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Sitting in a stark, university classroom, I yawn.  There is a lecture being recited on the ideas of John Dewey and Howard Gardner.  While I know the information is important, and at times interesting, the power point slides simply aren’t able to trump my exhaustion; all that I can focus on is the “to do” list that I quietly compose in my planner while trying to keep an ear on the lecture.  My list is getting longer.  I need to make copies of 3 different assignments, sign out laptop carts for the following 3 weeks before they get taken by another teacher, call the parents of the 13 students who still haven’t turned in their paper (even though it was due a week ago), fill out purchase requisitions for the supplies for Student Senate, and grade 105 character analysis papers.  Sitting in this classroom as the late afternoon fades slowly into evening, discussing the theorists who are the fathers of education, all seems futile and frustrating.  

A scenario such as this, unfortunately, is common in teacher education programs.  Current and future teachers alike often declare their education to be out of touch, and even more harshly, useless.  Deborah Britzman, a leading researcher in the field of teacher education writes in her article “Teacher education as uneven development: Toward a psychology of uncertainty” (2007): “. . . many teachers hate their own teacher education.  They convey their disgust to the newly arrived that undergo their own teacher education . . . Teachers may say to newcomers: ‘My teacher education was irrelevant, the real experience is here in my classroom, and theory is not useful’.  Teachers and student teachers may believe that the university idealizes theory and ignores school constraints.  Let me put the problem . . . in the strongest way I can: teacher education is a hated field; no teacher really loves her or his own teacher education” (p. 8).  Britzman bluntly captures the stereotypical attitude of education students toward their field:  They hate it.  Many education students believe that they do not need to be in a great portion of their education courses, and instead should be placed in an actual classroom to learn from current teachers, observing students and how the “real world” works.  Education students want tools, strategies, and training that are connected to specific lessons, units, schools or kids.  


I admit my own participation in this groan toward my teacher preparation.  I can recall wishing for a book full of useful writing assignments or graphic organizers; I remember yearning for someone to teach me how to use online grade books, or how to develop a webquest.  I recall very vividly desiring tools and strategies that I could mimic and regurgitate somewhere in my future classroom.  Looking forward to the career before me, I was scared, and wanted things that would help me survive the inevitably difficult first years of teaching before me.  In their article “When theory meets practice: What student teachers learn from guided reflection on their own classroom discourse” (2006), the authors warn that “novices’ pragmatic concerns and demands to be equipped with a concrete ‘toolbox of ideas and activities’ to survive their initial induction stages’” (Orland-Barak, Yinon, p. 958) is a short-sighted and narrow desire.  The authors continue by noting that “there is a growing recognition that such ‘survival kits’ will be inadequate and useless if they are reduced to mere technical solutions, devoid of critical scrutiny and introspection into how novices’ beliefs and theoretical knowledge shape their understandings of these tools in action” (p. 958).  

Sutherland, Howard and Markauskaite convey as similar warning in their article “Professional identity creation: Examining the development of beginning preservice teachers’ understanding of their work as teachers” (2006).  They write that, “preservice teachers’ experiences in schools and classrooms typically focus on the concrete day-to-day demands of teacher’s work, and thus their knowledge is linked to particular solutions and situations” (p. 456).  Together, these authors make a compelling argument that education students’ call for tools and strategies to mimic and repeat is a dangerous one that cannot continue.  Yet, the call from education students for preparation that is applicable and relevant should similarly not be ignored.  

It is at this impasse that the idea of making teacher education an exploratory process seems desirable.  The word “exploratory” can encompass many different ideas, but for this paper, exploratory teacher education is an education program that focuses on two styles of learning:  Reflective learning and problem-based learning.

 Reflective learning is that which heavily explores past experiences with schooling and education through writing and discussion.  Upon hearing the definition of reflective learning, many students and educators might immediately think:  Why should I look backward on my life, when I am trying to move forward into my teaching career?  Or for some, the idea of writing seems useless and intimidating (i.e. Writing is for English teachers.  I’m teaching math – why should I be asked to write narratives?).  Despite such logical and predictable protests against reflective learning, the benefits of reflective learning are both multi-faceted and well documented.  Kara Vloet and Jacqueline van Swet advocate for teacher reflection in their article “‘I can only learn in dialogue!’ Exploring professional identities in teacher education” (2010).  They note that reflection can lead a teacher to possess self-awareness, which is essential as a teacher is facilitating the education of other students; “Therefore, they should be able to handle themselves in their practice, to act in an effective way, to take care of themselves and to be physically, emotionally and cognitively balanced.  They should have a realistic self-concept, concerning who they are, what they should be able to do and how they want to develop themselves, especially when coping with educational innovations” (p. 150).  These authors bring to light that in order to be a good teacher, teachers need to work to identify that which they need to be healthy, balanced humans.  Without recognizing human limitations and needs, teachers could very easily slip into unhealthy habits, make too many commitments, overextend, and burn out from the pressures of teaching.
While reflection in teacher education is valuable in helping future teachers identify their human limitations and needs, Deborah Britzman recognizes that completing such reflection is not as easy as it may seem in her article “Teacher education in the confusion of our times” (2000).  She notes that during reflection, teachers will be forced to recognize that which they do not want to show or explore.  She writes that “the work of knowing the self entails acknowledging not just what one would like to know about the self but also what is difficult to know about the self, including features we tend to project to others: aggression, self aggrandizement, destructive wishes, and helplessness . . . there is something about education that resists [such] self-knowledge” (p. 202-203).  Recognizing weakness is something that few people (teachers and non-teachers alike) embrace.  However, Britzman warns that when teachers do not explore weaknesses or difficult self-knowledge, it leads teachers to be afraid to ask questions or go against the status quo.  She argues that possessing true self-knowledge could lead to “world making” (p. 204), or true changes that shape our world for the better.  She writes, “world making requires self-knowledge of what the world might symbolize or represent for the self.  It is both our earliest and oldest technology.  This first obligation to “know thyself” brings to the fore the little matters for teacher education, not just because it might take us away from the romance of technology, the rubble of the information highway, and the illusion made from the testing industry, although this would be enough” (p. 203-204).  Thus, according to Britzman, reflection creates the self-knowledge that can lead teachers to avoid the stress and pull of teaching to the standardized tests that currently rule education, can help teachers filter through the huge amount of information that they come across on a daily basis, stand up for their beliefs and literally change the world.  
But what, exactly, should teachers reflect about?  What is the assignment?  What is the topic of the narrative(s)?  While there are not limited areas on which teachers should reflect, Britzman notes that education students must reflect on their years of education as “they bring to teacher education their educational biography and some well-worn and commonsensical images of teacher’s work . . . It must be remembered that by the time a person enters teacher education, she or he has spent approximately thirteen thousand hours observing teachers” (Practice Makes Practice, 1991, p. 3).  Quite literally, education students bring to their teacher education programs ideas, predispositions and biases of what teaching should and should not look like.  Teachers must explore and recognize what those predispositions and biases are, or else such biases will dictate the career of the teacher subconsciously.  
Vloet and van Swet support this argument as they explain that being aware of past educational experiences is important as it often shapes our current practice: “ . . . biographical aspects have an impact on teachers’ work and life, such as early childhood experiences, early teacher role-models, previous experiences throughout their teaching career, significant others and critical periods or moments in their life-path.  These biographical influences affect both the self-image of professionals and their task perception, which are both situated on a cognitive level.  Together they form a personal cognitive interpretation framework for professional conduct of teachers” (p. 151).  Literally, past observations of teachers and schooling dictate how teachers view themselves and their work.  Acknowledging and exploring these past observations is therefore vital to understanding and shaping the current work of a teacher.
Reflecting on my own education, even briefly, I am able to reveal some of my own teaching “roots”, both for the better and for the worse.  In my first years of teaching, a common criticism that I received from my vice-principal was that I needed to get the students interacting with one another more.  Although I had studied the benefits of cooperative learning as an undergraduate, and knew that I needed to get the students engaged in fruitful discussions and group work, I resisted this, keeping group work to a minimum.  Instead, I preferred to have the students working independently and quietly.  Why is this style of learning something that I resisted, even if I could recite the benefits?  Reflecting back on my own education, the source of this resistance is abundantly clear:  Group work was not something that I experienced in my schooling, especially at the high school level.  All memorable projects were completed in isolation:  I created an insect collection as an 11th grader, alone.  I researched and presented the benefits of extracurricular activities in the 10th grade, alone.  I struggled to understand how to write a proof in geometry, alone.  All of this learning was something that I discovered, experienced and struggled through independently.  With the exception of asking a friend for occasional help with math homework, I have no recollection of engaging in group work, allowing the different strengths of a variety of peers to unite as one to create, learn and explore.  
Completing this research now as a graduate student, the connection between my past education and my current teaching is obvious; yet, I had never been guided to consider the impact of the lack of cooperative learning and group work on my own teaching.  Possessing this awareness, this understanding that I naturally carry with me a resistance toward group work, is incredibly powerful for my current teacher life.  Knowing this, I can push myself during lesson planning and ask:  Where is the cooperative learning here?  If it is not present, why have you neglected it?  Is group work deliberately not a part of this lesson, selected as what is best for student learning, or have you simply followed the path  that is most comfortable to you:  independent work?  The power in this self-awareness is both obvious and necessary to my teaching.  I wonder:  What other biases exist within me?  What must I understand about my past in order to be a better teacher today?  By recognizing my biases through reflection, I am able to clearly identify areas and ways in which I might be hindering the learning of my current students, simply because I did not learn in that manner.
Not only does reflection facilitate the exploration of the past that is shaping the current teaching of educators, but reflection can also help teachers explore the differences between themselves and their students.  Amy Suzanne Johnson writes in her article “Layering experiences, creating points of contact: An autoethnographic inquiry into critically reflective teaching narratives” (2006) that, “. . . by telling teaching-experience narratives, beginning teachers can come to better understand various aspects of their practices, identify the layers of difference that exist between themselves and their students, and offer multiple interpretations of challenges that they encounter in their classrooms” (p. 87-88).  These “layers” include the historical, political and social contexts of a teacher that have inevitably “resulted in the accumulation of a vast number of privileges not shared by their students” (p. 89).  Teachers, very simply, have different “layers” from their students as their historical, political and social contexts are different.  Yet, despite these vast differences between teachers and students, teachers still need to make connections to their students in order to create impact and to facilitate learning.  Johnson argues that making such connections too quickly and before reflection, can lead to dangerous, shallow claims of connection on the part of the teacher.  For example, if a teacher from an upper middle class school system who played basketball during high school, claims to have a connection to his/her student-athlete in an urban, poverty-stricken school system, the teacher may project shallow expectations onto that student (i.e. Why can’t you manage to get your homework done and go to practice?  I did in high school!).  Such shallow connections neglect to recognize major social differences.  Maybe that student had to ride the bus home for an hour after practice, only to come home to a house in which there was no dinner waiting, noise from siblings or neighbors, leading to the student not being able to complete their homework.  The social differences are much more vast than the connection, yielding the connection to be disingenuous.  Johnson therefore shows that teacher reflection must be thorough, adding that “beginning teachers, then, must take into account the fluidity of their stories, the iterative process of storytelling, and the dangers of keeping stories decontextualized when interacting with students from diverse social, economic, racial and gender backgrounds” (p. 100-101).
Lastly, reflective learning can help teachers make connections to the educational theory that is so often viewed as pointless and out of touch.  Understanding how this theory affects teaching is vital as it causes teachers to be “more attentive to practical, ethical, critical and transformational dimensions of the experience of learning to teach, leading to more informed and integrative understandings about their roles and practices” (Orland-Barak, Yinon p. 958).  Not only does linking theory to teaching practice create more informed and integrative teachers, but such linking also helps create teachers who possess agency, or “one’s ability to pursue the goals that one values” (Vloet, van Swet, p. 152).  Teachers are commonly noted as professionals who do not possess agency, leading educators to be silenced or ignored within their own field.  Thus, reflective learning can help teachers “clearly know . . . which values, standards and educational concepts they base their teaching and educating methods” (Vloet, van Swet, p. 150), leading teachers to be agents of change, acting on their own beliefs, pursuing them independently.  
Renee T. Clift and Patricia Brady illustrate the need for teachers to make a connection to theory in their article “Research on Methods Courses and Field Experiences” (2005) when they explain how easily prospective teachers can be silenced during their field work.  These authors explain that during student teaching experiences, many future educators become “disillusioned” with teaching, in part “due to the fact that prospective teachers understandably have difficulty integrating knowledge across domains in course work and integrating propositional knowledge with practical knowledge in the field” (p. 332).  This difficultly for teachers is alarming as “there is documentation that prospective teachers can act against their beliefs in order to avoid conflict with cooperating teachers or supervisors and they may perceive some conflict even when others involved do not share this perception” (p. 332).  If student teachers will adjust their beliefs to avoid conflict, or perceived conflict, then this teacher will most likely be easily persuaded to act against their beliefs in their future careers.  Thus, prospective teachers must be confident in their beliefs, and should be able to support their beliefs with theory as a strong base.

Dorene D. Ross describes in her article “Programmatic structures for the preparation of reflective teachers” (1990) that one way to develop such a strong belief base with theory is during reflective learning.  She explains that good reflective teaching programs will also direct preservice teachers to develop and analyze a personally developed curricula.  She explains that “involvement in such a project encourages students to take an active role in curriculum construction rather than perceiving themselves as passive technicians teaching prepackaged lessons.  Additionally, the requirement that students actively develop a curriculum helps students link theory and practice and emphasizes that they have a personal responsibility for the education of children” (p. 103)  Such a reflective process helps education students develop a voice, and provides them with the practice and means to support that voice, creating them into a teacher of agency.
  An understanding of the necessity of the development of one’s voice is something that strikes close to home for me.  My cooperating teacher, and a personal role model, Mr. John Gaughan, is a teacher who made the decision to use his voice to fight for what he believed.  A long time teacher in a small district in the Cincinnati, Ohio area,  John was named some years ago best High School English Teacher in Ohio, he is an active member and presenter for the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), and has authored two books.  However, four years ago the gentlemen that became the principal of the school began to pressure John to drastically change his teaching content and habits, despite the fact that John’s students regularly scored well on the state standardized tests.  He was pressured to teach decontextualized grammar skills, test-taking strategies, and to change the texts that he had hand-selected.  John resisted, brought his curriculum before the board of education, and defended and supported his work.  
Such a scenario happens in schools every day all over this country, but in many cases, teachers would not work to defend their choices as John did.  Instead, teachers simply make the changes requested of them, some with disgust and some with indifference, allowing their voice and professional work to be overrun and disrespected.  Allowing outside voices to easily change what happens in a classroom has led schools in our country to be run, funded and deteriorated by tests and standards that do not help our nation’s students learn and grow.  Engaging preservice teachers in reflective learning strategies to help them learn how their voice sounds, develop that voice into a strong, educated sound, and how to wield that voice to defend a belief, is something that teacher education simply must do.  As professionals, teachers must be able to understand why they are teaching as they chose to, rather than mindlessly teaching as another person directs them to.  
According to the study entitled “Tell me your story: A reflection strategy for preservice teachers” (2009), reflective learning can help students of education employ “the use of critical thought, self-direction, and problem solving, as well as nourishing personal knowledge and self awareness” (Binks et. al., p. 154), which leads us to the second component of an exploratory teacher education:  Problem based learning.  Problem based learning is described well by Taplin and Chan in their article “Developing Problem-Solving Practitioners” (2001) as learning “in which an initial problem situation is presented to pre-service teachers as it would be to real practitioners of the discipline.  With guidance, the pre-service teachers identify skills and knowledge that they need to acquire and apply in their solution attempts.  Pre-service teachers are required to reason and apply this knowledge” (p. 287).  While this style of learning may sound appealing to some, the question of why such learning is essential for teachers must be addressed.  Very simply, teachers must learn through problem based learning because the teaching profession is one in which teachers are faced with problems on an every day basis that must be solved both swiftly and carefully.  In the article “Beyond knowledge: Exploring why some teachers are more thoughtfully adaptive than others” (2010) the authors describe successful teachers as those that “recognize that virtually every situation is different, must see multiple perspectives and imagine multiple possibilities, and must apply professional knowledge differently.  Such teachers have been described variously as “thoughtfully adaptive” (Duffy, 2002), as having ‘adaptive expertise” (Bransford et al., 2005), as displaying “disciplined improvisation” (Sawyer, 2004), as possessing “adaptive metacogition” (Lin, Schwartz, & Hatano, 2005), or as demonstrating “wise improvisation” (Little et al., 2007)” (Fairbanks et al., p. 162).  Very clearly, one component of being a successful teacher is possessing the ability to problem-solve effectively, and often “on the spot”.  
Author Christina De Simone, advocating for this style of learning in her article “Problem-based learning: A framework for prospective teachers’ pedagogical problem solving” (2008), engaged in a study in which she taught two sections of a graduate level education course: One with a teacher-centered learning style, and one with problem based learning.  She decided to engage in the study, recognizing that problem solving is not necessarily an easy task for teachers, but one that was necessary; she wanted to try to more actively cultivate this essential skill for her education students.  She writes that teachers must problem solve day in and day out, and it is often “difficult for teachers because of the complexity of the problems they face: managing the classroom, assessing learning, teaching to meet individual differences, and building parent-teacher relationships” (p. 179).  
Understanding, then, the necessity of being able to be a strong problem solver, De Simone moved forward in her experiment, noting what problem-based learning does for education students, including: “prepares them to construct a principled understanding of the issues in the problem case, so they learn to apply principled flexibility to problems of varying complexity”; guides teachers to seek “information from a variety of sources, justifying their decisions, discussing findings and weighing consequences in order to construct a viable and possibly even innovative solution”; “see underlying patterns and issues in their classrooms”; and guides teachers to “be able to ground their decisions in the literature and to scrutinize that literature . . . helping prospective teachers develop a broader, more principled understanding of classroom and pedagogical issues” (p. 180).  The results of De Simone’s study are both overwhelming and clear:  Problem based learning helps teachers identify and define the main problem before them, relate the solution to the problem, and use resources more effectively (p. 187).  This style of learning is not only engaging and exciting, but forces education students to create solutions themselves (i.e. develop a sense of agency), base their solutions in theory and evidence (i.e. make connections and apply educational theory), and work with others to resolve an issue (a realistic exercise for working with other professionals toward the common goal of doing what is best for student learning).  

Catherine Le Maistre and Anthony Pare’s research in “Whatever it takes: How beginning teachers learn to survive” (2010) support the idea of problem based learning.  The authors write, “Problem-based learning, common in business or engineering programs, might offer a strategy for providing student teachers with realistic, ill-defined, problems, rather than the contrived situation more common in pedagogy textbooks.  Teacher educators should be less categorical about providing clear-cut “ideal” solutions to problems, even though the student teachers might ask for them” (p. 564).  Taplin and Chan summarize the need for problem based learning well when they write, “. . . teachers avoid change . . . that they see as too difficult, if not impossible.  However, our pre-service teachers’ experiences [with problem based learning] suggest that if they are given time and space to discuss possible solutions they could come to their own awareness that the seeming impossible can be overcome” (p. 300).  To give future educators the place to practice problem solving, leading them to possess the idea that they can “overcome the impossible” is incredibly powerful  For problem based learning to embolden teachers to such a degree makes the idea of returning to teacher-centered learning in teacher education programs seem silly, and even irresponsible, for the teaching profession.
As leaders of teacher education programs consider and reflect on the learning styles that dominate their courses, many will discover that teacher-centered learning, lectures and power points, or unguided discussion are currently dominating the learning of future teachers.  It is the hope of this researcher that exploratory learning can become integrated into teacher education programs, and replace such barren learning styles.  Exploratory teacher education programs that utilize reflective learning and problem based learning will help yield teachers that enter the profession possessing powerful self-awareness, and the ability to tackle and solve the complex problems that face teachers everyday.  Such learning will help prepare teachers in such a way that burning out, quitting, becoming cynical, or reverting back to ineffective teaching strategies will be much more possible to avoid and deflect.  Exploratory programs will yield a better, stronger teacher for our schools and for our children.  
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