
Building a better teacher

Image: Thinkstock/Photodisc

R
ecent calls for reform position teacher residency programs as the new standard for clinical 
teacher preparation in the U.S. A shift to residency models changes the quantity and quality 
of required coursework and clinical practice. But a dearth of research on the effectiveness of 
such programs raises questions of scalability, particularly in light of decreasing enrollment 

in teacher education and tight resources for such programs (Sawchuk, 2014).
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A teacher
residency

melds
classroom theory
with clinical practice  

Collaboration and 
support for teachers, 
their mentors, and 
university-based 
educators is key to a 
preservice residency 
program.
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Yet a search for answers about residency models 
could include the experience of the University of 
South Florida over the last decade. The Tampa-based 
campus is home to two public, Title I elementary 
schools, with a third located in the nearby Museum 
of Science and Industry. One would expect these three 
schools to be bustling with activity related to teacher 
preparation. When I arrived at USF in 2007, how-
ever, nothing could have been further from the truth. 
USF’s undergraduate elementary teacher preparation 
program lacked a systematic approach to coursework, 
and its theory-to-practice divide was expansive. Aside 
from sharing Rocky the Bull as mascot with the el-
ementary schools, there was little indication that a 
partnership ever existed between them. That made 
ours the type of program that so many recent reports 
have called to improve upon. 

As a newly appointed assistant professor of liter-
acy studies, I was assigned to teach coursework fo-
cused on reading assessment. I quickly learned that 
the majority of my elementary preservice teachers 
had little to no experience working one-on-one with 
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data-driven approach to understanding children’s 
abilities and instructional needs, preservice teachers 
create a �ve- to seven-minute video demonstrating 
key understandings of literacy, math, social studies, 
and special education coursework, based on �eld ex-
periences that are supported by research literature 
from each discipline. These videos are shown in a 
colloquium attended by all UTRPP students and 
faculty. Each faculty member scores the assignment 
based on his or her course criteria. The assignment 
itself is the product of faculty collaboration in devel-
oping the expectations and rubric used to assess the 
videos. Faculty are in regular communication with 
each other throughout the semester and present the 
assignment together during a UTRPP seminar. 

A UTRPP alumna said she: 

. . . think[s] about the [Story of My Professional 
Learning] video all of the time. I did not realize it 
then, but now I see that completing that task intro-
duced me to the ways of thinking about my children 
that is expected of me every day. And it showed me 
how important collaborating with my mentor teacher 
was on a daily basis because he helped me problem 
solve about our kids.

Coteaching

Traditionally, the student teaching experience re-
lied on a few weeks of observation, followed by weeks 
of teaching, with several intense weeks of takeover, 
often without support (Bacharach, Heck, & Dahl-
berg, 2010). In addition to coursework, UTRPP 
residents spend over 2,000 hours in clinical prac-
tice, nearly twice that of preservice teachers in the 
larger elementary education program at USF. With 
the shift from one semester of student teaching to 
two years of intensive classroom experience, we had 
to rethink our approach to clinical practice. In do-
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