
T e a c h e r  Ed u c a t io n  
a t  T r in it y  U n iv e r s it y

A Coherent Vision

J u l i a  E. K o p p i c h

TEACHER EDUCATION has, at best, a checkered 
reputation. Many graduates of teacher education 

program s—now  successful teachers them selves— 
lam ent the failings of the program s w here they re-
ceived their professional training. They talk about 
skimpy subject matter preparation, pedagogy courses 
that artificially separate theory from practice, and inad-
equate experience in the classroom. So, it’s refreshing 
to find a teacher education program, like the one at 
Trinity University in San Antonio, Texas, that has con-
fronted all these criticisms and remade itself.

A decade ago, the program at Trinity would have 
been open to most of the common complaints. Admis-
sion standards were relatively low. A majority of the 
students majored in education. And their classroom ex-
perience was limited to the classic eight weeks in a 
traditional public school.

The current program, which its creators still con-
sider a w ork in progress, was ham m ered out by a 
group that included university faculty, experienced 
classroom teachers, and school administrators. The re-
sult of their efforts, a five-year teacher education pro-
gram  cu lm inating  in  a m aster o f arts  in teach ing  
(MAT), com bines th ree  basic elem ents: academ ic 
coursework in a range of subjects; rigorous classes that 
give students the basics of teaching; and a series of in-
ternships in professional development schools that are 
associated with the program.

Trinity’s program is based on a coherent vision of 
teacher education, and it is anchored by a network of 
K-16 partnersh ips. It aims at p roducing  excellen t
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teachers whose professional influence will extend be-
yond the walls of their classrooms.

T h e B irth  o f  a  P rogram
Trinity’s new  teacher education program came into 
being during the education reform of the early 1980s. 
The publication of A Nation a t Risk, with its predic-
tion about a “rising tide of mediocrity” that was threat-
ening to engulf the  n a tio n ’s schools, gave rise to 
heated debate about reform. In Texas, as elsewhere, 
there was a mega-reform statute that returned to the 
state much of the power over education that had for-
merly been ceded to local school districts.

Two members of Trinity’s Department of Education, 
John Moore (the now-acknowledged “father” of Trin-
ity’s new teacher education program) and Thomas Ser- 
giovanni, a nationally known education researcher and 
scholar whom Moore had wooed to Trinity, were con-
vinced that the Texas law, with its emphasis on top- 
down reform and minimum competencies for teachers 
and students, failed to capture either the subtleties or 
the com plexities of schooling. The law treated  all 
schools as if they were cast in the same mold, and it ig-
nored the im portant role that teachers’ professional 
knowledge and skills play in successful education.

Moore and his colleagues brought together Trinity 
faculty and classroom teachers, along with some na-
tionally prominent thinkers on education reform, in-
cluding Ernest Boyer, Arthur Wise, and Theodore Sizer, 
to talk about the issues raised by the Texas reform. 
Their discussions resulted in Teachers Speak: Quality 
Schooling fo r  Texas Today a n d  Tomorrow. This re-
port, which was written principally by the classroom 
teacher members of the group, expressed frustration 
with Texas policymakers’ acceptance of the “factory 
m odel” of schooling in which state prescriptions and 
standardization predominated. “It is time,” the report
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Trinity University

pared for the classroom, and to assist 
th e se  sch o o ls  in  th e ir  ed u c a tio n -  
reform efforts through staff develop-
m ent and university-led fundraising. 
Participating schools agree to assume 
responsibility, with the university, for 

& the  p rep a ra tio n  and in d u c tio n  of 
new teachers. Experienced teachers 
in the  schoo ls becom e m en to rs, 
guiding undergraduate and graduate 
students alike through their real- 

world classroom experiences. 
Because the  schools and 

the university agree that 
teacher education is a 

shared responsibility 
to which each must 

c o n tr ib u te  as an 
eq u a l p a rtn e r , th e  

bond betw een the two 
is strong.

Trinity students spend 
th e ir tim e in the  field, 
both as undergraduates 
and as fifth-year interns, 
in the classrooms of ex-
cellent and experienced 
teachers. These teachers, 
som e six ty  in all, have 

been designated as “m en-
to rs” by the university and ap-

pointed as adjunct faculty in Trinity’s Department of 
Education. Many are themselves graduates of the Trin-
ity teacher education program. Others are nominated

declared, “to reshape the reform move-
ment; to redirect it so that it re-
flects the understanding, the 
insight, and the vision of 
the professional classroom 
teacher.”

Teachers Speak describes 
the profession as “a lifelong 
com m itm ent and a lifelong 
learning process,” and it em-
phasizes the im portance of 
teachers’ becom ing leaders 
in preparing new colleagues 
for their careers. But it does 
not see the better prepara-
tion of teachers as an end in 
itse lf: T he u n d e rly in g  
premise of the report is that 
if teaching is transform ed, 
student achievement can be 
as well.

C lassroom  te a c h e rs  and 
university faculty w ent on to 
discuss w hat was needed  to 
tu rn  these  p rinc ip les  in to  a 
program . W hat experiences 
m igh t tea c h e rs - to -b e  find  
most beneficial and in what 
types of settings ought they 
occur? W hat kind of ongoing 
university-school relationships 
would be needed to create and 
sustain such a program? And what form should the uni-
versity’s own commitment to a new  kind of teacher 
education—and, indeed, to a new vision of the teach-
ing career—take? From these discussions, Trinity’s five- 
year teacher education program slowly emerged.

T h e S ch o o ls , th e  M en tors, 
a n d  th e  C lin ica l F acu lty
Trinity has worked for a number of years with five San 
Antonio-area public schools to help them become pro-
fessional development schools. These are the places 
where Trinity’s teacher candidates observe and teach 
classes th roughou t th e ir undergraduate  years and 
where they spend their fifth year of study as interns— 
all under the guidance of classroom teachers w ho have 
been designated as mentors. (See Am erican Educator, 
Winter 1996-97, for a story about Nathaniel Hawthorne 
School, one of the five professional development schools 
associated with the Trinity program.)

John Moore believes that the essence of teacher ed-
ucation lies in the school-university partnership. The 
university provides the foundation for a successful 
field experience; but it is the field experience that is 
essential in developing competent practitioners. “The 
university,” says Moore, “is not where our education 
program happens. It’s at the schools.” As a result, there 
is an extremely strong—and reciprocal—relationship 
between Trinity University and the professional devel-
opm ent schools.

The university pledges to provide its partner schools 
w ith  teachers-in-training w ho are academically p re-

by their principals or request to be candidates.
The m entors’ role is key. Trinity’s teacher prepara-

tion curriculum includes no methods courses, per se. 
There is nothing in the course catalog called “Teaching 
Elementary Mathematics” or “Social Studies for High 
School Teachers.” This kind of discipline-specific in-
struction rests solely in the hands of mentors. Trinity 
students learn to teach by teaching, beginning w ith 
one-on-one tutoring, working up to partial and then al-
most total responsibility for their classes.

Mentors are not paid (although, beginning in fall
1999, several extra paid days will be added to their 
contracts). They undertake this responsibility because 
they see it as a way to grow as teachers: This is “pro-
fessionally enriching for me,” says one mentor. “I t’s 
w hat’s kept me in teaching,” says another. Participation 
in the Trinity program “has made me feel like a valued 
professional,” says a third. And they view the sort of 
apprenticeship embodied in the Trinity program as es-
sential to developing teachers w hose com m itm ent 
matches their own.

In addition to providing critical support to prospec-
tive teachers, mentoring provides the expert teachers 
who take on this role both with ongoing opportunities 
to share what they have learned and to continue to 
learn themselves. Mentoring helps to keep excellent 
teachers in the classroom, John Moore explains, by 
helping to feed their intellectual curiosity.

In the Trinity model, clinical faculty take the place 
of university-based teacher education  supervisors.
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These professors, who occupy tenure-track positions 
in Trinity’s Departm ent of Education, spend half of 
their time (on average, one-half of the workday four 
days a week) in the partner schools. The other half of 
their time is occupied by the typical pursuits of univer-
sity faculty—teaching, research, and writing. Clinical 
faculty take on many different responsibilities at pro-
fessional development schools: They lead professional 
development workshops for Trinity students and expe-
rienced  teachers; w rite  grants to raise m oney for 
school-based reform  efforts; substitu te  for absent 
teachers in emergencies; pick up donuts and make cof-
fee for meetings. They become like one of the faculty.

Evaluating Trinity students is a dual responsibility. 
University faculty, of course, give students grades in 
their courses; and clinical faculty, to some extent, ap-
praise their practicum work. But the key evaluation of 
students’ in-classroom work comes from the mentor. If 
a m entor believes that a student needs additional help 
in a particular area, that opinion carries the day. Men-
tors, thus, believe they have a real stake in working 
w ith students, shaping their practice, and evaluating 
them rigorously but fairly.

F irst E x p er ien ces
The freshman year gives Trinity students who are con-
sidering teaching a chance to take beginning educa-
tion courses, meet the department faculty, and get a 
first look at the schools in which they will begin to 
learn their craft—as well as to begin thinking about 
their academic emphasis.

Trinity offers no education major. Students who plan 
to teach at the secondary level must complete a major 
in an academ ic discipline. Prospective elem entary 
school teachers enroll in a specially designed humani-
tie s  p rog ram  c o n sis tin g  o f tw enty-five to  th ir ty  
courses, taken in academ ic departm ents. Many of 
these students specialize in a particular field and often 
complete a major or minor in one of them.

As freshmen, Trinity’s teachers-to-be also take intro-
ductory education courses. One such class introduces 
them to contemporary education issues. Another, called 
“School and Community,” focuses on ways in which 
schools becom e part of, or are divorced from, their 
communities. In these courses, students are introduced 
to an im portant com ponent of all Trinity education 
coursework: the journal. In nearly every class for the 
next five years, students will be asked to keep a journal 
as a record of their ideas, reflections, and experiences. 
During their first year, students also participate in a se-
ries of field trips to  the professional developm ent 
schools where they will get their practical teaching ex-
perience.

As sophom ores, Trinity students begin to under-
stand the critical link between theory and practice as 
they engage simultaneously in coursew ork and get 
their first taste of teaching. In addition to classes in his-
tory, English, and other subjects, these students take 
one education class. “Child and Society” explores fac-
tors that shape the lives of urban children in particular, 
including gangs, substance abuse, and cultural diver-
sity. Field experiences begin in the sophomore year 
with the first practicum. For three hours each week,

students work in a professional development school 
w ith Trinity faculty and mentor-teachers. This is the 
first of three such experiences; the others will occur 
in students’ junior and senior years.

By the end of these three years, students have ob-
served a wide variety of lessons, developed their own 
lesson plans, constructed student assessments, graded 
papers, assembled curricula, tutored individual chil-
dren and small groups of students, and conducted  
whole-class activities. The goal is to get students to 
link what they are learning in their university courses 
with the practical realities of teaching.

Students receive direct—often daily—feedback on 
their teaching. Clinical faculty use university-based 
courses as well as their own classroom observations as 
opportunities to tease out problems, raise issues, and 
offer constructive and supportive criticism and sugges-
tions. Mentors provide constant feedback, ideas, and 
critiques from their daily in-the-classroom perspective. 
Because students feel supported, they are willing to 
take suggestions and criticisms to heart. They know 
that to heed these comments is to become a better 
teacher.

The sophomore practicum invites students to focus 
on the school as a whole. The first two weeks revolve 
around the structure of the school. Students visit and 
observe resource rooms, the library, counselor’s office, 
attendance office, special programs, and the like. They 
spend the rest of the time in the classroom of a men- 
tor-teacher. The teachers-in-training work one-on-one 
w ith  students, grade papers, adm inister tests, and 
learn how instruction is paced and planning is done. 
Toward the end of the semester, they must teach at 
least two lessons (or classes) under the watchful eye of 
their mentor.

Written assignments are designed to encourage stu-
dents to be observant and reflective. Students prepare 
a written description of a lesson they have watched 
their m entor teach, develop their own lesson plans, 
and construct a paper on the culture of the school in 
which they are working.

Practicum students are never alone. They are as-
signed to professional developm ent schools in co-
horts, both in this first practicum and throughout the 
remainder of the program. This kind of grouping for 
field experiences provides students with a natural net-
work of colleagues and offers a safe harbor in times of 
stress. It also means that these young teachers never 
learn to see teaching as a solitary enterprise; they im-
mediately become comfortable with the demands, re-
sponsibilities—and enormous advantages—of collegial- 
ity and cooperation.

M aking th e  D e c is io n
Students are not formally admitted to the teacher edu-
cation program until their sophomore year, after they 
have completed some academic and education course-
work and had their first field experience. Admission is 
not automatic: Requirements for the MAT program in-
clude a cumulative 3.0 grade point average in the first 
two years of college, three letters of recommendation 
from individuals familiar with the student’s potential 
teaching ability, a passing grade on or exemption from
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th e  Texas p ro fe ss io n a l 
skills test, and approval 
by the departm ent and 
university faculty com-
m itte e s . It is n o t 
enough for students to 
be in good  academ ic  
s ta n d in g  o r to  have 
taken the requisite se-
ries of courses. In order 
to  becom e an official 
m em b er o f T r in ity ’s 
teacher-to-be cadre, stu-
dents must demonstrate 
both academic success 
and teaching potential.

The junior and senior 
years at Trinity include 
a d d itio n a l e d u c a tio n  
c o u rse w o rk  and  tw o  
more stints in a profes-
sio n a l d e v e lo p m e n t 
school. C ourses focus 
on public education in 
the United States—with 
com parisons to  education  system s in o th er coun -
tries—and on Trinity-sponsored education reform ef-
forts. Students also devote part of one sem ester to 
drafting their own agendas for school improvement.

Students in the junior practicum look particularly at 
what makes a master teacher. They are assigned to a 
different professional developm ent school from the 
one they worked in as sophomores, and they are asked 
to concentrate on questions such as: How do veteran 
teachers begin a class lesson? How do they introduce 
new  material? W hat kinds of management and disci-
pline strategies do they employ? How do they move 
from one topic of study to another? How do they ac-
coun t for s tu d en ts’ individual learn ing  styles and 
needs?

Junior-year students again spend the initial part of 
the semester observing, and after having participated 
in the classroom routines, they assume some teaching 
responsibility, under the guidance of their mentor. 
They keep a journal in which they record their obser-
vations and reflections on topics such as classroom or-
ganization, teaching style, discipline and management, 
attention to individual students’ needs, and classroom 
procedures.

As seniors, practicum students focus m ost of their 
attention on their students. The goal is to help these 
prospective teachers recognize and be sensitive to stu-
dents’ individual needs. Again, they spend time in the 
classroom of a mentor-teacher, assuming increasing 
levels of responsibility as the semester proceeds.

By the time Trinity students have com pleted four 
years of study they have a broader and richer experi-
ence than their counterparts in most other teacher ed-
ucation programs. They have been introduced to many 
of the big ideas and issues in American education. 
They have a grounding in learning theory. They are de-
veloping professional habits of reflection and gaining 
an understanding of how  to use research to enrich 
classroom practice. Final preparation for their upcom-

ing year of internship is a group of sum-
mer courses in which they study the his-
tory of the issues and debates about pub-
lic school curriculum. The students ex-
plore contemporary learning theory and 
performance-based assessment, and they 

learn to design educational programs that are 
sensitive to the way particular students learn.

T he In ter n sh ip
Trinity students’ fifth-year experiences include 
additional coursew ork, m ore journal writing, 
and a substantial research paper. Students ex-
plore the culture of teaching and schooling and 
m ethods for evaluating professional practice, 
and they confront their own assumptions about 
teaching by looking closely at how  they  ap-

proach their work in the classroom.
The internship, which is the heart of the stu-

dents’ fifth year, is an intense, in-the-schools ex-
p e r ie n c e  th a t b eg in s  in A ugust w ith  th e  
preschool teacher inservice. From day one, in-
terns are expected to function as m em bers of 

their school faculty, albeit supervised and supported 
members. In the fall, interns spend four days a week, 
from 8:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., in their assigned school. 
They also attend classes taught by the mentors an aver-
age of two evenings each week. In the spring, interns 
are at their assigned professional development school 
five days a week, and they take one evening course at 
Trinity. The interns in a school meet frequently to dis-
cuss the activities in their schools and classrooms and 
to  gain support, encouragem ent—and ideas—from 
their colleagues.

The relationship betw een interns and m entors is 
also collegial. One fifth-year Trinity student puts it this 
way: It’s “cooperative...not ‘let me show you how  to 
teach.’”

“Interns are prepared before they get here,” say the 
mentors. “They bring fresh ideas to the school, often 
based on the latest research. They force us to think 
about change.”

Interns are simultaneously protected  and pushed. 
Given the freedom to experiment and the permission 
to make mistakes, they are also held accountable for 
their professional actions. If a lesson doesn’t go well, 
the student and m entor discuss w hat happened and 
how such a situation might be avoided or handled dif-
ferently in the future. Students are not “rescued.” They 
return to their teaching assignment the next day (or 
for the remainder of that day) and carry on, just as an 
actual teacher would. The difference is that interns 
have someone to go to for help, support, and encour-
agement.

Students describe the internship year as a “hybrid 
b e tw een  su p p o rt g roup and th ink  tank .” And, of 
course, they keep a journal as a record of this impor-
tant year. By the end of their internship, Trinity stu-
dents are familiar with the standards of competent pro-
fessional practice and the ethics of good teaching. 
They have had their share of successes and frustrations 
in the classroom, but none has experienced the terri- 

(Continued on page 45)

Hawthorne Elementary 
School
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