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Abstract High quality early childhood teachers have a
wealth of knowledge and use a range of skills in their daily
classroom practices, and research has consistently dem-
onstrated the positive influence effective early childhood
teachers have on children’s development and long-term
outcomes. Given the importance of practicum experiences
in the development of effective teachers, exploration and
understanding of these experiences for early childhood
teacher candidates is warranted. The relationship between
the cooperating teacher and teacher candidate can be
viewed as a central element in the experience; this relation-
ship influences and is influenced by additional elements
within the practicum experience, including: communica-
tion, beliefs, fit, knowledge and learning. In this article,
each of these elements is explored, and the interrelatedness
of the elements within the practicum experience is dis-
cussed. A systems perspective is used to describe the mul-
tiple elements of the practicum experiences in early child-
hood teacher preparation programs, not only to explore the
practicum experience, but also to develop recommenda-
tions and a research agenda.
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Introduction

Effective teachers for young children provide the critical
foundation for learning and development and set children
on a trajectory of social, emotional and academic success
(National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment (NICHD) Early Child Care Research Network 2002,
2003; Shonkoff and Phillips 2000; Peisner-Feinberg et al.
1999). Even more compelling are the data that teachers’
specialized training in early childhood education is linked
with positive child outcomes and high levels of classroom
quality (Barnett 2003; Hamre et al. 2014). Although early
childhood education has a long history, systematically
examining the preparation of teachers for the education of
young children is a more recent undertaking in the field.
Understanding how best to prepare early childhood teach-
ers is critical to ensuring that a high-quality workforce is
available to meet the needs of the number children and
variety of settings in which young children receive educa-
tion and care. In recent recommendations, several profes-
sional organizations have underscored the importance of
teacher preparation and the association between key com-
ponents in teacher preparation programs and high quality
experiences for young children (National Association for
the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 2009; National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE
2010); Institute of Medicine (IOM) & National Research
Council (NRC) 2015). These recommendations, coupled
with systematic research regarding teacher preparation, can
assist in understanding teacher preparation in early child-
hood education, further inform practice, and contribute to
a continuing research agenda in the field. Using a systems
perspective, this paper focuses on one primary component
of teacher preparation in early childhood education, the
practicum experience. Viewing relationships as the core
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of the system, critical elements of communication, beliefs,
fit, and knowledge and learning within practicum experi-
ences are explored. This systems perspective then serves
as a foundation for the discussion of future practice and
research related to practicum experiences.

The practicum experience (i.e., classroom-based oppor-
tunities carried out under the supervision of a lead class-
room teacher (i.e., cooperating teacher) provides oppor-
tunities for teacher candidates to develop “experiential
understanding” of children’s learning and appropriate
teaching strategies under the mentoring of a cooperating
teacher, prior to the capstone student teaching experience
(Retallick and Miller 2010). Repeatedly, practicum expe-
riences have been highlighted as crucial to becoming a
teacher, and have been identified as one of the most impor-
tant experiences in teacher education programs (Baum and
Korth 2013; Bornfreund 2011; Zeichner 2010). Although
participation in practicum experiences is mandated by
accreditation institutions (CAEP 2013; NCATE 2010) and
recommended by others (IOM and NRC 2015; NAEYC
2009), relatively little information or research has been
accumulated about these practicum experiences in early
childhood teacher preparation programs (Anderson and
Stillman 2013; Cohen et al. 2013). Early childhood teacher
preparation presents some unique challenges for considera-
tion in the preparation and development of effective teach-
ers in their practicum experiences; early childhood teachers
may work with children across a range of ages and develop-
ment, and in a range of settings such as Head Start, com-
munity child care, public pre-K classrooms in public school
settings, and cooperating teachers may have varied educa-
tion levels and have taken a variety of pathways to becom-
ing a teacher.

Teacher preparation programs provide opportunities
for teacher candidates to develop as effective teachers by
gaining knowledge and learning skills through a variety of
courses, applying coursework in practicum experiences,
and student teaching. Institutions of higher education pre-
pare a large number of teachers for the workforce and these
programs can vary within and across states in terms of phi-
losophy, models, courses, and intensity of practicum expe-
riences and student teaching (Center on Enhancing Early
Learning Outcomes (CEELO; Schilder 2016; IOM and
NRC 2015; La Paro et al. 2014; Sumrall et al. 2016; White-
book et al. 2012). Some of the variation in teacher prepa-
ration programs is state specific; these state differences
may reflect licensing and credentialing standards which
vary greatly across the 50 states in terms of ages of chil-
dren and competencies required (Schilder 2016). In terms
of practicum experiences, teacher preparation programs
differ by the number of classroom-based experiences, the
setting in which experiences take place, and the supervi-
sion of teacher candidates during these experiences and
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the expected competencies and outcomes for teacher can-
didates. The variability in number of practicum experiences
can range from having one classroom-based experience
prior to student teaching to multiple experiences in class-
rooms (Bornfreund 2011; Rice and McLaughlin 2007). The
setting can vary across type, ages of children, and racial,
socio-economic, and ethnic backgrounds of both teach-
ers and children (Lim et al. 2009). Furthermore, teacher
candidates can be supervised differently across programs;
in some instances, cooperating teachers are the primary
supervisor while in others, adjunct or tenure track univer-
sity faculty may supervise teacher candidates Supervisors’
and evaluators’ qualifications vary significantly in selec-
tion, training, and experience (Lafferty 2015). Finally, there
is little data regarding the actual outcomes of the practicum
experience for teacher candidates. Programs vary across the
expected and required competencies for teacher candidates
during the practicum experience and on using assessments
to document learning, outcomes, and growth (La Paro
et al. 2014). These variations can contribute to differences
among teacher candidates’ experiences in practica across
different teacher preparation programs and ultimately affect
their effectiveness as classroom teachers. At the same
time, the central core of all practicum experience is a sys-
tem which involves a teacher candidate and cooperating
teacher in the classroom within a relationship that includes
multiple elements with the intended outcome of develop-
ing effective teaching practices. Given the research point-
ing to the importance of interactions and relationships in
children’s learning, it stands to reason that addressing this
relational element of the practicum experience is impor-
tant for understanding the experience of teacher candidates
during their practicum experience. Therefore, this paper
focuses specifically on the practicum experience com-
ponent in early childhood teacher preparation, and uses a
systems perspective to highlight the interplay and intercon-
nectedness among critical elements within this experience.
The intention is to facilitate a greater understanding of the
practicum experience to better prepare our early childhood
educators and consider implications for teacher preparation
programs and future research directions.

Application of a Systems Perspective to Practicam
Experiences

In the following section, systems theories and perspec-
tives will be briefly reviewed to set the context of a sys-
tems framework of the practicum experience. Learning to
teach can be considered a complex phenomenon; the practi-
cum experience is nested within the context of a teacher
preparation program, which acts as a system with several
participants, varying relationships, and multiple influences
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(Clarke and Collins 2007, p. 168; O’Brian et al. 2007;
Retallick and Miller 2010). Using a systems perspective
to explore and discuss the practicum experience allows us
to recognize, consider, and systematically examine vari-
ous elements of the practicum experience as well as the
interactions and interplay among these multiple elements.
Whereas much of the literature on classroom dynamics and
learning has placed the child in the center of the develop-
ing system (e.g., Pianta 1999; Jeon et al. 2010), in the cur-
rent perspective, the teacher candidate is the focus of the
developing system. It is important to note that, although
various types of relationships (e.g., interactions with family
members) and interactions with environments (e.g. culture,
home, and community) are likely to influence the develop-
ment of the teacher candidate, the focus of this paper is on
the developing individual within the context of the teacher
preparation program—specifically, the practicum experi-
ence. The systems perspective presented is influenced by
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory and proximal processes
and Pianta’s system theory (Bronfenbrenner 1994, 2005;
Pianta 1999) which are briefly reviewed below.

Using Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory,
proximal processes have been specified as the key factor
in development through which human potential is actual-
ized (Bronfenbrenner 1994). Applying this perspective to
the cooperating teacher, teacher candidate dyad within the
practicum experience, the proximal processes that occur
between cooperating teachers and teacher candidates may
have significant associations with development and out-
comes for teacher candidates (Maynard et al. 2014; Johnson
et al. 2016). The individual characteristics of the learner, in
this case the teacher candidate, both influence and are influ-
enced by the environment, in this case the practicum expe-
rience. Within this perspective, we acknowledge teacher
candidates’ beliefs and experiences related to knowledge
and learning as individual characteristics that are part of
the system contributing to the development of effective
teachers.

Borrowing from Pianta’s systems theory related to chil-
dren’s learning, the relationships between the teachers and
children in the classroom are critical to learning (Pianta
1999). In the case of a systems perspective for teacher can-
didate learning, the relationships between the cooperat-
ing teachers and teacher candidates during the practicum
experience are critical to development and learning. Simi-
lar to Bronfenbrenner’s proximal processes, the repeated
interactions and relationships teacher candidates have with
their cooperating teacher set the context for learning and
at times serve as a resource for teacher candidates as they
are practicing skills and learning new teaching strategies
in the classroom (Hamre and Pianta 2006). In their 2006
conceptual model of teacher-student relationships, Hamre
and Pianta acknowledge individual characteristics, include

perceptions and beliefs as influencing the teacher candi-
date—cooperating teacher relationship, and set learning with
the context of the broader classroom environment. This
perspective is similar to the application of the systems per-
spective for teacher candidates within the practicum experi-
ence presented in this paper (see Fig. 1).

In the next sections, multiple elements of the practicum
experiences are explored, and the interrelatedness of the
elements experience are discussed. Implications for prac-
tice and building a research agenda are also described.

Elements Within a Systems Perspective
of Practicum Experiences Relationships

As the theories above highlight the centrality of interac-
tions and relationships in development, perhaps the most
salient element in this systems perspective of practicum
experiences that directly influences development during
practicum experiences are the interactions and relationships
between cooperating teachers and teacher candidates. In the
research literature, cooperating teachers and teacher candi-
dates have cited their relationship as a critical component
in the practicum experience (Darling-Hammond and Fre-
low 2002; Kim and Danforth 2012; O’Brian et al. 2007).
The cooperating teacher—teacher candidate relationship
provides the foundation through which cooperating teach-
ers can scaffold teacher candidates’ learning experiences,
provide feedback, and impart knowledge and wisdom from
teaching experience (Cohen et al. 2013; McIntyre 1983;
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Fig. 1 Context of development for practicum students. Adapted from
Pianta (1999)
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O’Brian et al. 2007; Weinstein 1989). Simultaneously the
comfort and fit of the teacher candidate with the coop-
erating teacher sets the foundation for trying out newly
acquired skills and applying knowledge as well as receptiv-
ity to feedback.

Much of the research regarding the cooperating
teacher—teacher candidate relationship has examined under-
graduate teacher preparation programs focused on elemen-
tary or secondary education teachers and/or student teach-
ers. Teacher candidates completing practicum experiences
are in a different developmental level than student teacher
and have different roles and responsibilities in the class-
room as student teachers. Given the unique period of devel-
opment for very young children and the range of settings
in which young children can be enrolled, focusing on these
interactions and relationships in early practicum experi-
ences for teacher candidates in early childhood education
is needed to provide the guidance for program development
and further research.

In an initial study of the relationship between teacher
candidates and cooperating teachers, O’Brian et al. (2007)
conducted interviews and observations with nine pre-ser-
vice teachers placed in early childhood through middle-
school special education classrooms and their cooperat-
ing teachers. Analyses of the interviews indicated that
both the teacher candidate and cooperating teacher felt
that the relationship was a vital component of the practi-
cum experience; both teacher candidates and cooperat-
ing teachers noted the centrality of the relationship to the
students’ learning experience. When positive relationships
were established, students felt that they could take risks
and cooperating teachers could allow students to have both
more responsibility and independence in the classroom
(O’Brian et al. 2007).

Although O’Brian et al. highlight the potential posi-
tive and supportive aspects of the relationship between the
cooperating teacher and teacher candidate, as with most
relationships, the relationship between the cooperating
teacher and teacher candidate will be comprised of both
positive and negative aspects. Findings from previous stud-
ies examining the relationship aspect of pre-service teach-
ers’ practicum experiences have revealed several issues
within these relationships—including power sharing,
tension, and conflict—that may contribute to a challeng-
ing relationship and limited learning experience versus a
more non-authoritative approach which contributes in part
to more positive learning experiences (Kim and Danforth
2012). Hastings (2004) examined the “roller coaster ride
of emotions” inherent in relationships from the perspective
of the cooperating teachers participating in the practicum
experiences of secondary education teacher candidates
(p- 135). In her interviews of 20 cooperating teachers, a
wide range of emotions about the experiences were shared,
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ranging from guilt and frustration to relief and satisfaction.
These elements of positivity and negativity in relationships
and the foundation for learning that the relationship can
provide to teacher candidates underscore the importance
of examining relationships between teacher candidates
and cooperating teachers in the early childhood education
pre-service teacher preparation process. Understanding the
context of the relationships between cooperating teachers
and teacher candidate provides a foundation to examine,
understand, and improve the specific elements of the practi-
cum experience in early childhood education where this
research base is much more limited.

In our own work, we found that cooperating teachers’
and teacher candidates’ reports of positivity and negativ-
ity within their relationship were all significantly related
to teacher candidates’ overall satisfaction with the practi-
cum experience, further contributing to the importance of
relationships as an overarching element in the practicum
experience system (Johnson et al. 2016). This bidirectional
relationship between the cooperating teacher and teacher
candidate may facilitate an environment that allows teacher
candidates to feel comfortable to practice teaching skills;
this thesis is further supported by findings that practicum
satisfaction has been linked to teacher efficacy for teacher
candidates during their practicum experiences (see Johnson
et al. 2016). Relationships between cooperating teachers
and teacher candidates within early childhood classrooms
are enacted, in part, through the communicative practices
within cooperating teacher—teacher candidate interactions
which are described next. Then the contributions of beliefs,
fit, and knowledge and learning are also briefly addressed
as additional elements of the practicum experience for con-
sideration in a systems perspective (see Fig. 2).

Communication

Nested within the relationships between cooperating
teachers and teacher candidates and foundational to inter-
actions is communication. Communication within teach-
ing and learning relationships is argued to be the medium
through which relationships are initiated, maintained and
enhanced (Kalbfleisch 2002). The element of communi-
cation has been touted as a vital component to the rela-
tionships between cooperating teachers and teacher can-
didates (Lawley et al. 2014; Roberts et al. 2014). Loizou
(2011) underscores the importance of communication
between the cooperating teacher (mentor) and student
teacher to learn effective ways to negotiate the relation-
ship and highlighting the roles of each member. Spe-
cific aspects of the communicative relationships between
teacher candidates and their cooperating teachers such as
mentoring skills, communication, support, and feedback
have been documented as important features of general
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Fig. 2 Practicum student development and learning within a systems
perspective

teacher education programs (Alger and Kopcha 2009;
Johnson and Birkeland 2003; Lawlwy et al. 2014; McNay
2004; Whitney et al. 2002). The systems perspective pre-
sented in this paper allows for the consideration of the
dynamic interrelatedness of relationships and communi-
cation in practica in early childhood settings, in that com-
munication both affects and is affected by the relationship
between the cooperating teacher and teacher candidate.
From a sociocultural discourse perspective, language
is viewed as a tool for teaching and learning through a
dialogic process of collaboration and joint understand-
ing (Mercer 2004). Communication within interactions
between cooperating teachers and teacher candidates are
therefore opportunities to transfer knowledge and cre-
ate mutual understanding and as forum for constructive
feedback (O’Brian et al. 2007). Interactions are also situ-
ated within institutional contexts and relational histories,
and communication within the moment is informed by
previous interactions and experiences (Mercer 2004).
Additionally, conceptualizations of collaborative learning
processes note conversation skills as primary components
of the learning process model (Soller et al. 1999). Coop-
erating teachers’ and teacher candidates’ communication
often center around support, feedback, and information
sharing throughout the practicum experience; these com-
municative practices may be affected by program philos-
ophies and standards, and may be bi-directionally related
to teachers’ beliefs, learning, and knowledge, supporting
the dynamic aspect of a system model. In the next sec-
tions, communication elements of support, feedback, and

information sharing within the context of the practicum
experiences are presented.

Support

Communication is a mechanism through which cooperat-
ing teachers can offer messages of support to their teacher
candidates. Teachers’ and students’ perceptions of their
relationship and the supportiveness of the cooperating
teacher—teacher candidate communication practices affect
the experiences of both parties throughout the practicum
experience. Teacher candidates within early childhood
education teacher preparation programs discuss communi-
cation and support as connected concepts as major themes
of their practicum experiences (Maynard et al. 2014). It is
important to note that support is a bidirectional construct
and must be conceptualized to include both cooperating
teachers’ communicative practices and teacher candidates’
reciprocal responses (Kim and Schallert 2011).

Feedback

A second aspect of communication which is important for
the practicum experience is feedback on teacher candidates’
performance. This feedback may be provided immediately
or may be discussed after the fact in a more formal meet-
ing or review. Scheeler (2008) argues that immediate and
positive feedback on teacher candidates’ use of skills most
promotes effective teaching, especially if, as is the case
for teacher candidates, these skills are recently learned.
The way in which feedback is communicated greatly influ-
ences how teacher candidates learn, and affects how both
cooperating teachers and teacher candidates perceive their
relationship during the practicum experience. Teacher can-
didates discuss feedback as a type of communication they
have with their cooperating teachers regarding their class-
room practices, and note that this type of communication is
desired because it gives students an understanding of their
performance as teachers (Maynard et al. 2014).

As important as feedback is for students’ experience,
the feedback students receive during the practicum expe-
rience can aid or hinder the overall learning experience
for the pre-service teacher. For example, if a cooperating
teacher affirms how a pre-service teacher responds to two
children arguing that feedback may positively influence
the pre-service teacher’s beliefs about their teaching skills
(i.e., as effective). However, in some situations, students
may receive less positive feedback. Rotter (1982) argues
that negative reinforcement or the anticipation of negative
reinforcement can cause a shift in emotions such as feel-
ings of anger, defensiveness, and cautiousness. These nega-
tive feelings can affect the pre-service teachers’ learning in
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current and future situations by influencing how they feel
about their teaching abilities.

Information Sharing

Related to feedback, cooperating teachers’ and teacher can-
didates’ communications are means through which to share
information and knowledge between parties. Sharing infor-
mation differs from feedback in that it is not necessarily
provided in response to a behavior or action of the student;
rather, it can be knowledge or experience that the cooperat-
ing teacher shares with the student. Like all communica-
tion, information sharing occurs most fluidly when there is
the foundation of a supportive cooperating teacher—teacher
candidate relationship.

The relationship between cooperating teachers and
teacher candidates affects and is affected by the communi-
cation between parties, including communication regarding
support, feedback, and information sharing. Communica-
tion processes between cooperating teachers and teacher
candidates have bidirectional effects on: (1) the relation-
ships within the classrooms, (2) the learning occurring
within the classrooms, and (3) the perceptions of the practi-
cum experience. Collectively, each of these processes inter-
act throughout the practicum experience and culminate into
building effective early childhood education teachers who
have gained knowledge and practical skills, established
beliefs, and expanded their communication and relation-
ship building skills. Communication of support, feedback,
and information sharing throughout the practicum experi-
ence informs teacher candidates’ development of beliefs
and knowledge about teaching. These transactions among
variables are supported through conceptualizations of rela-
tional communication as well as research in elementary and
secondary education settings, yet research specific to rela-
tionships and communication practices within cooperating
teacher—teacher candidate interactions in early childhood
education teacher preparation programs is needed. Commu-
nication processes influence the process of the teacher can-
didate integrating new beliefs and knowledge about teach-
ing into their existing beliefs and knowledge and assessing
their fit with their cooperating teacher throughout their
practicum experience, each of which are discussed below.

Beliefs

In a systems perspective, it is important to acknowledge
that teacher candidate and cooperating teachers have their
own set of beliefs that have been shaped by a multitude of
previous experiences (Rotter 1982) and may be changed
by experiences within the practica experience (Scott-Little
et al. 2006). Beliefs are considered critical components
of this dynamic systems perspective because they have
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significant influence on behavior (Pajares 1992; Vartuli
2005) and are influenced by behaviors. Specifically, in rela-
tion to teacher education programs, findings have revealed
that beliefs of teacher candidates must be addressed before
addressing teaching practices; at the same time, teacher
candidates’ participation in various kinds of training influ-
ences their beliefs (Caudle and Moran 2012; O’Loughlin
and Campbell 1988; Scott-Little et al. 2006). Pre-service
teachers come to teacher preparation programs and field
experiences with ideas, concepts, and beliefs about teach-
ing from many previous experiences, including their own
education experiences. At the most basic level, pre-ser-
vice teachers have formed ideas and beliefs about what it
means to be a teacher by being a student, from attending
grade school all the way through higher education. Then,
throughout their preparation program, teacher candidates
generally have multiple opportunities to experience lesson
planning, teacher-child interactions, and behavior manage-
ment strategies; each of these experiences influence and is
influenced by their belief in their ability to teach and their
beliefs about teaching as a profession (Biesta et al. 2015;
Devine et al. 2013; van Uden et al. 2013).

The relationship between the teacher candidate and
the cooperating teacher may influence the expression of
beliefs and may contribute to change or maintenance of
beliefs. Rozelle and Wilson (2012) explore this phenom-
enon in students during a yearlong internship who shifted
their beliefs to those of their mentor. It is possible that the
cooperating teacher and teacher candidate relationship
provides an opportunity for the candidates to discuss their
beliefs about teaching in an early childhood environment.
This process of change and growth could possibly chal-
lenge some teacher candidates’ beliefs if they do not align
with their cooperating teachers’ beliefs. These interactions
may then either contribute to strengthening teacher candi-
dates’ current beliefs about teaching or provide opportuni-
ties to ponder the possibility of their shifting beliefs based
on a new understanding. Several of the elements within the
practicum experience contribute to the perceived or real fit
between the cooperating teacher and teacher candidate may
ultimately influence multiple elements of the practicum
experience.

Fit

The element of fit encompasses the elements of communi-
cation and beliefs and is related to relationships as previ-
ously discussed and includes a unique contribution to the
experience of teacher candidates in their practica. There-
fore, fit, in terms of communication, similarities and differ-
ences of beliefs about teaching, may contribute to the type
of relationship (i.e., tension versus open and positive) that
develops between the cooperating teacher and their teacher
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candidates (Kitchel and Torres 2007). Teacher candidates
who feel they are similar across teaching practices with
their cooperating teachers may have more positive interac-
tions with their cooperating teacher and over time they may
develop a more positive relationship with their cooperat-
ing teacher. If teacher candidates are placed in classroom-
based settings that have practices that are inconsistent with
their beliefs about how a classroom or with a cooperating
teacher who holds very disparate beliefs from the teacher
candidate, the students’ perceptions of the experience and
ultimately their level of satisfaction and efficacy with it as
a learning opportunity may be influenced (Johnson et al.
2016; Pfitzner-Eden 2016).

Knowledge and Learning

Acting as both an input and outcome to the systems in
knowledge and learning. Inherent in teacher prepara-
tion programs is the idea that students will learn and gain
knowledge about child development, teaching strategies,
and the profession that they are entering (among numerous
other topics), and this knowledge will be filtered through
previous and new knowledge and experiences. Effective
early childhood educators must have the appropriate knowl-
edge, skills, and dispositions to effectively teach young
children (Sheridan et al. 2009). These facets of teachers’
preparation interact to influence the development of effec-
tive teaching practices. It is important to note that the com-
plex interplay between teachers’ beliefs and effective teach-
ing practices occurs in concert with expansions in teachers’
knowledge, as knowledge both affects and is affected by
teachers’ beliefs. Teacher knowledge is developed through
making sense of teaching experiences, and knowledge is
established through the filter of teachers’ beliefs (Pajares
1992). Teacher candidates come to their practicum experi-
ence with the knowledge they have received through pro-
gram coursework, yet it is the day-to-day events and expe-
riences within classroom contexts that shape and solidify
teacher candidates’ knowledge about specific teaching
practices and teacher candidates’ beliefs about effective
teaching and their efficacy levels. As such, teachers’ prac-
tices are based on teachers’ knowledge, shaped through
their beliefs and previous personal/professional experi-
ences, and their perceptions of the current situation or fit
in the classroom (Hedges 2012). What knowledge and
learning opportunities are included in a teacher prepara-
tion programs are influenced by recommendations from
professional organizations, state learning and development
standards, state licensing requirements, CAEP, and pro-
gram philosophy. Specifically, professional organizations
that teacher preparation programs may align with such as
the National Association for the Education of Young Chil-
dren (NAEYC) may influence the inclusion of professional

preparation standards (NAEYC 2009) as knowledge within
the program. Additionally, state standards and licensing
may influence knowledge integrated within a program on
protocol for safety, teacher-child ratio, and classroom qual-
ity instruments.

Implications and Recommendations for Practice

A comprehensive understanding of the elements and inter-
relatedness of these elements within the practicum expe-
rience of early childhood teacher candidates moves the
field forward in terms of addressing practice in teacher
preparation programs as well as research needs to deter-
mine effectiveness and utility of practices. For example,
the impact of the fit between cooperating teachers’ and
teacher candidates’ perspectives regarding teaching prac-
tices on students’ practicum experiences (i.e., satisfaction,
efficacy, and performance) need further definitions and
empirical exploration. The element of fit appears to have
connections to multiple elements of teacher development
and additional work on defining this element would sup-
port future research; it will also be important to not con-
textual variations in efforts related to fit. Based on findings
in some of our work, we have learned that, within our pro-
gram, the relationships between cooperating teachers and
teacher candidates need further consideration when pairing
teacher candidates with a practicum placement/cooperating
teacher. An implication of this research that has altered our
approach to practicum placements has been an increased
intentionality in placing students in classrooms where
there may be the “best” fit between cooperating teacher
and teacher candidate; although this consideration comes
with its own set of challenges such as finding and retaining
high quality early childhood practicum placements, student
transportation and work schedule needs, and program spe-
cific limitations.

In terms of communication in practicum experiences,
intentional work on communication skills between adults
is needed in the preparation of effective teachers. Most
programs include content related to interactions with chil-
dren and communication with children, but few include an
adult—adult focus. Communication is another component
that may be influenced by context; questions such as what
are communication norms and what should communication
norms be to maximize students’ experiences in classrooms
will need to be explored. Furthermore, the mentoring and
support of cooperating teachers needs focused attention
in the field of early childhood. Professional organizations
both in the United States and abroad recommend that coop-
erating teachers have deep expertise and extensive experi-
ence, and that they are trained in mentoring students. The
role of cooperating teachers has been highlighted in the
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field of early childhood education internationally (Caires
et al. 2010, 2012) as well as the K-12, and P-12 literatures
(Butler and Cuenca 2012; Clarke et al. 2014; Guyton and
Mclntyre 1990; Hoy and Woolfolk 1990; Iannaccone 1963;
Valencia et al. 2009) across contexts; however, specific
recommendations regarding cooperating teacher selection,
preparation, and roles are lacking in early childhood educa-
tion. Recommendations for high quality cooperating teach-
ers are included in CAEP’s most recent standards for P-12
and include Standard 2, Clinical Partnerships and Practice
(CAEP 2013). However, high quality cooperating teachers
has yet to be defined empirically in early childhood educa-
tion, birth through kindergarten, and the role and relation-
ships the cooperating teacher has with teacher candidates
has yet to be systematically addressed. There is much work
to provide the mentoring and support for cooperating teach-
ers in early childhood education so that they are equipped
to facilitate positive practicum experiences.

Additionally, supporting field-based experiences with
course assignments that include reflection help pre-service
teachers to process their interactions and experiences. Pro-
cessing the experience is an important tool that promotes
thinking about new knowledge they are gaining from the
experience as well as self-assessing areas of strengths
and areas in need for improvement to become an effective
teacher (Ritblatt et al. 2013). In addition, self-reflective
practices allow students an opportunity to digest the infor-
mation and observations they have made in the classroom
and integrate it with their current understanding and beliefs
about effective teaching strategies (Rotter 1982). Somewhat
aligned with beliefs is the program philosophy and how the
mission statements and vision statements are being imple-
mented in a consistent manner throughout course and the
practicum experiences, and how the program philosophy is
communicated to cooperating teachers.

Within the systems perspective, knowledge can be con-
ceptualized as both an input and output. The construct of
teacher candidate “knowledge” needs to be clearly under-
stood and defined. Effective teachers have multiple lay-
ers of knowledge and gain this knowledge through multi-
ple methods. Research has examined teacher knowledge
regarding knowledge of specific content areas through pro-
gram coursework (Cassidy et al. 1995; Riojas-Cortez et al.
2013); teacher preparation programs need to understand the
types of knowledge that can be taught through coursework
and the type of knowledge that is gained through classroom
experience and the relationship between coursework and
application. Programs need to address the content knowl-
edge that students gain through coursework and the imple-
mentation of this knowledge in the classroom, asking what
students know, how they got that information, what they
can do with that information, and what else do they need
to learn. Based on the interrelatedness of their learning
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and individual characteristics, each teacher candidate may
understand and implement knowledge in individual ways.

Future Research in Early Childhood Teacher
Preparation Programs

Based on both the current available research in teacher
preparation and our experience examining these elements
in practicum experiences have revealed the usefulness of a
systems perspective for understanding the practicum expe-
rience and developing recommendations and a research
agenda. Understanding the multiple components and the
interrelatedness of these components, underscores the need
for further research to understand the elements of practi-
cum experiences within a systems perspective and the asso-
ciations with teacher candidates’ outcomes.

Gathering Systematic Data within Programs

Gathering data within and across teacher preparation pro-
grams is one of the first steps to develop a foundation of
information and understanding about current practice. To
fully understand how programs develop effective teachers,
we must first understand the diversity of the design and
format of the practicum experience across programs. Thus,
joint ventures across multiple institutions of higher educa-
tion will provide additional information for more recom-
mendations for the field at large. Although some data are
available in states related to student teachers and pre-K
teachers, much less data are available for preparing teachers
of younger children (CEELO 2016; La Paro et al. 2014).
Although research and experts in the field indicate the
importance of high quality practicum experiences for stu-
dents, these experiences can come with a long list of chal-
lenges (Early and Winton 2001; NAEYC 2009). Policies
and regulations at the licensing/certification-, university-,
and program-level, however well-intentioned, sometimes
limit the ability to develop and maintain relationships with
cooperating teachers in high quality classrooms. Because
of the variation in licensing and certification requirements
(hours, type of classrooms, age groups, location of class-
rooms etc.) there seems to be no one way of implementing
highly consistent practicum experiences across institutions
of higher education. However, having gathering this infor-
mation to fully understand that range of experiences and
having a set of reliable measures for ECE teacher prepara-
tion programs to use as tools to gather information about
the practicum system of learning will help describe key pro-
cess elements in the practicum experience. In our research,
for example, we have identified key elements such as rela-
tionships, communication, fit, knowledge and learning, and
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beliefs. We have collected data on the associations among
these key elements, and have used the findings to imple-
ment procedures in our teacher preparation program to
support teacher candidates and cooperating teachers. Pro-
grams can use such data to examine and improve the level
of quality and learning taking place for teacher candidates
and ultimately will be better able to support the growth of
highly effective early childhood educators.

Longitudinal Data Collection

Future research should examine outcomes for teacher can-
didates. The long-term outcomes of student satisfaction,
efficacy, and overall effectiveness of a teacher with earlier
field-based experiences and the practicum experiences’
influence on their development of as a teacher is unknown.
From a system perspective, relationship positivity, fit, and
consistent communication between the cooperating teacher
and teacher candidate are necessary components to ensure
that teacher candidates benefit from the supports and guid-
ance provided in the practicum experience. Becoming an
effective teacher is a complex process and consideration of
the various components and their influence on one another
may reveal important aspects of early childhood teacher
preparation that merit further study or a change in prac-
tices. In addition, teacher development does not only occur
during teacher preparation but continues after graduation.
Therefore, longitudinal data collection is needed to fully
understand the impact of these practicum experiences on
teachers’ first years in the field; this includes data through
student teaching and into the first 2 or 3 years of teaching.
These data would allow programs to have a greater under-
standing of what aspects of the practicum experiences have
been most influential and meaningful while in the context
of their teaching careers. To collect data during practicum
and extend through the first few years of teaching after
graduation the field needs adequate measures.

Methods to Measure Practicum Experiences

The field lacks existing measures to examine several
aspects of teacher candidate competency, beliefs, and atti-
tudes (Horm et al. 2013). More specifically, measures for
various aspects of the practicum experience, such as the
teacher candidate and cooperating teacher relationship, fit
with cooperating teachers, and teacher candidate satisfac-
tion, require further field testing and validation of appropri-
ate measures. Valid and reliable measures are necessary to
gather data useful in the design of practicum experiences in
teacher education programs and for support and training of

cooperating teachers in both institutions of higher educa-
tion and to support research in these areas.

Summary

The development of effective teachers is a multi-faceted
process. Within the practicum experience, the relationship
between the teacher candidate and cooperating teacher is a
central component. During practicum experiences teacher
candidates are consistently receiving information through
interactions with cooperating teachers that influence their
teaching (Darling-Hammond and Frelow 2002; Edens
2000; Maynard et al. 2014). Related to these interactions
and relationship, elements of communication, fit, beliefs,
and knowledge interact and influence experiences and ulti-
mately teacher candidates’ development as an effective
teacher. Viewing teacher preparation and specifically the
early practicum experiences as a system, offers a perspec-
tive through which to begin to capture the complexity of
the components within early childhood teacher preparation
and aids in the understanding of the multiple entry points
and elements for attention in teacher preparation programs.
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