & Midgely, 2001).  Vance and 

Schlecty (1982) advance the claim that there is a causal link between the ability to communicate 

effectively (particularly verbal communication) and teacher effectiveness.  For example, P12 

students may often mishear or misunderstand concepts, and teachers must have the skill to 

rephrase or reframe those concepts, clarifying or redirecting comprehension.  Darling-Hammond 

(1999) points out that communication skills alone are not a precondition for certification with 

Interstate New Teacher Assessment Support Consortium (INTASC) and National Board 

certification.  But, she goes on to tell us communication skills represent a piece of the high 

quality teacher standard (Darling-Hammond). Such skills among state preparation programs 

around the country place a high value on the importance of written, symbolic, and verbal 

communication among teacher candidates  (Moore, 2006).  Teacher preparation programs may 

emphasize effective communication more than the national endorsement organizations.   These 

subtle inconsistencies surrounding the importance of communication skills, specifically writing, 

leads to an important question: just how closely linked are communication skills and proficiency 

on the TWS? 

 Shulman maintained that subject knowledge on a particular content area was a critical 

teaching skill (as cited in Sherin, 2002).   Further, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) places a high 

priority on a teacher’s content knowledge.  It is one of three attributes of a highly qualified 

teacher.  Goldhaber and Brewer (1988) warn that when subject-specific information is related to 

student achievement, no cause and effect connection links the two.  They go on to caution that a 

degree in math, science, social studies, English, and others should never be used as proxies for a 
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teacher’s ability to teach.  Such debate has implications for this study because it looks at the 

impact on subject-matter skills among teacher candidates and elements of teaching practice 

assessed by the TWS (Fenster & Judd, 2008).  Therefore, does content knowledge predict 

success in planning and developing an instructional TWS? 

 Grade point average (GPA) is often used as a predictor of success particularly in 

admission to professional schools.  Many teacher education programs also use GPA as a 

condition for entry into their programs.  Critics, politicians, and pendants point to teacher 

preparation admissions that do not hold a high GPA standard (Vance & Shlechty, 1982; Walsh 

2001 & Levine, 2006).  The National Center of Education Statistics (2005) reported that students 

with higher GPAs (< 2.93) were more likely to be hired as teachers than those with lower GPAs 

(> 2.75), regardless of the type of degree (content area/teacher education degree).  These results 

would point to GPA as a significant factor in determining hiring potential for pre service 

teachers.  It is evident that GPA makes a difference, but does GPA predict the ability to 

successfully complete a TWS?  

 The ability to communicate a teaching stance through academic capacity, written form, 

and factual understanding are central to the current debate over quality teacher preparation 

(Walsh 2001; Darling-Hammond 2001; DeBerard, Scott & Julka, 2004 Levine 2007).  One 

example of how important intellectual capacity can be for a teacher education program can be 

found in a 1989 study at Michigan State.  The University established an entrance policy raising 

the teacher candidacy GPA entrance requirement.  Students prior to the higher standard and 

those after the policy implementation were compared.  Students with higher GPA’s demonstrated 

stronger performance in the program and stayed in the program at greater rates than the cohorts 

prior to the higher GPA standard (Freeman, 1999).   

 

Method and Procedures 

 

 Participants all attend a mid-size state university who were in their final semester of a 

teacher preparation program.  These participants were all elementary, special education and early 

childhood majors.  One hundred eleven elementary, 15 special education, and 17 early childhood 

TWSs were studied for this research.  They were selected because their majors represent a 

generalist teacher preparation and not a specialized content major found in secondary and middle 

school programs. These teacher candidates have developed two previous TWS documents at 

various levels of completion during their program.  The first TWS included elements one 

through four from the above, the second incorporated all eight elements. These were based on 

limited lesson design.  During the teacher candidates’ final internship, a complete TWS is 

completed with full lesson design, instructional strategies, classroom management planning, and 

dispositional reflections that  support state licensure.   

 The participants were all admitted to the teacher education program scoring a minimum 

of 235 on each content area test in Writing, language arts, mathematics, science, and social 

studies on the College Basic Academic Subjects Examination (C BASE).  They must have also 

maintained a 2.5 GPA during their first two years at the university.  Finally, participants 

maintained a grade of C or above in all their professional courses prior to participating in the 

final field experience.  

 The TWS summative results submitted by students were evaluated by teams of faculty, 

university supervisors (part-time faculty), and practicing classroom teachers who work with the 

university students in the field.  These evaluators are assigned to teams for inter-rater reliability 
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purposes.  The scoring procedures increase the reliability of student outcomes.  Students are 

expected to meet all of the elements with 70% accuracy or higher.  If an element falls below this 

expectation the student is given comments and time to revise the element so that it meets the 

70% or higher expectation.  Students who fall short of a successful TWS by not meeting 60% of 

the elements must write a new TWS for submission.  Table One has the percentage of students 

passing all elements with their first submission.  Those who did not meet the 70% or 60% levels 

are also reflected in Table One. 

 

Results 

 

  Following the completion of student teaching, internship candidates completed a Teacher 

Work Sample, a requirement for program completion.  Two faculty members, providing inter-

rater-reliability, scored the TWS.  Grade Point Averages (GPA’s) prior to the student teaching 

experience were collected along with their C BASE scores admitting them to the teaching 

program.  Table 1 provides the demographic profile of the sample used for this study.  The 

research only considered interns who were majoring in Elementary, Early Childhood or 

Exceptional child.  As a result an overwhelming number of the sample were female (95%).  This 

percentage, however, is representative of many teacher preparation programs.  According to the 

Schools and Staffing survey, 2003-2004, 83% of the elementary teachers responding to the 

survey were female and only 16.2% were male (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005).  
 

Table 1 

Demographic Data for Gender, Education Major, and Student TWS Results 

 
 

 

 

 

 Table 2 below presents the 

mean TWS scores for the sample 

population and the standard deviation 

from the mean.  Looking at GPA, the 

teacher candidates on average have 

earned slightly above a B average 

going into their teacher education 

program. The program has a minimum 

GPA cut off of 2.5 to enter Teacher 

education at the institution where these 

students are enrolled.  The maximum 

score for a candidate’s TWS during 

their student teaching experience is 

420.  Table two reveals that most 

students in this research earned a relatively high TWS score. Undergraduate students applying 

for teacher candidacy are required to score a minimum of 265 on the C BASE subtest.  Mean 

subtest scores indicate that with this sample students generally scored well in the area of 

mathematics and writing, with social studies their lowest average.  

 

Demographic Number Percent 

Male 5 4 

Female 125 96 

Majors   

  Elementary 95 73 

  Early Childhood 28 22 

  Exceptional Child 7 5 

GPA Prior to Internship   

  GPA Between 3.5 – 4.0 46 36 

  GPA Between 3.4 – 2.9 60 46 

  GPA Between 2.8-2.5 24 18 

Student TWS Results   

Meeting the Eight TWS 

Elements 

89 74 

Not Meeting TWS Eight 

Elements 

31 26 
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Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations for TWS, GPA and CBASE Scores 

Variables M SD 

TWS 348.00 62.21 

Writing 292.01 29.60 

GPA     3.22      .43 

Science 288.46  41.04 

Social Studies 276.63 35.43 

Language Arts 282.93 28.23 

Math 302.72 45.7 

 

N = 130 

  

Table 3 presents a correlation matrix. In examining these relationships subtests are highly 

correlated to each other and to GPA. These correlations are not unexpected. The C BASE means 

of these content areas are closely clustered in writing, science, social studies, and language arts. 

Math is seemingly an outlier, but remains highly correlated with the other content subtests.  The 

TWS, however is only correlated with writing (r = .208; p > .05) GPA (r = .354; p > .001), and 

Language Arts (r = .313; p > .01) The TWS does not show any correlation with science, social 

studies or math aptitudes.   

 

Table 3 

TWS Correlational Variables in a Regression Model 

 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 

1. TWS 1.00  

2. Writing  .208*   1.00 

3. GPA .354***     .435* 1.00 

4. Science .124  .514***     .386***   1.00 

5. Social Studies                   .017           .238* .323***   .518***   1.00 

6. Language Arts  .313**       .658**      .345***    .569***    .499**   1.00 

7. Math .12  .433***     .464***   .633***   .252***   .424***   1.00  

*p > .05, **p > .01, ***p >.001  

 

Table 4 

Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting TWS Scores (N = 72) 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Variable B SE B β 

Block 1: R
2
 = .359;  Δ R

2
 = .129 

TWS 155.72 73.60  

Writing       .139     .262 .066 

GPA  47.118 18.051 .326** 

Block 2: R
2
 = .471;  Δ R

2
 = .122 

TWS 157.821  81.051 
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Writing     -.269      .332 -.128 

GPA  54.687  19.77  .378*** 

Science      .031      .260  .020 

Social Studies    -.463      .248 -.264 

Language Arts     .925      .369   .420** 

Math    -.164      .207  -.121 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

**p > .01 ***p > .001  

  

 Writing, C BASE scores, and student GPA were loaded in Block 1 as the primary 

variables under study.  Grade Point Averages accounted for 40% of the variance (F= 5.117; p > 

.05),  In Block 2 C BASE sub scores for science, social studies, language arts, and math were 

loaded. Grade Point Averages remained highly significant and the language arts variable loaded 

as highly significant, explaining 47% of the variance (F = 3.087; p > .01). These results indicate 

that, while GPA score may not cause higher TWS scores, it does seem to have some relevance to 

predictability.   

  

Discussion 

 

 Entering this study it was the assumption of this researcher that high scores on the TWS 

were actually the function of good writing ability and language aptitude.  However, results 

demonstrate that GPA may have more impact on the TWS than any of the variable aptitudes 

under study.  While language arts appear to have some impact on TWS results, GPA consistently 

demonstrates a strong predictor of success.  Indeed, as a result of this study the null hypothesis 

cannot be rejected for two of the three research questions.  Writing ability and content area 

knowledge do not predict success by teacher candidates’ who construct a Teacher Work Sample 

assessment.  The bounded sample represents one limitation in this study.   

 These results include only students who are pursuing elementary, early childhood, and 

special education certification.  No secondary education student was included for this study.  

These students are accountable to one less TWS standard on the assessment.  As a result, the 

inconsistency in scoring would create spurious results.  However, further study should look at 

TWS results, GPA and C BASE sub scores for this population to discover if the results here hold 

true for secondary education teacher candidates. 

 The English portion of the CBASE examination addresses a student’s reading and 

literature understanding and writing knowledge and skills.  I further sub divides the student’s 

knowledge into sub skills for reading critically, reading analytically within the reading and 

literature portions (Flowers, Osterlind, Pascarella, & Pierson, 2004).  CBASE English results are 

not necessarily precursors to writing ability, but they certainly have a tangential relationship.  

Reading critically and analytically help model for the reader as writer literary conventions and 

structural processes for good writing habits.  This linkage between reading and writing is much 

tighter than reading and solving algebraic equations or reading and producing lab results.  As a 

result, it should not be surprising that high TWS scores align closely with the English subtest.  

This is evident that English and writing have sustained significance in both regression models, 

Block 1 and Block2. 
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Implications 

 

 Because GPA has an impact on how well students do on the TWS, the implication for 

teacher education programs is to consider the GPA entry requirement.  In the case of this study 

students were admitted to the education program with a minimum 2.5 GPA.  To assure the 

program is getting highly qualified students, the University should consider raising the GPA 

requirement to as much as 2.7.  States like Missouri, which have a 2.5 GPA minimum 

requirement, might also consider raising their admissions requirements.  The demands on 

teachers, administrators, and boards of education to maximize P12 annual assessment scores, 

require highly qualified teachers in every classroom.  Consequently, teacher preparation 

programs must set high expectations for their graduates.  These programs must select candidates 

who enter the program first as high performing undergraduates and finish as proficient, highly 

qualified professional teachers.    

 

Conclusion 

 

 While there is never a substitute for subject knowledge in effective teaching, this study 

points to the fact that knowledge of subject is not as good a predictor of success as grade point 

average.  Success on the TWS relates more strongly to GPA than any other predictor considered 

in this study.  As was mentioned in the review of literature at the beginning of this study, more 

students with GPAs above 2.93 actually teach upon graduation than do those students who 

graduate with GPAs below 2.75 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005).  It was also 

pointed out in the review that subject specific information is related to student achievement but 

no cause and effect connection links the two (Goldhaber and Brewer, 1988).  In summary, the 

results of this study support the idea that GPA provides a reliable basis for predicting student 

success with the TWS, a critical assessment for Missouri teacher licensure.  More teacher 

preparation programs around the country who adopt the TWS assessment model should consider 

those dispositions and prerequisites that strengthen the teacher candidate’s likelihood of success.  
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Turn with Students: Making Conversation a  

Priority in Teacher Education 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

William Gregory Harman, Dominican University 

 

Introduction 

 

 On the first day of courses with teacher candidates, I facilitate a small-group activity in which I 

ask them to consider their best and worst teachers.  They share their stories and come to consen-

sus on a list of best and worst teacher qualities.  The words vary each semester, but the direction 

of the list is always the same. It is interesting for me to juxtapose the consistency of these results 

with the approach taken in policy circles to discover what makes a great teacher by mass quantit-

ative means. The President of NCATE kept repeating in his various appearances at the 2010 

NCATE conference that we do not yet know what makes an effective teacher. The ease with 

which each of my class groups always come to consensus on a short list of best and worst quali-

ties, and the remarkable consistency of these lists year after year, illustrates to me that we know 

perfectly well who teaches us best.  

The short list of qualities from these classes contains various, mostly inter-related 

attributes.  The vital element for this paper is that every list that every class has ever created con-

tains the same sentiment about teachers‟ communication with students.  The worst teachers talk 

at students. The best ones talk with students. Poor teachers treat students as objects at which they 

toss words; excellent teachers carry on conversations. 

For this paper, I shall attempt to define conversation in the context of teaching, and then 

explain why it is a vital focus, both theoretically and practically. I will illustrate how we current-

ly do not pursue the systematic teaching of conversation in teacher education.  I then present a 

few existing ideas which could be productive starting points for a pedagogy of conversation and, 

finally, offer ideas for what we could afford to sacrifice in order to spend more time on conversa-

tion with our teacher candidates.  It is my argument that we need to cultivate better in our teacher 

candidates the ability to converse, to turn things over with students.  We must instruct the candi-

dates in how to speak with their students, rather than merely to them, or even worse, at them. 

   

Defining Conversation 

 

Conversation is a general term that includes everything from casual small-talk to targeted 

discussion.  The etymology of converse is con (originally in the Latin com) meaning with, and 

verse, Latin indicating the turning of something (from the Indo-European wer which was plow-

ing the Earth).  To converse is to turn with.
1
 So really, a preparation in conversation would be 

getting our candidates ready to turn ideas over with students.  

Aside from the etymological approach, which yields that useful definition for teachers, 

the Halliday (1985) definition of conversation is germane: “Dialogue [in which] there are topics, 

                                                 
1
 For a thorough discussion of the differences between discussion, dialogue, and conversation, see Brookfield 

(1998) and Slade & Gardner (1993). 
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but no topic control.  There are interactants, but no status relations.  There are turns, but no turn 

assignment” (Halliday, et. al., 1985, in Slade and Gardner, p. 4).  Conversation has purpose 

without imposition, a mutuality of management and control among all participants.  It is likely 

this quality that makes it the form most amenable to education because the student brings as 

much control and direction to find out as the teacher brings to explain. 

 

Why is conversation worth including in teacher education? 

 

When I was a high school teacher, a colleague of mine had a student say to him after a 

class conversation, “We learn a lot more when we‟re not on-task.”  My colleague agreed with his 

student, saying, “It works better when you‟re in on it, doesn‟t it?”  It is telling that the term “on 

task” meant to both student and teacher a situation in which the teacher controlled and the stu-

dent passively received information, even when the student and the teacher both recognized that 

conversation was more educative.   

The proposal that conversation is a superior mode of communication for education is 

premised in pragmatism. Pragmatism sees knowing as a transaction between the emergent know-

er and the world outside the knower.  We are in conversation with the world.  Conversation can 

be advocated for as the most educative form of communication following various particular theo-

ries on the pragmatism spectrum, including Dewey‟s experientialism and/or Freire‟s critical pe-

dagogy (note the centrality of “revolutionary conversations” to Freire‟s views of education).  

Such pragmatic possibilities are constructivist.  While philosophic discourse regarding pragmat-

ism and constructivism has often focused upon the discrepancies between the two, Neubert and 

Reich (2006) point out how the reconstructive, interactional aspects of constructivism are imme-

diate results of pragmatism‟s view of mind and knowing.  It is this sense of constructivism that is 

of most value to educating, so for educators a constructivist paradigm means a pragmatic philos-

ophy.  

At the level of exploring what is simply the most educational form of interaction, con-

structivist social development theory is particularly apt, since knowing is seen as the result of 

continuous, mutually formative language transactions between the interactional and the personal.  

Vygotsky‟s (1978) views that (1) all higher thinking stems from language and (2) all language is 

social before it can become personal (p. 57) tell us that students need to speak with more expe-

rienced people, to use language together, in order to build concepts into their own structure of 

knowing. Language exchange, speaking with one another, is necessary to process new concepts. 

This is a process done together. It cannot be one in which the students merely receive language 

from others: 

 

Learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are able to 

operate only when the child is interacting with people in his environment ….Once 

these processes are internalized, they become part of the child‟s independent de-

velopmental achievement (p. 90). 

 

 Courtney Cazden (2001) developed scaffolding (a term she credited to Bruner, Wood, 

and Ross) as a classroom tool in conjunction with Vygotsky‟s version of constructivism (pp. 61-

62) and moved it into the realm of situated learning theory.  While there are uses of scaffolding 

that more resemble a Montessori-style use of tools and artifacts, Cazden‟s advocacy of it was in 

terms of discourse: “The metaphor of discourse as scaffold applies [most easily] to adult assis-
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tance with mental actions….Teachers….need to induct [students] into new perspectives and new 

ways of thinking about, reconceptualizing, or recontextualizing whatever phenomena (referents) 

are being discussed” (pp. 71-72).  This is a process of the student as novice doing the construc-

tion, and the teacher as expert applying assistive language as platforms: new ways of getting at 

the work at higher levels.  This implies a conversational mode as opposed to a recitative one, 

since the language acts of the students are even more important to the result than the language 

assistance rendered by the teacher.  

From this situated learning perspective, Rogoff and Gardner (1984) asserted that the stu-

dents‟ active search alongside those who know is the key to their own coming to know: 

 

Generalization from one problem to another is a function of the individual search-

ing for similarities between new problems and old ones, guided by previous expe-

rience with similar problems and by instruction in how to interpret and solve such 

problems….Social interaction with people who are more expert in the use of the 

material and conceptual tools of the society is thus an important „cultural amplifi-

er‟ to extend children‟s cognitive processes (pp. 96-97). 

 

The norms of conversation support this work of combining the student‟s own initiative to search 

and the need to interact with someone more expert to carry out the search. 

 John Dewey‟s (1938) experiential theory also implied that conversation would be peda-

gogically desirable.  His focus was reflecting on enacted experience, but he realized how impor-

tant communication was to learning, writing that “all human experience is ultimately social:…it 

involves contact and communication” (p. 38), and he wrote of how experiential education would  

 

mean more multiplied and more intimate contacts between the mature and the 

immature than ever existed in the traditional school, and consequently more, ra-

ther than less, guidance by others.  The problem then is: how these contacts can 

be established without violating the principle of learning through personal expe-

rience (p. 21). 

 

The answer to this problem is a communicative form that is shared, that enables the student to 

express her/his own experience in her/his own way, but also to be open to receiving other ideas 

about it from the teacher: conversation. 

The imperative for students‟ willful involvement to process experience is described by 

Nystrand and Gamoran (1990) when they discriminate between procedural engagement and 

substantive engagement.  The former 

 

characterizes the typical classroom….In such classes, students and teachers go 

through the motions of schooling: they ask and answer questions, assign and carry 

out homework, and maintain reasonable standards of comportment….whereas 

most students are regularly engaged in school, they are less often engaged in their 

studies (p. 3).   

 

The far less common substantive engagement is defined by “a sustained commitment to 

and involvement with academic work” (p. 3).  They conclude that a key to getting substantive 
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engagement is what they label “high quality classroom discourse” (p.  9): conversational norms 

of interaction with students rather than recitation-style norms. 

A movement that seeks to increase substantive engagement, and to include experiential, 

situated, and social developmental approaches into the daily life of classrooms is the paradigm of 

classroom as community.  In an article critical of the progress in creating true classroom com-

munities, Roth and Lee (2006) indicate that the trouble in producing learning communities is a 

lack of authenticity.  The interests and motivations of the students are not in close enough syn-

chronicity for them to be a genuine community of practice.  The exchanges in which they have 

interest and take part are not diverse or functional enough for them to constitute a general com-

munity (p. 28).  They point out that 

 

people in [genuine] collectives have the choice whether they want to participate in 

this or that practice; they enjoy freedom regarding the specific ways in which they 

can contribute.…The situation is turned on its head in schooling situations where-

by children…do not…exercise much choice over the objects of their 

tasks….which subverts introducing any instructional strategies based on the no-

tion of community (p. 29). 

 

They go on to propose ways for classrooms and schools to be actual communities.  The 

key is the autonomy of individuals to choose purpose, activity, and engagement in their contribu-

tion to the shared activities and goals of the group (pp. 34-37).  The communicative form in 

which this ideal is realized is conversation.   

Of all the modes of interpersonal communication, only well-crafted conversation promis-

es to answer the calls made by social development theory, situated learning theory, experiential-

ism, and the related approaches to engagement that seek to inspire deep, authentic learning. 

The scholars mentioned constitute only the briefest review of all the work available that 

suggests, points to, and even demands that we develop an effective pedagogy of conversation 

(please see Appendix for an additional reference list of such work).  Tharp and Gallimore (1991) 

made the argument for such work twelve years ago: 

  

Lectures, demonstrations, cooperative learning, exercises/activities, and textbook 

reading can all assist learning, and even recitation and assessment (used judicious-

ly) are necessary elements of the assisting classroom.  But for the development of 

thinking skills – the ability to form, express, and exchange ideas in speech and 

writing – the critical form of assisting learners is dialogue [italics in original] – the 

questioning and sharing of ideas and knowledge that happen in conversation (pp. 2-

3). 

 

Do We Already Teach This? 

 

Conversation is daily practice for all of us, which is perhaps the very reason that we neg-

lect it as a purposeful skill.  Even regarding general speaking and listening, Mortimer Adler 

(1983) pointed out the weakness of our preparation throughout school: 

 

I doubt if anyone can recall being given such instruction [in speaking]…at the 

time that some training in reading and writing occurred. Except for special [usual-
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ly elective] courses in what is called „public speaking,‟…there is no instruction in 

speech – the general art of speech – anywhere in the course of study” (pp. 4-

5)….What about listening?  Is anyone anywhere taught how to listen?  How utter-

ly amazing is the general assumption that the ability to listen well is a natural gift 

for which no training is required.  How extraordinary is the fact that no [explicit] 

effort is made anywhere in the whole education  process to help individuals learn 

how to listen well (p. 5). 

 

This points out the assumptions guiding our practice.  Since we all speak and we all listen 

sometimes in some ways, it is assumed that we do these things well, with direction, purpose, and 

skill.  It is especially important to question this assumption for teachers, as it seems likely that 

casual conversation skills would merely be primers for knowing how to guide purposeful learn-

ing through conversation.   

To illustrate that we do not systematically teach conversation skills to teacher candidates, 

consider the college catalogs of five Midwestern teacher preparation programs: the University of 

Illinois at Champaign, Illinois State University at Normal, Northwestern University, Missouri 

State University, and Dominican University of Chicago.  Add in the catalog for Teachers Col-

lege, Columbia, as it strives to represent the state of the art in teacher preparation.  Each of these 

schools has some mention of instruction in communication and collaboration buried among the 

courses, most often in training special-education candidates to interact with families and other 

teachers.  Teacher‟s College has Dr. Stephen Brookfield visit from the University of St. Thomas 

in St. Paul for two-day seminars for teacher candidates.  Brookfield‟s work is specifically in me-

thods of discussion, not of conversation more generally, although in his publications and semi-

nars, the value of speaking with students is a dominant theme (Brookfield, 2005). None of the 

schools have any dedicated coursework in learning to converse with students. 

Another indication that the pedagogical use of conversation is undeveloped is that none 

of the rigorous NCATE standards require teacher preparation programs to give evidence that 

they have done any work with their candidates on talking with their students. 

Finally, a lack of scholarly concern with instructive conversation is evidence that it has 

not been considered for teacher preparation.  There was a sudden appearance and even more rap-

id disappearance of conversation from articles regarding teacher practices and preparation in the 

1980‟s and into the 1990‟s, when interest in constructivist and situated learning ideas was grow-

ing.  Approximately thirty references that roughly match the consideration of conversation as a 

pedagogical tool exist in general teacher preparation literature between the late 1980‟s and 1993.  

Not one occurs after 1998. Its decline correlates with the rise of the standards movement.  I sus-

pect that this is more than correlation, that it suggests causation.  If that is indeed the case, I am 

hopeful that the failure of the standards movement will encourage us to resume development of a 

productive pedagogy of conversation. 

 

What Sources Exist for Creating a Pedagogy of Conversation? 

 

The development of a pedagogy of conversation includes consideration of purposes, ap-

proaches, and techniques, and then methods for imparting all of them effectively to teacher can-

didates.  The purpose is the creation of pedagogical method that invites deep, authentic learning, 

so the conversational approaches and techniques that we ask our candidates to master must be 
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aimed primarily at the cognitive growth of the students (what Tharp and Gallimore, 1991, called 

instructional conversation).   

This paper is to advocate in general, not to promote a specific existing curriculum or pro-

gram.  It is encouraging that there are definite places to start that already promote versions of 

teaching by conversation.  I submit here two specific examples. 

In the field of educational leadership, there is Costa and Garmston‟s (2002) Cognitive 

Coaching.  They describe it as 

  

a simple model for conversations about planning, reflecting, or problem resolving.  

At deeper levels, Cognitive Coaching serves as the nucleus for…communities that 

honor autonomy, encourage interdependence, and produce high achievement (pp. 

4-5). 

 

Becoming a Cognitive Coach in their system involves learning to apply scripts to guide conver-

sations in ways that allow the other person to develop her/his own thought processes.  People 

trained in the scripts become 

 

skilled at constructing and posing questions with the intention of engaging and 

transforming thought.  They employ nonjudgmental response behaviors to estab-

lish and maintain trust and intellectual engagement.  They use nonverbal beha-

viors to establish and maintain rapport….They delight in assisting others in be-

coming more self-managing, self-monitoring, and self-modifying (p. 6). 

 

While Costa and Garmston‟s program was designed specifically for one-on-one conferences be-

tween educational leaders and teachers, it aims at the kind of substantive engagement that is the 

prerequisite for any instructional conversation. 

In the field of business leadership studies, Miller and Miller (1997) have a program called 

Core Communication. The goal of their approach is to make explicit many aspects of conversa-

tion that are usually taken for granted.  By clarifying these aspects, we can approach the best po-

tential of each interaction.  They consider four different kinds of talk and listening that emerge 

out of seven approaches (pp. 8, 120).  They divide what one can get from conversing into five 

areas (p. 54).  A part of the work that is very promising for teacher preparation is their view that 

effective conversation comes from a combination of skill and care, charted to illustrate how low 

skill/low care leads to abuse, low skill/high care leads to misunderstanding, high skill/low care 

leads to manipulation, and high skill/high care results in “positive esteem and relationship” (p. 

36). As in Cognitive Coaching, active listening is emphasized in Core Communication, explicitly 

divided out into a listening cycle that includes attending, acknowledging, inviting, summarizing, 

and asking. (p. 97).  They also include a section on defusing negative talk in conversations (pp. 

140-142).  

Aside from specific programs systematically focusing upon conversation, there are also 

ideas already within our methods courses that can be gathered and taught more systematically 

within a pedagogy of conversation: Active listening, wait-time, speaking order variations (vary-

ing from I.R.E.), and even some tools from operant conditioning and neuro-linguistic program-

ming (although I would hope that their use within a pedagogy of conversation would avoid the 

pitfalls that come with manipulation and control).  
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There are also many explorations of conversation in field-specific scholarship in educa-

tion.  Specialists in English Language Learning seem to have the most scholarship concerned 

with conversation.  Following them, the specialty that has the most publications about conversa-

tion is language arts.  Usually, the concerns of the articles in these specialties are specific to their 

own domains, but they may contain productive ideas for a more general pedagogy of conversa-

tion (the Appendix contains some examples of work in these fields regarding conversation).  

We can also get help in developing the best possible programs from other fields of scho-

larship, particularly linguistics and communications.  From the broadest considerations, like 

those provided by the late Neil Postman, to minutely detailed considerations of aspects of human 

conversation, linguistics and communications specialists provide a potential treasure trove for 

our practical application.  This presents an opportunity for true interdisciplinary advancement (a 

few examples may by found in the Appendix). 

  

If We Add Classes in Conversing, What do We Take Away? 

 

Much of the scope and sequence work for our teacher preparation programs has been re-

moved from our hands by states and accreditation agencies. They have implemented systems that 

tend to add requirements while subtracting none.  Our curricula are now crowded to the point 

where our candidates are usually best served to take an extra year or two of schooling to com-

plete their programs.  The last thing most programs are looking for is to add yet more required 

components to their programs. 

At the same time, it is our responsibility to consider, independent of external agencies, 

what kind of teachers will emerge from our programs, and to adjust the curriculum so that we are 

producing the kinds of teachers that we feel our society needs.  Every one of us will come up 

with a different list of what we would add and what we would subtract.  Since I recommend ex-

panding explicit instruction in oral communication, particularly conversation, I come to the table 

with two items that I believe could be diminished, if not eliminated, to make room, and improve 

teacher education:    

1.  We could make better teachers by removing much of the instruction on systems of 

management and control that are premised in behaviorism.  I do not recommend taking them 

away entirely, since operant conditioning and all of the newer variations are powerful tools that 

can be used to help students in specific situations.  However, I am against dedicated, required 

courses in which behaviorism is an assumed context, which leads us to take for granted the 

teacher as controller.  Alfie Kohn (1996) expresses the same disapproval: 

 

With punishments, we come to be seen as enforcers to be avoided; with rewards, 

as goody dispensers on legs.  In neither case have we established a caring al-

liance, a connection based on warmth and respect.  Like punishments, rewards 

try to make bad behaviors disappear through manipulation.  They are ways of 

doing things to students instead of working with them (p. 36)…. 

 

The reason to expand our candidates‟ acumen in conducting instructional conversations is so 

that they work adeptly with the students; thus, the reason for its inclusion is the very reason for 

diminishing courses that promote a management approach.  

2.  The most destructive element to deep, authentic learning that has come to occupy 

more and more candidate class-time, even dominating some methods syllabi, is standards.  The 
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dehumanizing influence of standards is a valuable reason to compensate by transcending them in 

preparing our teachers.  If we reduce all of the criticism of standards to their salient point, I sug-

gest that it is this:  standards (as they are currently understood) inevitably turn students from sub-

ject to object.  The student becomes the passive recipient of content.  Teachers are influenced to 

be concerned with students only inasmuch as they perform according to specifications.  This is 

an appalling metastasis of a cancer that was already prevalent in public education.  To the extent 

that we cater to the standards mentality we undermine humane, genuine education (for extensive 

consideration of this position, please see Meier and Woods, Ed.s, 2004, Many Children Left Be-

hind).   

 

Conclusion: The Ultimate Benefit of a Pedagogy of Conversation 

 

The criticism of complying with the standards regime suggests the ultimate benefit of 

going the other way.  Instruction in interacting with other people effectively and instructively is 

concerned with what happens to those people for their own benefit and according to their own 

will. Creating and putting into practice a pedagogy of conversation holds the promise of putting 

teachers into proper and beneficial relationship with students.  It will educate our future teachers 

to properly understand students as agents, as real people – as the subject of our calling.  Once 

this is the norm, far more education will be available to students in their daily classroom expe-

rience.  



Critical Questions in Education Volume 2:2                         101 

References 

 

Academic Catalog (2010-2011). Teacher‟s College, Columbia University. Retrieved October 13, 

2010 from http://www.tc.columbia.edu/academics/catalog.htm.   

Adler, M.J. (1983).  How to Speak, How to Listen.  New York, NY: MacMillan Publishing Co.  

Brookfield, S. (2005). Discussion as  a Way of Teaching: Tools and Techniques for Democratic 

Classrooms.  San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Cazden, C.B. (2001). Classroom discourse: The language of teaching and learning. Portsmouth, 

NH: Heinemann.  

Costa, A.L. & Garmston, R.J. (2002). Cognitive Coaching: A Foundation for Renaissance 

Schools. Norwood, MA: Christopher-Gordon Publishers, Inc. 

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and Education.  New York, NY: Simon & Schuster. 

Graduate Policy, Program and Course Catalog (2010-2011). Northwestern University. Retrieved 

October 12, 2010 from http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/academics/  

Kohn, A. (1996). Beyond Discipline: From Compliance to Community.  Alexandria, VA: Asso-

ciation for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Miller, S. & Miller, P.A. (1997). Core Communication: Skills and Processes.  Evergreen, CO: 

Interpersonal Communication Programs, Inc. 

Neubert, S. & Reich, K. (2006). The challenge of pragmatism for constructivism: Some perspec-

tives in the programme of Cologne constructivism. Journal of Speculative Philosophy, 

20(3), pp. 165-191. 

Nystrand, M. & Gamoran, A. (1990). Student engagement: When recitation becomes conversa-

tion.  Washington, DC: Report for the Office of Educational Research and Improvement. 

Online Course Catalog (2010 – Spring & Fall). University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, IL.  

Retrieved October 12, 2010 from http://courses.illinois.edu/cis/2010/fall/catalog/index.html. 

Online Undergraduate Catalog (2010-2011).  Missouri State University, Springfield, MO.  Re-

trieved October 13, 2010 at http://www.missouristate.edu/registrar/undercat.html.   

Online Undergraduate Catalog (2010-2011). Missouri State University, Springfield, MO.  Re-

trieved October 13, 2010 at http://graduate.missouristate.edu/catalog/default.htm.  

Rogoff, B.  & Gardner, W. (1984). Adult guidance of cognitive development.  In Rogoff and 

Lave (Ed.s), Everyday Cognition: Its Development in Social Context (pp. 95-116).  Cam-

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Roth, W.M. & Lee, Y.J. (2006). Contradictions in theorizing and implementing communities in 

education. Educational Research Review, 1, pp. 27-40. 

School of Education Viewbook (2010-2012). Dominican University (River Forest, IL).  Re-

trieved September 1, 2010 from https://jicsweb1.dom.edu/ics/Schools/School_of_Education/   

Slade, D. & Gardner, R. (1993). Teaching casual conversation: The issue of simplification.  In 

Tickoo, M.L. (ed.)(1993). Simplification: Theory and Practice.  Anthology Series 31, (pp. 

82-100).  

Tharp, R.G. & Gallimore, R. (1991). The instructional conversation: Teaching and learning in 

social activity.  Washington, DC: Report for the National Center for Research on Cultural 

Diversity and Second Language Learning.  

Undergraduate Bulletin (2010-2012).  Dominican University, River Forest, IL. Retrieved Sep-

tember 15, 2010 from https://jicsweb1.dom.edu/ics/Resources/Student 

_Services/Registrar%27s_Office/Undergraduate_Students/Undergraduate_Bulletin.jnz  



102                                          Harman—Turn with Students 

Undergraduate Catalog (2010-2012).  Illinois State University, Normal, IL.  Retrieved October 

13, 2010 from www.ilstu.edu/home/catalog/pdf/undergrad.pdf 

Undergraduate Course Catalog (2010-2011). Northwestern University. Retrieved October 12, 

2010 from http://www.registrar.northwestern.edu/courses/index.html# undergraduate_catalog.  

Vygotsky, L.S. (Cole, M., John-Steiner, V., Scribner, S., & Souberman, E., Trans.s, Ed.s). 

(1978).  Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes.  Cam-

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  



Critical Questions in Education Volume 2:2                         103 

Appendix 

Additional References Regarding and/or Implying  

Conversation for Teaching 

 

Adler, M.J. (1982). The Paideia Proposal: An Educational Manifesto.  New York, NY: Macmil-

lan Publishing Co., Inc. 

Adler, M.J. (1983). Paideia Problems and Possibilities: A Consideration of Questions Raised by 

the Paideia Proposal.  New York, NY: MacMillan Publishing Co. 

Applebee, A.N. (1994). Toward thoughtful curriculum: Fostering discipline-based conversation 

in the English language arts classroom.  Paper for the National Research Center on Lite-

rature Teaching and Learning, SUNY Albany. 

Beals, D. (1997). Sources of support for learning words in conversation: Evidence from meal-

times.  Journal of Child Language, 24, pp. 673-694. 

Bloom, D. (1986) Literacy and the classroom community.  Theory Into Practice, 25(2), pp. 71-

76. 

Buchman, M. (1983).  Argument and conversation as discourse models of knowledge use.  Paper 

presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association. 

Dorval, B. (1980). The Development of conversation. Alexandria, VA: Paper presented at the 6
th

 

Biennial Southeastern Conference on Human Development 

Dudley-Marling, C. & Lucas, K. (2009). Pathologizing the language and culture of poor child-

ren. Language Arts, 86(5), pp. 362-370. 

Feldman, A. (1995).  Conversation in teaching, conversation as research: A self-study of the 

teaching of collaborative action research.  Paper presented at the annual meeting of the 

American Education Research Association. 

Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (1992) American parenting of language-learning children: Persisting 

differences in family-child interactions observed in natural home environments.  Deve-

lopmental Psychology, 28(6), pp. 1096-1105. 

Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (1995). Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young 

American Children. Baltimore, MD: Brookes Publishing. 

Hudson, P. & Glomb, N. (1997). If it takes two to tango, then why not teach both partners how to 

dance?  Collaboration instruction for all educators.  Journal of Learning Disabilities, 

30(4), pp. 442-448. 

Kersten, K.A. (1999).  Minnesota‟s Profile of Learning: The radical mutation of a good idea. 

American Experiment Quarterly, 8(3). 

Lampton, W.F. (1973). Including a unit on conversation in the introductory speech course. Paper 

presented at the annual meeting of the Southern Speech Communication Association.   

Langer, J.A. & Close, E. (2001). Improving literary understanding through classroom conversa-

tion.  Albany, NY: Paper sponsored by the National Research Center on English Learning 

and Achievement.  

Lindstrom, B. (1983).  Learning styles and learning strategies: Conversation theory – the work of 

Gordon Pask.  Stockholm: Paper sponsored by the National Swedish Board of Education.  

Lubienski Wentworth, R.A. (1999).  Montessori for the New Milennium: Practical Guidance on 

the Teaching and Education of Children of All Ages, Based on a Rediscovery of the True 

Principles and Vision of Maria Montessori.  Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Earlbaum & Asso-

ciates. 

Massey, S.L. (2004).  Teacher-child conversation in the preschool classroom.  Early Childhood 



104                                          Harman—Turn with Students 

Education Journal, 31(4), pp. 227-231. 

McNaughton, D., Hamlin, D., McCarthy, J., Head-Reeves, D. & Schreiner, M. (2008). Learning 

to listen: Teaching an active listening strategy to preservice education professionals. Top-

ics in Early Childhood Special Education, 27(4), pp. 223-231. 

Miller, R. (1997). What Are Schools For?  Holistic Education in American Culture (3
rd

 Ed.).  

Brandon, VT: Holistic Education Press. 

Minnesota Legislative Library (2010). “Resources on Minnesota Issues: Academic Standards.  

Retrieved from http://www.leg.state.mn.us/lrl/issues/grad2.asp.  

Montessori, M. (Gutiek, G.L., ed.).  (2004). The Montessori Method: The Origins of an Educa-

tional Innovation: Including an Abridged and Annotated Edition of Maria Montessori’s 

The Montessori Method. New York, NY: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

Norrick, N.R. (1989). Joking repair and the organization of repair in conversation.  Paper pre-

sented at the annual meeting of the Linguistic Society of America. 

Novak, J.M., & Purkey, W.W. (2001). Invitational education. Bloomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappa 

Educational Foundation. 

Purkey, W.W. (1978). Inviting School Success: A Self-Concept Approach to Teaching and 

Learning.  Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co. 

Purkey, W.W. & Stanley, P.H. (1991). Invitational Teaching, Learning, and Living. Washington, 

DC: National Education Association. 

Ringer, R.J. (1985). Pardon me, can I talk now? A look at the roles of interruption in conversa-

tion.  Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Organization for the Study of Com-

munication, Language, and Gender.   

Sizer, T.R. (1984). Horace’s Compromise: The Dilemma of the American High School.  Boston, 

MA: Houghton-Mifflin Co. 

Sizer, T.R. (1992). Horace’s School: Redesigning the American High School.  Boston, MA: 

Houghton-Mifflin Co. 

Temple, E. (1996). Student ethical development in our classrooms: Using connected conversa-

tion and the moral imagination.  New York, NY: Columbia‟s Klingenstein Center for In-

dependent School Education. 

Thompson, Ross A. (2006). Conversation and developing understanding: Introduction to the spe-

cial issue. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 52(1), pp. 1-16 

White, S.H. & Siegel, A.W. (1984). Cognitive development in time and space, In Rogoff and 

Lave (Ed.), Everyday Cognition: Its Development in Social Context (pp. 238-277).  Cam-

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 



 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Myth of the Model Minority:  

Asian Americans Facing Racism 

        By Rosalind S. Chou & Joe R. Feagin 

 

Boulder, CO: Paradigm, 2010. 251 pps., $21.52. 

______________________________________________________________________________  

 

Reviewed by Nicholas D. Hartlep, University of Wisconsin Milwaukee 

 

Readers of Critical Questions in Education will learn a lot from Chou and Feagin‟s (2010) book, 

The Myth of the Model Minority. The book is a searing and scathing indictment of how “racial 

framing” impacts the lives of Asian Americans and how it leaves them vulnerable in myriad 

ways. The book invokes a mental map, an image of how Asian Americans truly feel and 

experience the world. This book helps us all to move forward; if we understand the role that 

“racial framing” plays in perpetuating the model minority stereotype—which serves to 

marginalize the experiences of Asian Americans—and the maintenance of white privilege, then 

surely disruption of racial framing is an appropriate way to dismantle the racism that Asian 

Americans face. This book, through its focus on racial framing, helps readers to better 

understand the duality of the model minority stereotype—successful opposed to unsuccessful—

and how it causes pain and social misery for Asian Americans. Asian Americans have been 

virtually ignored by researchers, yet already, the public has begun to use this wonderfully written 

book (e.g. see Grasgreen, 2011). When Ms. Alexandra Wallace, a white undergraduate at UCLA, 

was captured on YouTube ranting and raving racialized stereotypes, Grasgreen (2011) referenced 

The Myth of the Model Minority in his column, pointing out that white racism directed toward 

Asian Americans is a form of racial framing. 

The Myth of the Model Minority is stitched together by 6 chapters, sandwiched between 

the book‟s preface and reprise and conclusions, and is quickly becoming a primary source of 

information on Asian Americans‟ fight against racial framing and racism. The book is replete 

with relevant insights, and the chapters focus on specific issues concerning Asian Americans. 

For instance, chapter one discusses the reality of Asian American oppression, while Chapters 

two and three are concerned with the idea that racism is an everyday reality for Asian Americans 

in schools, society, and the workplace. Chapters four, five, and six have a common theme of 

racism, but approach it from different loci and perspectives. Chapter four addresses the costs of 

anti-Asian American discrimination on Asian Americans themselves, while chapter five 

discusses the white racial frame in more detail. Chapter six discusses the repertoires of resistance 

that Asian Americans call upon during their daily lives.  

One of very few shortcomings of the book is its lack of adherence and its tacit deviation 

from using scholarly citations/sources. For instance, Chou and Feagin write the following in an 

endnote: 

  

A recent search on Google for the phrase “honorary white” coupled with the word 

“Asian” found only 1,900 web pages. Most use the phrase „honorary white‟ seems 

to be by scholars and some web commentators, not by ordinary whites. In contrast 
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a search for the phrase “model minority” and “Asian” found 153,000 web pages. 

(p. 233, italics added) 

 

 As a reader, I felt the book is not as scholarly as it could be. I have never read a scholarly 

book that used “Google.” However, what I am labeling a shortcoming may in fact be its main 

strength, its reader accessibility. I believe that The Myth of the Model Minority is a necessary 

read for people interested in disrupting the model minority and the nascent negative stereotypes 

that are concealed in this putative “positive” stereotype. Anyone who picks the book up to read 

will be amazed that s/he does not have to have an affinity or facility with the concepts contained 

in the book. The two authors do wonderful job writing in such a way that the messages are easy 

to follow and understand.  

Notwithstanding, I was surprised that the authors never explored “racial battle fatigue” 

(Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007), or Asian American identity (Palmer, 2011). These are extremely 

relevant topics to address, especially given that the thesis of the book is about “racial framing.” 

Who is framed and who gets to frame? This question and the bodies of literature on racial battle 

fatigue and Asian American identity elide in numerous ways, and would have enriched the 

observations that Chou and Feagin made when reviewing their qualitative interview transcripts 

for this book. 

One thing is certain; we are witnessing an increased proliferation of anti-Asian hatred and 

animosity. I am not merely speaking about when Ms. Wallace‟s YouTube video went viral. We 

have begun to see anti-Asian American remarks made by Tea-Party politicians and pundits. Mr. 

Rush Limbaugh mocked Asian Americans‟ accents, while speaking recently on his radio show. 

The Asian American community was angry and anxious. They were angry because Mr. 

Limbaugh disparaged Chinese President Hu Jintao and the Chinese language in an extremely 

insensitive and hurtful way, and they were anxious because they did not know the most 

diplomatic way to respond to Mr. Limbaugh‟s racism.  

California State Senator Leland Yee stepped forward and responded immediately, calling 

out Mr. Limbaugh‟s comments of “ching chong chang” while urging citizens and his constituents 

to sign an on-line petition to boycott the Limbaugh radio-talk show. I am glad I signed the 

petition. I was saddened to hear that Mr. Yee‟s bravery, as a public and political figure was met 

with death threats and hostile talk on the public airwaves. Mr. Limbaugh did not apologize, 

rather,  he did the opposite by pointing out Mr. Yee on several occasions. Mr. Yee also received 

nasty phone messages on his senate office‟s voicemail.
1
 Anti-Asian hatred is again rearing its 

ugly head and there is no way to hide it.    

Chou and Feagin help readers to understand that anti-Asian racist remarks and rhetoric, 

like Ms. Wallace and Mr. Limbaugh‟s stem from nativist orthodoxy and white racism. The Myth 

of the Model Minority shows that the “model minority” is reducible to the racial framing of 

Asian Americans in ways that make it appear as the world is not racist and that Asian Americans 

have been successful in the United States since they have pulled up their bootstraps. The model 

minority myth, thus, demonizes African Americans and Hispanics for not being successful in the 

land of “milk and honey.” This book helps readers understand racial framing and the 

“Occidentalized” nature of white racism and Asian American antagonisms.  

                                                           
1
 Reviewer‟s note, the message is very vile and vulgar, but to listen to the graphic voice-

recording: http://thinkprogress.org/2011/01/27/yee-limbaugh-death-threat/ 
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Richard Qunatz‟s new text, Rituals and Student Identity in Education, offers an insightful new 

perspective on education in the 21
st
 century by examining the nonrational aspects of education 

and the importance of ritual performance. The text confronts the current environment in public 

education where standardization and accountability are the modus operandi. Quantz challenges 

the reader to reconsider those spaces within classrooms and schools that can be neither quantified 

nor commodified by the rational methodologies that dominate current educational discourse. 

Quantz contends that the problems with education today are not found in a lack of methods or 

“best practices,” but rather, in a lack of an understanding of the cultures and politics of the stu-

dents, teachers, and communities that are the heart of American schools. In the end, the answers 

for what troubles education today can be found within the nonrational aspects of those cultural 

and political spaces that all students and teachers must navigate on a daily basis. 

 Quantz opens his text with a discussion of the rational in education. It is here that he 

grounds his argument against what he perceives as our national obsession with rationality in edu-

cation. Within formal public education, the rational is found in the policies and procedures that 

promote evaluating and quantifying student mastery of objectified curricula as the most impor-

tant function of schooling. Quantz argues, “Never has rationality been stressed more than under 

the „No Child Left Behind‟ policies that emphasize explicit outcomes, precise measures, and „re-

search-based instruction.‟” (Quantz, 2011). This refutation of current national education policy 

lies at the heart of Quantz‟s promoting ritual critique of nonrational performance as paramount to 

resisting the standardization that stifles our public schools.  

Chapter one explicitly counters the idea of rationality in education by tracing the idea of 

the nonrational in the works of Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber, all of whom chal-

lenged the idea that human beings act rationally within economic and social exchanges. The non-

rational, where Quantz proceeds to focus his argument, exists in those unquantifiable and unpre-

dictable behaviors and actions that emerge while human beings interact with each other and the 

environment. As Marx and Weber saw rationalization as leading to the creation of bureaucracies 

that dehumanized society, the author contends that rationalization also works against the huma-

nizing aspects of public education. 

In chapter two the reader is asked to reconsider the common understanding of ritual as 

something that is simply habitual. One often thinks of ritual as a behavior void of real meaning, 

such as an athlete eating a specific pre-game meal in hopes it brings luck in the game, or the 

teacher who must begin each morning by drinking a cup of coffee while reading New York Times 
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headlines on her IPad. Conversely, Quantz argues for an understanding of ritual as the “nonra-

tional aspects of human action,” which is found in “formalized, symbolic performance”(Quantz, 

2011). For the author, this performance, which is often marked by unpredictable and unscripted 

behavior, offers us the possibility that we can learn to understand the associations and connec-

tions we develop with others over time. The author‟s assertion, steeped in Deweyan notions of 

democratic interaction (Dewey, 1916/1997 & 1991), is that we come to understand how to live 

democratically by interacting with others and interpreting our own actions in accord with the per-

formances and actions of others. It is here that the author grounds his new pedagogy; a pedagogy 

that evolves out of the ongoing interactions and performances of students, teachers, parents, and 

the community. 

Chapter three is a chapter co-authored with Terry O‟Connor in which the authors critique 

the development of ethnography into a methodology that presents society as an objective and 

predictable entity. Throughout recent history, the ethnographer‟s quest for objectivity forced the 

nonrational aspects of human culture and behavior into categories so as to be more easily de-

scribed and evaluated. This, in turn, lead to researchers‟ focusing on a given culture‟s gestures, 

symbols, and signs instead of developing a genuine understanding of how ritual and performance 

informs a culture‟s actions and behaviors. The authors contend that ritual critique, which ex-

amines interaction and performance more closely, and without forcing behaviors into categorical 

relationships, offers a more distinct and powerful means by which to understand the nonrational 

aspects of human performance.  

  After critiquing the theoretical foundations of ethnography in favor or ritual critique in 

chapter three, Quantz uses ritual critique in action as an observer in several high school and col-

lege classrooms. It is in these classrooms that Quantz finds rituals that are both nonrational and 

ordinary, and both speak to the connections that students develop so as to live fulfilled lives.  

The contention here is that ritual need not be ceremonial to be impactful in the lives of students 

and teachers. It is in these ordinary, everyday activities that we come to understand each other as 

real people with complicated and unquantifiable beliefs and desires.    

It is also in these ritual critiques of classrooms that Quantz observes a pattern of student-

teacher interaction ritual he names the “puzzlemaster” interaction pattern. The puzzlemaster inte-

raction pattern is easily recognizable to anyone who has spent time in American public schools.  

It is a pattern that is steeped in the technical action of solving problems with fixed ends. Prob-

lem-solving in real world applications involves critical thinking and actively working to find a 

solution that the problem solver does not initially comprehend.  Conversely, the puzzlemaster 

pattern involves students solving puzzles that are bound by discreet, rational solutions adminis-

tered by teachers. In this ends-oriented puzzle-solving arrangement, the use of rational metho-

dologies to promote efficient problem solving capacity is privileged over the growth that may 

come from open inquiry. 

Quantz proceeds to trace the development of the puzzlemaster pattern in schools to edu-

cation‟s ongoing role in supporting national interests by preparing students to be obedient work-

ers and citizens. The factory model of schooling that developed in the 20
th

 century supported 

these ends through rationality and ends-oriented schooling. Quantz cites the work of Alex Mol-

nar and Deron Boyles in tracing the development of the puzzlemaster pattern to the connection 

between schools and the industrial state. School-business partnerships have been a reality in pub-

lic education since the early 20
th

 century and they have continued to proliferate in the past twen-

ty-five years. The school-business nexus has furthered the idea of schooling as a rational enter-

prise where pre-determined outcomes for behavior and academic achievement direct what goes 
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on in actual classrooms. With this understanding, our national interests, which are driven by the 

industrial state, can then be furthered by public education which is steeped in the rational aspects 

of schooling.    

Aiming to confront the consumerism promoted by rational, ends-oriented schooling, 

Quantz develops his ritual critique for a new pedagogy. He turns to Durkheim‟s notion of ritual 

as dividing the world into the sacred and profane in arguing that testing and accountability have 

become the sacred in public education. As numerous scholars have argued in the past two dec-

ades, policies such as “No Child Left Behind,” and now “Race to The Top,” promote a “one-

size-fits-all form of education that confuses equality with sameness; that leads almost invariably 

to passivity-inducing behaviorist pedagogies….that puts excessive pressure on students to per-

form in certain narrowly defined contexts” (Granger, 2003). Once viewed as sacred, an idea or 

methodology is beyond reproach; any argument against the sacred can be labeled as profane. As 

the author offers,  

 

Making it sacred makes it so. It becomes the reality within which we live. By 

treating teaching as a technical enterprise where having the right toolbox of me-

thods guided by the measureable objectives provided by the decision-makers be-

comes the reality (Quantz, 2011). 

 

Within this context, arguments for understanding the nonrational aspects of education, such as a 

student‟s class, gender, or sexual orientation and the impact those have on education, become 

non-arguments. They become, in part, profane. 

 Quantz closes his optimistic text by reasserting his belief in ritual critique being the force 

that will lead teachers and students to understand and embrace the nonrational aspects of class-

rooms and schools. It is in these nonrational spaces where critiques of rationality and resistance 

to the tools of objectivity must develop so that democracy and justice thrive in schools and socie-

ty. Democracy and social justice require that individuals interact across differences in ways that 

are both nonrational and unquantifiable. At a time when American education is bound by stan-

dardization, accountability, and high-stakes testing, Quantz‟s commitment to education as criti-

cal emancipation is both timely and needed. Education for democracy and justice can only occur 

with an understanding and appreciation for the ongoing rituals and performances of students and 

teachers engaged in ongoing inquiry that is emergent, reflective, and liberating. 
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