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Cooperating Teachers’ Perceptions of Co-teaching in Agriculture Teacher Candidate Preparation

Introduction
Student teaching is the pinnacle of the preservice program.  It is there teacher candidates activate collectively, the knowledge, theory and skill related to facilitating learning in the secondary environment.  Candidates enter, expected to advance student progress on testing goals and manage student behavior, while experienced teachers of record step out.  This practice is contrary to the documented correlation between student performance and teacher experience (Darling-Hammond, 2000).  Struggle often ensues on the part of the students and candidate.  Co-teaching provides a possible solution to the balance between a quality academic environment and building candidate competence (Scantlebury, Gallo-Fox, & Wassell, 2008). 

Conceptual Framework
Co-teaching involves adoption of the mindset that teachers and teacher candidates share the classroom and students; actively teaching and learning together (Tobin, 2006).  This concept mirrors learning within communities of practice where parties share interest and interact regularly, while learning about and working together to advance topical understandings (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002).  Placed within a teacher learning lens, knowledge of practice is a powerful conception, merging theoretical understandings and practical engagement through professional interaction with other teachers (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999). This convergence presents the teacher as both teacher and learner.  They problematize their teaching and engage with peers in the construction of new knowledge and professional advancement. Candidates have the potential to develop as professionals during student teaching, by being intentional about their roles in teaching and learning (Goodnough, Osmond, Dibbon, Glassman, & Stevens, 2009). 

Merely providing space for candidates to apply university learning, cooperating teachers downplay their expertise, failing to view themselves as site-level teacher educators (Feiman-Nemser, 1998). The goal of co-teaching at [university] is to support collaborative efforts between cooperating teachers and candidates, as they facilitate student learning through co-planning and co-teaching.  During candidate placement, leadership begins with the cooperating teacher. With time and support, the responsibility is transferred to the candidate. Six possible strategies are outlined to develop candidate leadership in the academic setting: One Teach, One Observe; One Teach, One Assist; Station Teaching; Parallel Teaching; Differentiated Teaching; and Team Teaching (Friend & Bursuck, 2009).

The purpose of this study was to examine the effectiveness of co-teaching for cooperating teachers in agricultural education at [university]. The objectives included: (1) identify the most frequently used strategies, (2) identify the strengths and (3) the challenges secondary agricultural education cooperating teachers perceive as related to co-teaching.

Methodology
The study population included the nine cooperating teachers working with [university] teacher candidates in agricultural education, during the winter 2013 quarter. Participants completed the co-teaching training with their teacher candidate. The two groups actively applied co-teaching to their specific teaching situations, and candidates wrote weekly reflections. The reflections were reviewed to identify the frequency of strategy use.  Cooperating teachers also participated in a focus group interview about their co-teaching experiences.  An expert panel of teacher education faculty reviewed the open-ended interview guide. The interview was recorded and transcribed.  Data were coded and themes extracted using thematic analysis (Grbich, 2007).

Findings
Related to the first objective, the most utilized co-teaching strategy was One Teach, One Observe with 32 mentions. This strategy was used most during the first few weeks and began tapering the longer the candidates were in the setting.  The remaining strategies included: One Teach, One Assist with 23 mentions; Team Teaching with 15 mentions; Station Teaching with 7 mentions; Parallel Teaching with 2 mentions and Differentiated Teaching with just 1 mention.

The second objective identified the strengths cooperating teachers perceived related to co-teaching. Cooperating teachers appreciated the familiarity of co-teaching and the goal requiring them to be more purposeful in their interaction with candidates. They felt co-teaching gave them an excuse to remain in the room, rather than leaving upon the candidate’s placement.  This license was believed to reduce pressure on the candidate and increase instructional quality.  They believed candidates advanced more quickly in their classroom management due to sustained mentoring.  They appreciated the fresh ideas and information gained from participating with candidates in planning and teaching. 

The third objective identified the challenges cooperating teachers perceived as related to co-teaching.  Initially, they felt candidates had difficulty launching into the role of teacher, as they became too comfortable with their roles as observer.  They believe co-teaching made them feel they were sheltering the candidates from the harsh realities of the secondary environment.  They also believed they were doing too much “hand holding,” especially with co-planning, noting many did not require it.  Lastly, cooperating teachers felt candidates were not “spreading their wings” since they continually looked to them for direction.

Conclusions  
Cooperating teachers who worked with [university] teacher candidates were satisfied with the practice of implementing co-teaching into the existing secondary framework.  This was evidenced by the numerous references to co-teach strategies within the weekly candidate reflections.  In the interview setting, cooperating teachers shared they were not new to the idea of co-teaching, but had not previously approached it with the intentionality required. Their concern for candidate success in content delivery and classroom management, as well as meeting their individual need for growing autonomy, indicates the seriousness with which they viewed their role in shaping their candidate’s professional identity.

Recommendations/Implications
The researchers recommend cooperating teachers and candidates regularly discuss the goals and outcomes of their co-teaching relationship.  This action has the potential to more appropriately tailor the experience. Teacher educators can close the feedback loop by discussing co-teach progress at site visits. This carries the potential to increase the frequency, and broaden use, of co-teach strategies. Re-teaching strategies or reminders of how to shift leadership roles may be necessary.  To broaden understanding, research must be conducted on the experiences teacher candidates and students have with the co-teaching approach.
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