Tomorrow’s Teachers:
Do They Engage in the ‘Right Things’
During College?

Teacher education programs are often accused of lacking intellectual rigor and failing to
cultivate the competencies their graduates will need. Using data from the National Survey of
Student Engagement, Mr. Carini and Mr. Kuh find that the educational experiences of future
teachers compare favorably with those of other students in college. However, these positive
experiences do not necessarily stem from teacher education programs.

BY ROBERT M. CARINI AND GEORGE D. KUH

OONER OR LATER, discussions of schooling
turn to teacher quality. Both educational lead-
ers and the general public agree that high-
quality teachers are a key to boosting student
achievement." Why might we not have the
high-quality teachers we need? Two reasons
dominate the debate. The first is self-selection
— the academic ability of those who choose
to teach is thought to be a cut (or more) below that of peers
headed to other vocations. Second, teacher preparation pro-
grams supposedly lack intellectual rigor and don't cultivate
certain critical skills and competencies in their students.
Though the evidence supporting these claims is far from
conclusive,” universities and policy makers seem determined
to upgrade teacher quality. One popular approach is to raise
the bar for entry into teacher preparation programs by re-
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quiring higher minimum college grades or higher scores
on entrance exams. This strategy recalls the specious cri-
teria used in many annual rankings of colleges and uni-
versities in which higher scores on such input measures
as entrance tests and more resources for faculty salaries
orin an endowment yield higher “quality” rankings for the
university. The public remains mesmerized by such rank-
ing schemes, despite decades of research on college-lev-
el learning that point to a very different conclusion. In-
deed, studies show that what matters far more to learning
and a host of other desired outcomes during college is
what students do with their time and how they use the in-
stitution’s educational resources, not the test scores they
bring to college or the resources a school has.

Equally important, scores on college entrance tests and
even such outcome measures as the Praxis | and Il exams
don't tell us what we should focus on to enhance teacher
preparation, because it isn’t clear which institutional poli-
cies or practices affect the outcomes of interest.

LOOKING BEHIND TEST SCORES AND OUTCOMES

The best predictor of learning and personal development
for college students is the amount of time and energy they
expend on educationally fruitful activities.” For example,
the more students study or practice, the more they learn
or the better they become at something.

How can we find out whether students are doing these
and other productive activities during college? Process in-
dicators are one potentially instructive source of informa-
tion. These are measures that represent effective educa-
tional practices — student and institutional behaviors that
theory and research show are empirically linked to desired
outcomes.* The argument goes like this: future teachers
who are challenged more academically during college or
who have considerable firsthand experience in education-
ally meaningful pursuits, such as active and collaborative
learning or classes that demand the use of higher-order
thinking skills, will tend ta be more effective teachers after
college because they will learn more during college and
will be well positioned to use similar strategies in their
own leaching.’

Consider service learning, which is linked to a host of
desirable outcomes.” If we think of service learning as “a
teaching strategy that connects community service with
the curriculum,”” it stands to reason that teachers who've
had this experience during college will be better prepared
to use this and allied instructional strategies in their own
classrooms when they begin teaching. If teacher educa-
tion programs had valid, reliable process indicators, then
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faculty members and others could diagnose in which areas
prospective teachers were underperforming relative to es-
tablished standards or compared with their peers in oth-
er fields. Then they could take corrective steps.

Here we introduce a set of process indicators that can
he used to determine the degree to which future teachers
engage in effeclive educational practices during college.
Moreover, the source of these indicators — the annual Na-
tional Survey of Student Engagement — allows us to esti-
mate whether seniors who intend to teach after college
are more or less engaged in effective educational prac-
tices than their counterparts who are pursuing other vo-
cations.

The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) was
developed in the late 1990s to establish national bench-
marks of effective educational practice. The results also
provide institutions with “actionable” data — information
about student experience and institutional performance
that can be used immediately to improve the quality of
undergraduate education. The NSSE was launched with
support from the Pew Charitable Trusts and is co-spon-
sored by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching and the Pew Forum on Student Learning. Now
in its third year, the project has information from about
285,000 students from more than 600 four-year colleges
and universities.

THE NSSE SURVEY

The short, tightly focused survey was designed by na-
tional assessment experls and has been extensively field-
tested."” Its 69 questions represent behaviors that research
studies indicate are associated with high levels of student
learning and personal development. The items reflect 1)
involvement in different types of in-class and out-of-class
activities; 2) amount of reading and writing assigned; 3)
participation in selected educational programs, such as
study abroad, internships, and senior capstone courses; 4)
perceptions of the campus environment, including the
quality of students” relationships with peers, faculty mem-
bers, and administrators; and 5} student satisfaction with
academic advising and the overall collegiate experience. In ad-
dition, students estimate their educational, personal, and so-
cial growth and development in selected areas since start-
ing at their college and provide background information,
such as their sex, age, race and ethnicity, enrollment status,
living arrangements, and major field."

The information we report is from about 31,000 seniors
(randomly chosen from 317 four-year colleges and univer-
sities) who completed the NSSE survey near the end of the



spring term in 2001. Of this group,
6,299 students (20%) indicated that
they planned to teach al some grade
level from prekindergarten through high
school within a year or two after grad-
vation. Of the 4,97 1 women (79%) and
1,328 men (21%) who intended to teach,
4,627 (73%) majored in education at
295 different institutions. As a group,
the future teachers who answered the
NSSE survey approximate the teaching
force with respect to sex, race and eth-
nicity, and proportion who majored in
education.”

EDUCATIONAL ENGAGEMENT
OF FUTURE TEACHERS
AND THEIR PEERS

To determine how the academic en-
gagement of future teachers compared
with that of their peers in other majors,
we loaked at the responses of future
teachers on the seven educational en-
gagement measures shown in Table 1."
“Academic challenge” was based on
study time and course requirements for
reacling, writing, and application of high-
er-order thinking skills rather than on
student judgments of the difficulty of the
coursework.

Table 1 compares the engagement
levels of future teachers and seniors who
do not intend to teach. Each comparison
was adjusted statistically for a number
of differences between the two groups
that might otherwise contribute to dif-
ferences in engagement.” The pleasant
surprise is that future teachers scored
as high or higher on all seven meas-
ures; that is, all comparisons either show
“higher” in column 1 or show no differ-
ence (denoted by NS)."" Active and col-
laborative learning and gains in job-re-
lated skills exhibited the strongest dif-
ferences." Enriching educational expe-
riences and personal and social gains
scores were also higher for future teach-
ers, though the relationships were con-
siderably weaker. In general, these find-

TABLE 1.

Educational Engagement of Future Teachers
And Other College Seniors'

Future Teachers Majoring in Education

Versus
All Future Future Teachers
Teachers Versus Majoring in

Measure Nonteachers Nonteachers Other Fields
Academic challenge NS* NS NS
Active and collaborative

learning Higher Higher Higher
Enriching educational

experiences Higher NS Lower
Student/faculty

interaction NS Lower Lower
General education

gains NS Lower Lower
Personal and social

gains Higher Higher NS
Gains in job-related

skills Higher Higher Higher

1. ANCOVA tests of mean difference. The numbers of respondents for the individual measures range
from 6,040 1o 6,261 for all future leachers: from 23,930 to 24 569 for nonteachers; from 4,439 to 4,599 for
future teachers majoring in education; and frem 1,601 lo 1,662 for future teachers majoring in other fields.

2. NS equals "not significantly” different (p=.001, 2-tailed test).
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ings hold for both men and women.

Figure 1 (previous page) displays the engagement levels
of future teachers as a percentage of the maximum possible
on each of the seven measures. For instance, a mean of
18.76 out of a maximum possible score of 33 for academic
challenge suggests that future teachers scored at 57% of
the maximum. When we compare future teachers' level of
academic challenge with that of the 18 major fields repre-
sented on the survey, future teachers scored as high as or
higher than 11 of these majors. It is interesting that, when
we look at one particular item that contributes to academic
challenge, future teachers spent nearly 14 hours per week
preparing for class, an amount that falls well short of the
faculty-endorsed two hours for every hour spent in class.
In other words, if a student enrolled in 15 credit hours, she
should spend an additional 30 hours each week reading,
rehearsing, and studying outside of class. Future teachers ful-
filled only about half of the recommended study time."” How-
ever, NSSE data show that this is also true for seniors in gen-
eral.”

Figure 1 shows that future teachers’ active and collab-
orative learning scores reflect about 53% of the maximum
score across the seven activities that contributed to this
measure. Based on what students in focus groups told us
about what the various response options mean in terms of
their behavior, it appears that future teachers: 1) contribute
to class discussions at least once per week, 2) make class
presentations about five to seven limes during a semesler,
3) work in class with other students on projects three to
10 times per semester, 4) work with classmates outside of
class on assignments five to eight times per semester, and
5) discuss ideas from their courses outside of class every
other day orso."" It is notable that two-fifths of future teach-
ers never tutored other college students.

With respect to enriching educational experiences, 89%
of future teachers had a practicum or internship of some
sort, no doubt reflecting required field experiences such as
student teaching. More than two-thirds (70%) performed
communily service or volunteer work at some point during
college, 37% took coursework in a foreign language, 15%
studied abroad, and 26% fashioned an independent-study
or seli-designed major. More than half (55%) reported some
type of culminating senior experience, though nearly an
equal number (48%) didn’t take a course with a service-
learning component in their last year of college.

Future teachers reported only 42% of the maximum
score for student/faculty interaction. In part, this relatively
low score reflects the fact that only about 16% of future teach-
ers collaborated with faculty members on research projects
outside of class. To put this in perspective, 62% of physical
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science majors and 45% of biological science majors worked
with a faculty member on a research project at some time
during their undergraduate program. In addition, substantial
percentages of future teachers never interacted with fac-
ulty members on activities other than coursework (47%)
and never discussed coursework or readings outside of class
with a faculty member (28%) during the senior year.

Even so, future teachers were generally satisfied with
their college experience (83% said they would go to the
same school again) and believed their college experience
contributed substantially to their development in the fol-
lowing areas: general education (71% of the maximum),
personal and social development (59% of the maximum),
and job-related skills (75% of the maximum).

ENGAGEMENT OF FUTURE TEACHERS
MAJORING IN EDUCATION AND THEIR PEERS

Looking only at the 73% of future teachers who specif-
ically majored in education produced a more mixed pat-
tern of results. To provide a sense of how education ma-
jors performed relative to those in other majors, Figure 2
juxtaposes the engagement levels of future teachers who
major in education with those of students who do not in-
tend to teach and who are majoring in three other areas.™
On average, education majors outscored seniors major-
ing in humanities, physical sciences, and health-related fields
both on active and collaborative learning and on gains in
job-related skills. In fact, education majors outperformed
students in every one of the 18 major-field categories on
the survey on these two measures — with the exception
of scoring equal to health-related fields on gains in job-
related skills. However, education majors trailed in other
areas of effective educational practice. For example, they
were well behind humanities majors on academic chal-
lenge and general education gains and well behind phys-
ical science majors on student/faculty interaction. That hu-
manities majors had a higher level of academic challenge
than physical science majors might seem surprising, but
this is due to the measure’s emphasis on assigned read-
ings and amount of writing completed.

Table 1 also contrasts the engagement of future teach-
ers majoring specifically in education with that of seniors
who don’t intend to teach (column 2)." Education majors
scored higher on active and collaborative learning, report-
ed greater gains in job-related skills, and reported greater
personal and social gains. Al the same time, they scored
slightly lower on both student/faculty interaction and gener-
al education gains. Unpacking the activities that contributed
to the measures shown in Table 1 reveals thal, as com-



pared to nonteachers, education majors also:

* wrole more papers fewer than five pages long,

* look courses that placed less emphasis on analytic
thinking,

* had fewer serious conversations with students of dii-
ferent racial or ethnic backgrounds,™ and

¢ had fewer serious conversations with students who
held different beliefs, opinions, and values.

Finally, Table 1 contrasts the engagement of future teach-
ers majoring in education with future teachers majoring in
other fields (column 3). In general, education majors fared
much as they did against nonteachers — with the excep-
tions that education majors had slightly fewer enriching
educational experiences (even though student teaching
and other field placements increased the odds that edu-
cation majors had a practicum or internship by 744%)"
and reported comparable levels of per-

FIGURE 2.

Academic challenge

Active and collaborative learning

Education
Humanities
Physical Sciences
Health

Student/faculty interaction

General education gains

Personal and social gains

Engagement Levels of Future Teachers Majoring
In Education Versus Nonteachers in Selected Fields

sonal and social gains. As when com-
pared against nonteachers, education
majors wrote more short papers, took
coursework with less emphasis on an-
alytic thinking, and had fewer serious
conversations with a diverse range of
students.

This pattern of findings for educa-
tion majors generally holds for students
who reported education to be their pri-
mary or secondary (or additional) ma-
jor. The former group probably includes
mostly those bound for elementary and
middle schools, with some secondary
education majors mixed in. The latter
group probably includes students who
are majoring in an arts or sciences fiele
and are seeking a teaching license.

WHAT CAN WE SAY ABOUT
FUTURE TEACHERS?

On balance, today’s prospective
teachers appear to be at least as en-
gaged in effective educational practices
during college as their counterparts
who are pursuing other vocations. This
is good news for those who have been
working assiduously to improve the
quality of the teaching force. In fact,
future teachers had more experience
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recent studies showing that the academic quality of teach-
ers is higher than many believe.”

At the same time, certain findings are worrisome. First,
the overall level of engagement in effective educational prac-
tices that future teachers report is well below what may be
desirable, in that there is substantial room for improvement
on all the measures. And this has direct implications for
improving America’s schools. For example, one rarely men-
tioned obstacle to raising standards for K-12 student per-
formance is that elementary and secondary teachers them-
selves succeed in college without expending nearly as much
academic effort as faculty members say is needed to do
well. American high school students average only about
one hour of study time per day; by comparison, their coun-
terparts in China and Korea study about four hours per
day.* Yel the proportion of college-bound high school seniors
with an A average is at an all-time high — almost 45%.'
There is no evidence to suggest that U.S. students have un-
usual abilities that enable them to master learning objec-
tives more efficiently than peers elsewhere in the world.
It seems more likely that many high schools and universi-
ties are handing out relatively good grades for relatively
little effort.

Second, education majors feel that they are generally
well prepared to teach after college. This view differs from
what beginning teachers report: while their collegiate train-
ing was generally adequate in terms of theoretical content,
it often fell short in preparing them to cope with real-world
problems, including classroom management, teaching stu-
dents with special needs, and using various assessment tech-
niques.” Perhaps student teaching (for which most students
earn an A) contributes to an illusion on the part of future
teachers as they near graduation that they are better pre-
pared than they actually are.

Third, education majors report lower levels of student/
faculty interaction than their peers in other majors. In part,
this outcome may be because the vast majority of educa-
tion majors spend perhaps as much as half of their senior
year of college student teaching away from the campus.
Other professions, such as health-related fields, also fea-
ture apprentice-like experiences in the senior year that may
hinder student/faculty contacts. Indeed, NSSE data show
that seniors majoring in health-related fields have rates of
contact with their faculty members that are similar to,
though slightly higher than, those of education majors. (See
Figure 2.) Education majors may interact with faculty mem-
bers less because student teachers are essentially the wards
of local school personnel, who handle the lion’s share of
the supervision during this time. The upshot is that uni-
versity teacher education faculty members have few formal
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instructional responsibilities at this point in the prepara-
tion program. And those university personnel who do work
with student teachers often are graduate students or hold
adjunct appointments.”

Are there other approaches that would put student teach-
ers into more regular and meaningful contact with univer-
sity faculty members? One innovation designed to increase
contact between faculty members and student teachers is
the rise of professional development schoals (PDS). These
schools typically stipulate minimum levels of interaction
desired between faculty members and students in field place-
ments. Though they emphasize collegial relationships and
joint research projects, the more common PDS configu-
rations seem to have had only limited impact on the na-
ture-and quality of interactions between tenure-track fac-
ulty members and preservice teachers.”” In part, this is be-
cause faculty members tend to reduce their fieldwork com-
mitments if they perceive that their research productivity
is being negatively affected or if the fieldwork with preser-
vice teachers itself will not lead to “scholarly” research,*

Unless these obstacles are addressed, the PDS alterna-
tive is not likely to increase substantially the frequency
and quality of student/faculty contact. That said, it's pos-
sible that, without the addition of the PDS and other simi-
larly focused innovations, the amount of contact between
education majors and tenure-track faculty members would
be even lower than the NSSE results indicate.

One way to enhance the legitimacy of the PDS and oth-
er efforts to bring student teachers and faculty members
into more frequent substantive contact in the last year of
college is to link them to campus-based activities that res-
onate with core values of the professoriate. The Scholar-
ship of Teaching and Learning initiative is one such effort.
Spoansored by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advance-
ment of Teaching, the champions of this movement posit
that teaching and inquiry are complementary, synergistic
processes and that teaching is best improved through class-
room research conducted by teachers themselves, Imag-
ine if education faculty members collaborated with future
teachers to design and implement reflective inquiries in-
to teaching processes and classroom environments dur-
ing the student teaching experience. Such activity would
regularize contact between future teachers and education
faculty members, encourage reflective practice on the part
of both the university faculty and the future teachers, and
generate information about schooling that faculty mem-
bers might be able to use in their own research programs.

Another finding from the NSSE survey that warrants al-
tention is that education majors write more short papers
but are asked to do less analytic thinking in coursework



and don’t have more assigned readings. What do educa-
tion majors write about? On what do they reflect and base
their thinking, if assigned readings are not used exten-
sively? Many of the short documents that education majors
write may well include lesson plans, summaries of field
experiences, and student profiles — products that might
not require grounding in scholarly or research literature,
But the fact that there is relatively little contact with fac-
ulty members in their final year of college should give us
pause about the quality of the students’ writing, about
whether it shows a substantial reflective component, and
about whether the students are challenged sufficiently to
improve their thinking and writing in the absence of sub-
stantive feedback that might occur through more faculty
contacl.

GETTING THE TEACHERS WE NEED

The primary use of student engagement results is to im-
prove undergraduate education.” Toward this end, it's easy
to imagine using NSSE results to identify aspects of the un-
dergraduate experience of teachers at the individual or in-
stitutional level that could be improved.

The sea change under way in the demographic make-
up of students in public schools makes it imperative that
teachers develop understanding, appreciation for, and com-
petence in working with people from different backgrounds.
For this reason, the relatively low frequency of interaction
with people from diverse backgrounds that education ma-
jors report is particularly worrisome. Addressing diversity
issues in teacher education courses is welcome, of course.
But, ultimately, actual experience with people from differ-
ent racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds may prove a
more powerful vehicle for learning to understand and ap-
preciate diversity.

Data on educational engagement could also be used
to evaluate the merits of alternative teacher preparation or
credentialing programs or to compare engagement pat-
terns at different institutions that have teacher preparation
programs. Unfortunately, we can't say anything at this paint
about the relative quality of such programs. However, in
future years, we might add questions to the NSSE that
would allow us to assess directly students” experiences in
and perceptions of various approaches and models. Pro-
spective students, accreditors, and agencies that support
educational research and program development surely would
find such information useful. In addition, a criterion-refer-
enced approach to using engagement information could
be instructive: for example, using the NSSE survey or a simi-
lar tool as a checklist of sorts to determine whether students

preparing to be teachers are being exposed to the wide ar-
ray of educational experiences — such as tutoring and ser-
vice learning — that would prepare them well for instruct-
ing others,

In addition, teacher preparation programs might be en-
hanced hy other practices that the college student devel-
opment research suggests are powerful levers for promot-
ing educationally purposeful activity. These include living
units organized around themes relevant to teaching; linked
courses that are tied to a service-learning experience; and
capstone projects that require rigorous integration and syn-
thesis of knowledge, coupled with demonstrated compe-
tence and perhaps displayed as part of an electronic port-
folio. Some teacher preparation programs already incor-
porate these and other effective educational practices." It
would be instructive if the NSSE or a similar tool could be
used to document their efficacy.

The bottom line is this: if we want tomorrow’s teachers
to use effective educational practices when they work with
pre-K-12 students, preservice teachers must become knowl-

“It’s hard to be businesslike when the conversation
includes words like Yahoo, Hotbot, and Google.”
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edgeable about these practices. Moreover, they need to en-
gage in such practices as undergraduates so that they will
be able to model and use them appropriately. To the ex-
tent they do so, they’ll not only know that much more about
teaching, they’ll also learn more during college. And that
is a goal we must pursue if we are to get the teachers we
all want and need.
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