Conceptual Framework

Mineral Area College is committed to its future vision of training teachers for the new millennium. Building on a core component of general education, MAC has created alternative pathways for degree-seeking students in the areas of early childhood education, elementary education, and secondary education.  These degrees are already being articulated with transfer institutions, including Central Methodist College, Southeast Missouri State University,  and Missouri Baptist College. Students transfer to many other institutions, and the coordinator of the teacher education program is negotiating articulation agreements with these other colleges and universities to facilitate student transfer.  

Countless themes emerge within the program, but some of the most heavily stressed themes within the program include:

· Lifespan development

· Student/ learner diversity

· Technology

· Classroom management

· Assessment

· Portfolio development

· Reflection

The program is designed in an eclectic fashion, encompassing the eleven MoSTEP standards throughout the pre-professional education curriculum.  The primary theory espoused in the program in Constructivism with emphasis on the educational theories of Benjamin Bloom, Howard Gardner, Jean Piaget, John Dewey, Lev Vygotsky, Jerome Bruner and countless others.

Emphasis on Teacher Education Faculty of Mineral Area College
The faculty who teach in the program represent a wealth of experience in the field of education and educational psychology.  They are committed to the notion that they are training teachers who must challenge their own future students to think critically and independently, to be productive members of a society in which they live, and ultimately to foster a sense of purpose that will enable them to become lifelong learners committed to leaving the world a better place than they found it.  Faculty subscribe to the following tenets of constructivism:

· Learning is dependent on the prior conceptions the learner brings to the experience.

· The learner must construct his or her own meaning.

· Learning is contextual.

· Learning is dependent on the shared understanding learners negotiate with others.

· Effective Teaching involves understanding students’ existing cognitive structures and providing appropriate learning activities to assist them.

· Teachers can utilize one or more key strategies to facilitate conceptual change, depending on the congruence of the concepts with student understanding and conceptualization.  The key elements of conceptual change can be addressed by specific teaching methods.

· Greater emphasis should be placed on “learning how to learn” than on accumulating facts.  In terms of content, less is more.  (Anderson et al. 1994 in Orlich et al. 2001). 

Members of the faculty are well versed in the MoSTEP standards and have a full appreciation of the responsibility they share in assisting each student in successfully meeting the mid-preparation benchmarks.  Furthermore, the faculty is committed to enabling students to create a portfolio that is a reflective sampling of the student’s work, documenting his or her emergence as a candidate for a four-year baccalaureate teacher education program.  “Reflection in teaching is a process that takes place over long periods of time in which connections, long strands of connections are made between one’s values, purposes, and actions towards engaging students in their own meaningful learning” (Lyons, 1998 in Rieman, 2000).  The faculty encourages students to practice self-evaluation pertaining to their own learning experiences.  From this reflection, students are motivated to initiate the process of making cognitive connections between their own learning and their potential to teach.  Furthermore, the faculty encourages students to consider their future impact on their potential students.  Ultimately, this reflection will engender the students’ abilities to select appropriate artifacts for their portfolios commensurate with the MoSTEP Standards (Rieman, 2000). The program also strictly adheres to the MoSTEP Standards, interspersing the competencies within each standard throughout the various courses that comprise the program.  The MoSTEP Standards, similar to the INTASC Standards, focus on the college’s commitment to providing a broad-based approach to training its future educators.  Great emphasis is placed on the connection between building upon prior learning experiences and the correlation between the disciplines.  Faculty will strive to motivate students to appreciate the levels of learning reflected in Bloom’s Taxonomy (Orlich et al., 2001).  Furthermore, faculty will promote the concept that as their own students begin the process of identifying their own prior knowledge, they can begin to apply these concepts to new ones.  Consequently, faculty will begin to advocate that their students formulate connections between a multitude of disciplines and arrive at the realization that learning is not compartmentalized entirely into subjects.  This process is described as “ideational scaffolding” or “bridging,” a powerful tool in the faculty’s repertoire of skills (Brooks & Brooks, 1999). 

Further attention is placed on the need for authentic assessments, including those assessments that are performance-based tools.  Newmann (1991) indicates that certain principles are key to a successful assessment initiative.  (Sage and Burrello, 1994). Specifically, he indicates that one pillar of such a powerful movement must include “Authentic student achievement, rather than traditional student achievement methods, equity issues, the empowerment of student and staff, the creation of learning communities, reflective dialogue, and accountability systems for outcomes.”  He further asserts that authentic student achievement must include an emphasis on “using the mind to produce discourse, material objects and performances that have personal aesthetic and utilitarian value during school, living in the school community, as well as adjusting to post school life (Newmann, 1991 in Sage and Burrello, 1994). These theories mesh well with MAC’s program, especially as instructors endeavor to stress MoSTEP Standards 1.2.8. 

Emphasis on Professional Education Students Pertinent to the Nature of Teaching and Learning Including Their Own Experiences
The teacher education program at Mineral Area College stresses that pre-service teachers must have a profound understanding of the teaching and learning process, including reflection on their own experiences as a learner. Since pre-service teachers have a significant role in preparing their future students as citizens in a world that is constantly changing, future educators must keep abreast of new ideas, be well versed in critical thinking strategies, and foster creative approaches to teaching and learning.  Future generations will need different sets of skills than previous generations required, including knowledge of the following tenets: “Learning how to learn, creative thinking, problem solving, interpersonal effectiveness and leadership skills that will allow one to work within and influence organizations and teamwork skills, and organizational influences leading to effective leadership skills” (Sage and Burrello, 1994). 

As potential classroom teachers, pre-service candidates must embrace the advances in technology and recognize the role that the information age will play in their classrooms.  American education has undergone a revolutionary paradigm shift in the past decade.  This shift embraces technology and its impact on classroom instruction.  This change in mindset addresses the following concepts of technology and its ramifications on education; as pre-service teachers meet these demands, they must:

· Recognize and embrace the power of new media and the technologies for fulfilling the educational purpose.

· Develop plans to integrate the best of the old teaching methods with all the possibilities of the new.

· Institute plans in a controlled, coherent fashion to maximize instructional opportunities for our increasingly diverse and multicultural audience.

· Become reflective teachers, capable of creative critical thought about both learning theory and their own teaching strategies.

· Use authentic means of assessment, tools for measuring higher-order thinking and “real world” skills in students (Howell and Dunnivant, 2000).

Drawing on their own learning experiences and current research, future educators must also strive to instill in their own pupils a desire to work collaboratively with others.  Experts acknowledge that children learn best by doing, and in particularly young children that “doing” is synonymous with play and experimentation.  Although a child can make significant gains when he grapples with a concept alone, he or she can make even greater strides towards achieving meaningful learning when paired with a small number of peers.  “A growing body of research on collaborative or cooperative learning has demonstrated the benefits of children working with other children in collective learning efforts” (Johnson et al.1981; Rysavy & Sales, 1991 in Strommen, 2002). Other advantages of such collaboration include the feeling by those students involved that they have a sense of “shared progress and shared goals” with their partners. As learners, children become more reflective of their learning and develop a sense of teamwork with their peers. This shared experience enables children to become better problem solvers, and the end result indicates advances in learning (Johnson et al. 1981; Rysavy & Sales, 1991 in Strommen, 2002).  A constructivist classroom empowers students to be more active learners than those students who reside in a more traditional classroom.  Much of their time is spent engaged in active learning by questioning ideas, sharing ideas with others, discussing theories and concepts, and adjusting their knowledge to accommodate their acquired knowledge.  As a result, the constructivist classroom fosters a more collaborative environment – one where students work with peers and the teacher to construct their own knowledge, creating a type of learning that is more enduring (Sprague and Dede, 2002). 

The constructivist teacher realizes that since learning is such a self-directed process, students must discover ideas for themselves.  Although the teacher serves as a facilitator of learning, providing opportunities for learning to occur, the students themselves must take an active role in their own learning.  Therefore, the curriculum should be organized in a spiraling fashion that, according to Bruner, has the following major themes: 

· Predisposition toward learning

· The ways in which a body of knowledge can be structured so that it can be most readily grasped by the learner

· The most effective sequences in which to present material

· The nature of pacing of rewards and punishment (Bruner, 1996).

Aside from recognizing the need for a spiraling curriculum, the pre-service teacher must also foster the attitude in his/her pupils that although the rewards of learning are many, the most valuable reward of learning is intrinsic, not extrinsic.  Finally, the future educator must begin to view himself/herself as a facilitator of student learning and not merely as one who imparts knowledge.  Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky indicates social and cultural forces influence learning.  He supports a discovery model of learning with the teacher serving as the facilitator of learning, and the students as active participants in the progress.  Vygotsky’s three basic premises assert that students must first construct meaning.  Those around the child, including parents and teachers, direct this “meaning.”  These guides foster the development of the child’s perspective and how he or she views the world.  The second premise of Vygotsky is that children must be provided with the tools for appropriate cognitive development.  The scope and quality of those instruments for learning will impact the student’s ultimate success for learning.  Finally, he maintains that students have a “Zone of Proximal Development” in which problem-solving skills can be placed into three distinct categories.  Those include “those performed independently by students, those that cannot be performed even with help, and those that fall between the two extremes, the tasks that can be performed with help from others” (Vygotsky in Social Constructivism, 2002). A teacher must recognize this optimal period for learning to acquire and create opportunities for active learning to occur. 

Further assertions by Vygotsky substantiate a constructivist curriculum and approach to teaching and learning.  Since learning is a collaborative, social process, he argues that one cannot really teach information; consequently, a student must “construct his or her own understanding in his or her own mind.”  In this process, the teacher’s role is that of facilitator.  Vygotsky further contends that teachers can utilize their understanding of the zone of proximal development to foster optimal learning experiences.  Furthermore, Vygotsky affirms that learning should be couched in meaningful contexts.  He also encourages learning to focus on experiences that are outside the boundaries of the traditional classroom, including real-life learning) Vygotsky in Social Constructivism, 2002). Ironically, his theories that were published in the 1930’s sound like a recent call by the state of Missouri for schools to create service learning projects for their students which take students into real-life situations to create meaningful learning. 

MAC’s program further maintains that teaching and learning involve a scaffolding approach to empower students to build upon their prior learning experiences and to forge connections between their own learning and their potential to teach.  Constructivist classrooms promote the notion that learning is a “result of mental construction” (“What is Constructivism? 2002). Further support to that ideology is given by Bruner, who asserts, “learning is an active process in which learners construct new ideas or concepts based upon their current and past knowledge.”  He further explains that the “curriculum should be organized in a spiral manner so that the student continually builds upon what he has already learned” (“Jerome Bruner,” 2002). Ausubel supports further impetus for a spiraling curriculum.  He maintains that students should come to appreciate the simplest concepts first and then gradually be exposed to increasingly difficult concepts.  The teacher should facilitate the process, integrating new material with previously learned information through comparisons to prior learning experiences (“David Ausubel,” 2002). 

Finally, on his or her journey from student to teacher, the candidate must become a reflective practitioner who extrapolates meaning from his or her own experiences and translates those experiences into tools for future classroom experiences as an educator.  As a product of a constructivist environment in the teacher education program at Mineral Area College, the pre-service teacher is encouraged to scrutinize his/her own learning experiences and synthesize a basic understanding of the teaching and learning process that will empower him or her to begin the process of establishing a constructivist classroom after completion of a baccalaureate program in education. 

Emphasis on Professional Education Students Pertinent to Their Future Teaching
Finally, MAC’s teacher education program maintains that as the pre-service candidate progresses from student to teacher, he or she must possess certain attributes, including an appropriate knowledge base of subject matter, a philosophy of teaching that analyzes how he or she feels about the teaching and learning process, a success-oriented disposition regarding teaching and learning, and a repertoire of skills to empower him/her in facilitating the teaching and learning process.

First, the pre-service teacher must possess a knowledge base commensurate with the subject to be taught.  This knowledge must include basic general education, including those defined in the Show-Me Standards, including Communication Arts, Fine Arts, Health/Physical Education, Mathematics, Science, and Social Science.  Pursuant to Standard 1.2.1 of the MoSTEP benchmarks, the pre-service teacher will also possess the core knowledge of what is defined as “the discipline.”  Furthermore, the pre-service teacher must possess an appreciation of how this material is to be presented.  In accordance with MoSTEP Standard 1.2.2, the future educator must also appreciate the basic concepts of human development and learning.  Gardner (1991) affirms, “…it is best to think of the mind of the five-year-old as a curious blend of strengths and weaknesses, powers and limitations.  In its theoretical resourcefulness and intuitions, it is powerful; in its artistic endeavors, it can be creative and imaginative; in its adventurousness, it is exemplary; in its tendency to stereotype, simplify, it is distinctly limited.”  The future educator must strive to appreciate that learning is a unique process and that vast knowledge of skills and strategies must be employed to reach all children.  As Gardener indicates, children have multiple modalities of learning, and the effective teacher reaches into his or her own resources and produces the right one for each child.

As the pre-service teacher culminates his or her experience at Mineral Area College, he/she will begin to articulate a philosophy of education.  Although each student’s philosophy of education is highly individualized, the program encourages students to consider adoption of certain common beliefs.  First, the candidate’s philosophy should be highly child-centered, focused on lifelong learning, and committed to the presumption that given ample resources, all children are capable of learning.  Further tenets of the philosophy should address how the future educator feels about the value of learning, the procedures necessary to optimize the process. Successful classrooms should involve a large degree of collaboration, active learning, and scaffolding of student knowledge based upon their prior learning experiences and knowledge – ultimately leading to the empowerment of the human learner. Roehler & Cantlon indicate, “teachers and educators are realizing that future adults need to be self-reliant, adaptive, lifelong learners who can reason through problem-framing and problem-solving situations collaboratively.  These adults need to be able to think for themselves and others, and are respectful to themselves and others” (Hogan & Presley, 1997). These principles of constructivism, similar to John Dewey’s pragmatist philosophy of education, promote four primary responsibilities of the classroom teacher:

· Learners do not passively receive and store information in their minds but actively create meaning from their construction and concepts of reality.

· Though learning is shaped by a person’s prior knowledge, this knowledge is continually being reconstructed.

· The construction of new knowledge – new ideas and concepts – is located in the social situations in which it is acquired.

· Learning involves a process of social interaction with others (Davidson and Worsham, 1994).

Further support for these premises asserts that there is a common conception among current educators that children construct their own knowledge and understanding.  Additional assumptions pre-service teachers must begin to assume about learners include:

· Learning occurs in the context of social interactions leading to understanding.

· Learners are active risk takers who accept challenges and understand how and why to learn.

· They are given opportunities to restructure information in ways that make sense to them.

· Learners connect new material with their previously known information.

· They generate questions and comments as information becomes internalized.

· Learners first experience active problem-solving activities with others, but gradually become independent problem solvers … (Roehler & Cantlon in Hogan & Pressley, 1997).

In summation, the future teacher of a constructivist-based classroom must embrace the notion that the teaching and learning process is dominated by “student-initiated experiences, experiments, problem solving, the scientific method, long-term projects, cooperative planning, the interrelatedness and integration of subject matter and democracy in action in the classroom” (Marlowe & Page, 1998). 

Next, each candidate must begin to formulate a success-oriented attitude about the teaching and learning process as well as an awareness of what the teacher’s role in the process entails.  Reflection will empower the future educator to come to a realization regarding what has motivated his/her choice to pursue a career in education.  As each individual ponders his/her teaching career, each is encouraged to examine the life of service that has been chosen and to strive to be a principle-centered leader within the classroom and the school community.   Covey describes the need for an educator to view his career choice as a calling to service. Ultimately, those who view any profession as a mission instead of just a job are ready to “yoke up” and “put on the harness of service, thinking of others” (Covey, 1991). Such an optimistic yet realistic attitude will empower the teacher to define his/her role in the educational arena as both worthwhile and fulfilling.

Finally, the pre-service teacher has the beginning skills to be successful in the classroom.  By completing the general education core, the pre-professional teacher education core, and the electives for the major, the candidate has the initial preparation he or she will need to be successful.  As the pre-service teacher completes the mid-preparation benchmarks, he or she has established the foundation for further study of teaching pedagogy.  Specific courses within the program address the MoSTEP Standards and the themes agreed upon by the Missouri Advisory Council for Certification for Educators in the state of Missouri.  Specifically, many courses within the program contain units and activities where the pre-service teacher’s focus is on linking learning objectives to actual experiences with children.  Pre-service teachers are paired with practicing teachers to complete a variety of projects from newsletters to case studies.  Emphasis is placed on building rapport with the professional learning community.

Throughout the program, faculty and students work with transfer institutions and surrounding schools to collaborate on the teacher education program.  A recent addition of a local advisory committee has become a venue for dialogue on the educational needs of prospective teachers and area schools alike.  Mineral Area College is devoted to the region it serves and its mission to preparing teachers for the next generation of students. 

