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Summary

This interactive work session pertains to the study question “What are crucial practices of learning from practice? What do such ideas mean in actual settings, and what do they involve in action?” We respond to this question by investigating the notion of teacher education as “assisted performance” as articulated by Feiman-Nemser (2001). Feiman-Nemser questioned the deeply-rooted assumption that teacher education, in general, and field experiences, in particular, are supposed to provide future teachers with an opportunity to practice the things that they will be expected to do as teachers. She proposed that teacher education programs should provide an opportunity for future teachers to engage in “assisted performance” (p. 1016) that enables them to “learn with help what they are not ready to do on their own” (p. 1016). 

We have identified three tasks from a mathematics methods course for preservice elementary school teachers that provided them with an opportunity to engage in the tasks of teaching identified by Feiman-Nemser via assisted performance. The three tasks include reading and discussing an article by Vivian Paley (1987), working one-on-one with a child for eight weeks, and observing an experienced teacher. We have collected data from 12 teacher candidates as they engaged in these tasks.


ICMI study participants will select one task to investigate, and they will have an opportunity to examine the data related to that task. They will be asked to examine the data in light of five tasks of teaching identified by Feiman-Nemser and to articulate the ways in which the preservice teachers experienced these tasks as an opportunity for assisted performance. 


We will then reconfigure the groups so that each group contains one or two people who worked with each of the three tasks. During this small group time, participants will use their analysis of the data to develop an enriched description of what assisted performance means in the context of teacher preparation. Groups will discuss other typical activities of teacher preparation (such as writing lesson plans or student teaching) and the ways that these tasks might be reconfigured to be more like assisted performance than apprenticeship. Groups will also generate ideas for different kinds of tasks to be done in teacher education that are more in line with assisted performance. 


We will then reconvene in large group. To conclude the session, we will briefly review the tasks of teaching identified by Feiman-Nemser for the induction and professional development years of teaching and discuss what it might mean to apply the notion of assisted performance to these career stages.

Mathematics Teacher Education as Assisted Performance

Topic: This interactive work session pertains to the study question “What are crucial practices of learning from practice? What do such ideas mean in actual settings, and what do they involve in action?” We respond to this question by investigating the notion of teacher education as “assisted performance” as articulated by Feiman-Nemser (2001). Participants will have an opportunity to critique three examples of assisted performance in a mathematics methods course for preservice elementary school teachers in order to develop a more robust conception of assisted performance and its potential for use as a frame for mathematics teacher education.

Theoretical Issues: Feiman-Nemser (2001) proposed that teaching should be viewed as a continuum with specific tasks to be accomplished in the preservice, induction, and continuing professional phases of a teacher’s career. She identified five tasks that are central to the preservice years:

1. Examine beliefs critically in relation to vision of good teaching

2. Develop subject matter knowledge for teaching

3. Develop an understanding of learners, learning, and issues of diversity

4. Develop a beginning repertoire

5. Develop the tools and dispositions to study teaching. (p. 1050)

Feiman-Nemser questioned the deeply-rooted assumption that teacher education, in general, and field experiences, in particular, are supposed to provide future teachers with an opportunity to practice the things that they will be expected to do as teachers. She proposed that teacher education programs should provide an opportunity for future teachers to engage in “assisted performance” (p. 1016) that enables them to “learn with help what they are not ready to do on their own” (p. 1016). The notion of assisted performance grows out of work on learning communities (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988) situated learning/legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and cognitive apprenticeships (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989).

The prevailing apprenticeship model of teacher education often leaves preservice teachers with a feeling that the only way to learn to teach is to wait until they have their own classrooms and are able to devise their own methods of teaching.  Lanier and Little (1986) cautioned that this “wait and see” approach makes it difficult for preservice teachers to see the range of possible decisions and actions available in teaching, resulting in a continuation of the teaching practices by which they were taught and a tendency to see these patterns of teaching as the only options.  This restricted view of teaching makes it “less likely that they will escape from intellectual dependency and begin to take responsibility for decisions about curriculum and students” (p. 552). Many practices of mathematics teacher education programs are built on an apprenticeship model; thus, it is important to investigate other models, such as assisted performance, for framing work with preservice teachers.

Plan: We have identified three tasks from a mathematics methods course for preservice elementary school teachers that provided them with an opportunity to engage in the tasks of teaching identified by Feiman-Nemser via assisted performance. The three tasks include reading and discussing an article by Vivian Paley (19xx), working one-on-one with a child for eight weeks, and observing an experienced teacher. We have collected data from 12 teacher candidates as they engaged in these tasks.


ICMI study participants will select one task to investigate, and they will have an opportunity to examine the data related to that task. They will be asked to examine the data in light of the five tasks of teaching identified by Feiman-Nemser and to articulate the ways in which the preservice teachers experienced these tasks as an opportunity for assisted performance. [Note: Groups will be kept small–6 to 8 people per group–to facilitate meaningful engagement and dialogue. Therefore, we will have multiple groups investigate the same task if the total group size exceeds 25. This will provide an opportunity for multiple perspectives on the same task.]


We will then reconfigure the groups (jigsaw method) so that each group contains one or two people who worked with each of the three tasks. During this small group time, participants will use their analysis of the data to develop an enriched description of what assisted performance means in the context of teacher preparation. Groups will discuss other typical activities of teacher preparation (such as writing lesson plans or student teaching) and the ways that these tasks might be reconfigured to be more like assisted performance than apprenticeship. Groups will also generate ideas for different kinds of tasks to be done in teacher education that are more in line with assisted performance. 


We will then reconvene in large group. To conclude the session, we will briefly review the tasks of teaching identified by Feiman-Nemser for the induction and professional development years of teaching and discuss what it might mean to apply the notion of assisted performance to these career stages.


All work from the small groups will be recorded by group facilitators so that it can be compiled and shared with participants electronically following the study conference. This work could also serve as the basis for a contribution to a study conference publication or web site.


An outline for the two-hour session is as follows:


Introduction of participants
10 minutes


Overview of assisted performance
20 minutes


Small group review of tasks
30 minutes


Small group discussion of assisted performance
30 minutes


Large group extension of AP to career trajectory
30 minutes

Artifacts and Materials: Participants will have access to data collected from 12 preservice teachers. The data include descriptions of each task, commentaries on the Paley article, cases on the student with whom they worked, commentaries on their observations of the experienced teacher, portions of interview transcripts in which they reflect on these three tasks, and a final portfolio prepared by each teacher in which these tasks are central.

Leadership: Denise Mewborn will serve as the session organizer and will lead the large group overview of assisted performance and the large group extension of assisted performance to other career stages. Patricia Johnson will facilitate one small group during the review of tasks and the discussion of assisted performance. When we know who the other participants in the conference will be, we will recruit two other knowledgeable individuals to facilitate small groups. The group facilitators will serve as record keepers and will keep the group focused on the task at hand. They will also work with the session organizer after the session to capture the input of the participants for later use.
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