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Strategies for Creating Meaningful Field Experiences for Preservice Teachers.

Introduction & Need for Strategy
Meaningful field experiences for preservice teachers are essential bridges between the theoretical instruction provided in university coursework and the realities of classroom teaching. However, the effectiveness of these experiences varies widely, often due to a lack of strategic planning, unclear expectations, or a lack of alignment with pedagogical goals. To address this, our institution has adopted the backward design approach (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), traditionally used in adopted the backward design approach (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), which is usually used in purpose by defining the desired outcomes for teacher candidates and aligning activities and assessments to meet those goals. The rationale is simple: just as courses require coherent objectives and evaluations, so do field experiences. By first crafting a profile of a successful field experience and collaboratively defining learning outcomes, we ensure alignment and intentionality. This allows for the development of field experiences that are relevant, reflective, and responsive to the needs of preservice teachers.

Connection to Literature
Research (Zeichner, 2010; Grossman et al., 2009) confirms that well-structured field experiences enhance pedagogical understanding, teaching efficacy, and professional identity. Key elements include strong university-school partnerships, role clarity for all stakeholders, integrated coursework, and structured feedback mechanisms (Dunst et al., 2019). The backward design model (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) emphasizes the importance of starting with clear goals and working backward to design practical learning activities. When applied to field experiences, this model enables programs to prioritize core competencies and build learning opportunities that develop those outcomes through guided practice, reflection, and feedback. Best practices from literature also emphasize the importance of culturally responsive teaching, mentor training, and integration of reflective practice and feedback from multiple sources (Weimer, 2013; Wilcoxen et al., 2021).

Implementation of Strategy
Implementation follows a three-phase structure:
Phase 1: Define Success and Set Goals. Develop a shared understanding of what a "successful field experience" looks like, in partnership with university supervisors, mentor teachers, and preservice candidates. Clearly articulate the expected learning outcomes, tied to state standards and institutional goals. Co-design goals with teacher candidates to foster ownership and professional agency.

Phase 2: Design and Align Activities. Create structured field experience templates that incorporate embedded instructional activities, aligning with the defined goals (e.g., observation rubrics, co-teaching protocols, reflective journals). Provide space for student choice and co-design opportunities, where candidates propose learning activities they feel will support their growth. Include routines for documentation and assessment through formative tools such as weekly reflections and video analysis.
Phase 3: Implement Systematic Feedback and Reflection. Weekly check-ins use brief surveys or Zoom calls with both preservice teachers and mentor teachers. Midpoint and endpoint evaluations were conducted by university supervisors using shared rubrics. Reflective practice is emphasized, with candidates reading peer reflections to deepen perspective and critical thinking.
Structured meetings between field staff, candidates, and cooperating teachers to ensure ongoing alignment.  Key structures include: Weekly 3-question Qualtrics surveys for candidates and mentors; Digital documentation folders track progress and feedback.; A menu of required and optional field activities that emphasize the application of methods course content; and, Shared expectations and co-developed assessment tools.

Results to Date / Implications / Impact
Implementation can lead to improved clarity, alignment, and candidate performance. Candidates have anecdotally self-reported higher self-efficacy and deeper reflection, attributed to the consistent check-ins and feedback structure. Mentor teachers note greater engagement and professionalism among interns, especially in settings where co-design was emphasized. University supervisors observed that field experiences were more productive and led to improved performance in summative evaluations, particularly when candidates had participated in collaborative goal setting. The use of peer reflections enabled candidates to understand diverse teaching approaches, thereby broadening their pedagogical repertoire and fostering empathy.

Future Plans / Advice to Others
Future iterations will expand digital supports (e.g., integrated learning management systems, mobile reflection apps) and strengthen mentor training. There is also an opportunity to explore the utilization of generative artificial intelligence to create a “field experience coach” as a GPT to be used in the preparation phase prior to field experiences and as an on-demand resource during these experiences. 
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