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Characteristics of Effective Cooperating Teachers: Teachers’ Perceptions

Introduction/Need for Research
The student teaching experience has been noted by many researchers (Glenn, 2006; Koerner, Rust, & Baumgartner, 2002; Guyton & McIntyre, 1990) as one of the most critical components of the teacher preparation program.  Therefore, “the selection of qualified cooperating teachers with whom these students will work is accordingly imperative” (Glenn, 2006, p. 1).  Given this knowledge of the student teaching experience, it is discouraging to know that the criteria used to select cooperating teachers is usually unrelated to the goals of the teacher education program (Copas, 1984).

The purpose of this study was to continue to develop the model of cooperating teacher effectiveness developed by Roberts (2006).  This purpose aligns with the National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education and Communication (Doerfert, 2011).  The study supports research priority areas for meaningful, engaged learning in all environments which include “examining various meaningful learning environments in assorted agricultural education contexts for their impact on specific cognitive, affective, and psychomotor learning outcomes.” (p. 9).  In order to do develop a better understanding of effective cooperating teachers, agriscience teachers in <State> and <State> were used in this investigation.

Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is grounded in cognitive skill psychology (Hobson, 2002).  Student teachers develop and refine their skills in the classroom through the application of their training with the assistance of their cooperating teacher.  The cooperating teacher takes on the role of “mentor” or “coach” to provide support and guidance for the student teacher.  This notion is supported by Vygotskys’s social learning theory and that scaffolding needs to be provided by more competent peers or adults (Slavin, 2009).  

Methodology
This project used the Delphi method (Linstone & Turoff, 1975) to collect data about what characteristics are essential to being an effective cooperating teacher.  Two distinct phases were used to establish the panel of experts and develop a consensus of essential characteristics.  Skulmoski, Hartman, & Krahn (2007) identified the selection of participants as one of the most important components of the Delphi because their opinions are what all conclusions are based upon.  To develop the two expert panels, all agriscience teachers in each state were asked during the spring of 2009, via email, to submit the names of 1-3 teachers that they believe to be expert cooperating teachers.  In <State> 202 of 543 teachers responded (37%), which resulted in an expert panel of 17 teachers.  The response rate in <State> was 20% with 328 of 1606 teacher responding, resulting in 16 teachers on the expert panel.

The data collection in each state began in 2010 with the first round of the Delphi.  Qualtrics, a web based survey tool, was used to conduct this phase of the study.  Teachers were asked to identify as many characteristics as they felt were necessary to be an effective cooperating teacher.  Subsequent rounds were used to reach a consensus among each expert panel about what characteristics should be included.

Results/Findings
For the first round of the study <State> had a response rate of 94% (n = 15) and <State> had a response rate of 73% (n = 11).  <State> teachers generated 121 items while the list for <State> contained 85 items.  During the second round similar and duplicate items were combined while compound statements were separated and then returned to the panel.  Participants were asked to rate each characteristic identified with round one on a six point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 6 = Strongly Agree).  It was decided a priori that items with a mean less than 4.8 would be removed.  This resulted in 37 items from <State> teachers and 36 items from <State> teachers.  The final round asked participants to indicate whether they agree or disagree that each characteristic should be included on the final list; characteristics receiving less than 80% agreement were eliminated.  This resulted in a final list of 36 characteristics in <State> and 34 characteristics in <State>.  The list was then grouped according to Roberts (2006) model of cooperating teacher effectiveness.  Figure 1 displays items that were identified by both expert panels.  It is important to note that the Teaching/Instruction category had no shared characteristics.  
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Figure 1. Model of cooperating teacher effectiveness.  Adapted from Roberts (2006).  

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
This study found that the overall model of cooperating teacher effectiveness proposed by Roberts (2006) is supported by the perceptions of agriscience teachers in <State> and <State>.  However, variation was seen among the unique characteristics that describe each category.  One possible explanation for this might be that the cooperating teachers see a very different side of the dynamic relationship between the student teacher, cooperating teacher, university supervisor and the students at their teaching site.  In Roberts (2006) and Roberts and Dyer (2004) student teachers put more emphasis on the Teaching/Instruction component of the model than the cooperating teachers.  Zeichner (2002) suggests that being a good classroom teacher is not synonymous with being a good cooperating teacher, which might be reflected in the characteristics identified in this study.  Enz and Cook (1992) recommended that cooperating teacher be selected for their ability to be effective mentors, which further supports the emphasis cooperating teachers placed on personal and relationship characteristics.  Further research should be conducted to evaluate the characteristics of effective cooperating teachers through the lens of the university supervisors.  This study should also be replicated in other states to further explore the differences among cooperating teachers.  The characteristics identified by this study and Roberts (2006) could also be used with a much larger sample to determine if cooperating teacher and student teachers agree on which characteristics are most important.  
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