
ABSTRACT
An associate teacher was filmed during pre- and post-lesson debriefing

sessions with two teacher candidates during their OISE practicum

placements. A digital resource created from the filmed conversations was

used by the associate teacher and shared with other focus groups for

analysis, discussion, and shared inquiry. By watching and discussing the

filmed debriefing sessions on the digital resource, associate teachers began to

examine their own questioning and feedback practices. The purpose of this

study was to assist associate teachers in supporting the learning of teacher

candidates by increasing their knowledge of mentoring practice. The central

findings of this project, as reported by the associate teacher and others who

viewed the digital resource, were an increased confidence and knowledge of

ways to mentor teacher candidates, a growing awareness of a range of

effective mentoring strategies, and an expanded capacity to think meta-

cognitively regarding feedback conversations with teacher candidates.

OBJECTIVES 
•  To support the mentoring practices of associate teachers through

structuring learning-focused conversations to effectively provide feedback

for individual teacher candidates  

•  To increase school-university partnerships and capacity for inquiry

through engaging in shared research related to teaching practice

•  To develop a digital resource that demonstrates effective practices for

providing feedback, with the aim to stimulate discussion and study with

field partners across the Initial Teacher Education program at OISE

Associate teachers are key partners within the Initial Teacher Education

program at OISE. They are vital mentors who help to connect, and

reinforce, theoretical, pedagogical, and situated knowledge. It is in their

classrooms, and with their mentoring and guidance, that teacher candidates

synthesize and incorporate theoretical and research-based learning into

their own teaching practices. The debriefing conversation that occurs after

each teacher candidate implements a lesson is an important opportunity for

learning and reflection that helps to deepen understanding and support the

development of teaching practice. This particular interaction between
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associate teacher and teacher candidate underlies the

question that guided this project: Can collaborative analysis

of filmed debriefing sessions assist associate teachers in

developing successful practices in mentoring teacher

candidates?

Educational research literature has identified a lack of

clarity about the roles of the associate teacher. Sanders,

Dowson, and Sinclair (2005) outline seven potential roles:

planner, modeller, evaluator, friend, professional peer,

counselor, and conferencer. However, their study reveals that

very few associate teacher frame interactions as professional

peers or conferencers, roles that are often associated with

professional dialogue and the deconstructing of events or

teaching. Further, research literature indicates a strong need

for a mentor to structure an effective conversation with a

new teacher focused on student learning. This conversation

involves several processes: presenting evidence to a teacher,

prompting reflective conversation about evidence, being able

to listen to teacher thinking and being able to move a

teacher’s attention into inquiry about students and their

needs (Athanases & Achinstein, 2003, p. 1500).

In order to increase associate teachers’ capacity and

confidence in these key areas of mentoring and feedback,

our project focused attention on these processes and skills in

a supportive, collaborative, and connected way. 

Teacher candidates who enter the Elementary Initial 

Teacher Education program at OISE have a variety of

experiential and cultural backgrounds, and diverse learning

strengths and needs. In order to respond to the learning

needs and developmental stages of teacher candidates,

associate teachers need to employ skills in planning,

communication, and authentic assessment, as well as

strategies for supporting the learning expectations of teacher

candidates. This study provided opportunity for an

experienced associate teacher to inquire into his practices in

these areas and to collaborate with teacher educators. The 

filmed sessions were shared digitally with other associate

teachers in order to develop knowledge of the various 

roles and skills of effective mentors. The research focused

particularly on the development of skills in observation 

and the provision of positive, constructive feedback by

means of collaborative analysis of videotaped debriefing

sessions. Collaborative discussion and analysis of teaching

through activities such as video sharing are highly effective

tools for teacher learning at all stages of professional

growth (Snow et al., 2005).

STAGES OF THE PROJECT
The “Authentic Voices from the Field” initiative spans the

continuum of teacher learning by using the knowledge of an

experienced and expert associate teacher to support the

development and growth of teacher candidates and

colleagues. In this two-year project, associate teachers—who

have demonstrated effectiveness—will use their existing

knowledge about mentoring, coaching, and consulting to

engage in focused professional development as a community

of learners. 

The first pilot phase of a multi-year project began during the

school year 2006–2007. An initial goal was to collect baseline

data on current practices of teacher candidates and associate

teachers. To begin, there was an effort to build a safe

environment for this study. The teacher educators provided

information to clarify their expectations: they informed the

teacher candidates about the practicum process, including

lesson or unit planning; and they informed the associate

teachers about the provision of feedback for both formative

and summative assessments. Discussions took place with

teacher candidates and associate teachers regarding effective

and supportive strategies and techniques for providing

feedback and guidance during the practicum.

One associate teacher offered particular leadership. During

two practicum placements, he was filmed holding a pre- and
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Successful teacher preparation includes carefully

designed, high-quality clinical and field experiences

that are closely connected to the teacher-preparation

curriculum (NCTAF, 1996). Unless cooperating

teachers in whose classrooms students intern are

considered as part of the teacher-education program,

discontinuities between theoretical and pedagogical

coursework and the practices interns see in their

clinical settings are likely to be as powerful as the

discontinuities promoted by their long-standing

“apprenticeships of observation” that Lortie brought

to our attention so long ago.

(Snow, Griffin & Burns, 2005, p. 220)



post-lesson conversation with each of two teacher candidates.

The pre-lesson sessions focused on the lesson planning, and

the post-lesson conversations debriefed the lesson

implementation. In each instance the observations and

reflections of the associate teacher and the teacher candidate

were the focus of the conversations. The filmed debriefing

sessions were then viewed, discussed, and analyzed by the

associate teacher and the teacher educators. Particularly

effective comments and questions, which stimulated reflection

and insight, were identified and examined. 

From the filmed sessions, a digital resource was created, and

with the permission of the teacher candidates and the associate

teacher, it was used with other associate teachers as a

beginning tool for thinking about, and refining skills in, the

provision of feedback to candidates through learning-focused

conversations. This digital resource provided a model for other

associate teachers to consider and assess their own practices. 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
This pilot project utilized a collaborative action research

approach (Sagor, 1993; McNiff & Whitehead, 2002) to

address the guiding research question. The filmed debriefing

conversations, which were closely viewed and discussed, were

the data source for shared inquiry. This qualitative

methodology combined the self-study method used by

Whitehead and Fitzgerald (2007) and the analysis of a study

group explored by Carroll (2005). Data were gathered from

the videotapes, the observations made during the

collaborative discussions, and the notes of teacher educators

who acted as participant observers. 

Additional data were collected through the documentation of

focus groups of associate teachers who watched and analyzed

the digital resource and their own strategies. Research articles

on the role of the associate teacher were used as a frame for

discussing the strategies identified in the filmed sessions. In

particular, the roles and stances of mentor, coach, and

collaborator developed by Lipton, Wellman, and Humbard

(2003) were seen as powerful. 

The teacher candidates also provided data regarding their

learning through the debriefing process. These conversations

focused on the themes of building trust, rapport, and

engagement in the teaching and learning process. They

addressed questions such as: What made the practicum

experience so meaningful? What type of feedback was the

most beneficial? How did this feedback change your practice?

The answers to these questions provided data regarding the

mentoring practices that associate teachers had developed and

included as part of their repertoire. 

Several preliminary themes were identified regarding

mentoring skills, professional dialogue, and ways of working

effectively with teacher candidates and colleagues. The

effectiveness of a digital resource to stimulate self-reflection

and dialogue became clear in this study. The filmed sessions

provided a common experience and source of input that

associate teachers, teacher educators, and other partners

could use collaboratively or individually. 

The power of enhanced self-awareness of skills and strategies

for providing feedback emerged as an important theme. The

associate teacher involved in the filming process indicated

that he had developed increased awareness of his feedback

and questioning strategies and developed meta-cognition

regarding his work as a mentor of teacher candidates. The

associate teachers and teacher educators, who engaged in

dialogue while viewing the filmed sessions, began to develop

a shared language and understanding of the skills and

practices they used during debriefing sessions with the teacher

candidates—particularly the conferencing around planning

and instruction. This shared vocabulary allowed them to be

explicit about the phrasing of their questions and their

responses when providing feedback, and much deeper

analysis and discussion of the feedback process was possible.

IMPACT
The project showed clearly the power of the debriefing

dialogue as a means for assisting teacher candidates to

connect their own practices with strong pedagogy and

theoretical knowledge. Effective, reflective dialogue was

apparent in the digital resource. The teacher candidates stated

that their learning was enhanced by the feedback offered by

the associate teacher. They highlighted that a key to the

successful conversations was the trusting relationship and

positive environment created by the associate teacher. As one

of the teacher candidates said of the filmed conversation, “I

think it can, at least, show how a great associate teacher can

help a nervous student teacher!”

A key impact was the strengthened relationship between

field partners and university teacher educators. By engaging
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in a truly collaborative and reciprocal inquiry, the field 

and university educators have begun to develop mutual

understanding, common language, and common practices.

The teacher educators and the associate teacher indicated that

through this project they had deepened their understanding of

the effect and importance of feedback and had increased their

ability to talk about the debriefing process, since their

language and terminology was now shared. They also

increased their appreciation of the interdependent role and

connection of the field and university. The field and university

partners learned about each other’s work and the

contribution of each partner to the learning of the teacher

candidates.

An increased opportunity for dialogue, and the analysis of a

common digital resource, has begun to be of benefit to a

larger group of associate teachers. Associate teachers who

have viewed the resource have discussed their questioning

techniques, their use of time within the debriefing session,

and the composition of their comments to candidates. In

future, they will be able to individually and collectively

consider their teaching practices and develop understanding

of mentoring practices and skills in learning-focused

conversation, which can also extend to dialogue with

colleagues and students in their classrooms. 

Another impact has been an increased interest in self-study

and inquiry. As teacher educators, we are committed to

inquiring collaboratively and learning together with our

school partners. The associate teachers involved in the filming

and the discussions have indicated they are interested in

further engaging in this kind of inquiry within their own

practices. The possibilities for continued and increased shared

learning are strong.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHER EDUCATION
This project underscores the need to support the critical role

of the associate teacher in the teacher education program.

Despite research that clearly indicates that high quality field

experiences are important for the development of teacher

candidates’ knowledge and skill, “there is little systematic

research on exactly what the most effective supervisors do”

(Darling-Hammond, 2005, p. 412). A case study of one

highly effective “educative” mentor suggests that effective

approaches and behaviours include inviting thinking, “being a

co-thinker,” being explicit, “modelling wondering about

teaching,” reinforcing theory, and using effective feedback.

This small pilot project demonstrates that when feedback is a

focus there is significant learning potential for both associate

teachers and teacher candidates. Greater attention to this

pivotal role of the associate teacher will benefit teacher

candidates, associate teachers, and ultimately, students in

classrooms.

Through the process of shared learning and inquiry, the value

of increased and ongoing collaboration between field and

university partners is evident. When work that supports the

professional learning of teacher candidates is truly shared by

associate teachers and teacher educators, the relationship of

the field and the academy is strengthened. This relationship

provides greater opportunity for the co-learning of teacher

educator and associate teacher, associate teacher and teacher

candidate, and teacher educator and teacher candidate. And

this process truly encompasses the continuum of professional

learning envisioned by Feiman-Nemser (2001).

NEXT STEPS AND NEW QUESTIONS
Further digital resources are being developed by associate

teachers for associate teachers as a result of the professional

learning in this pilot project. The first digital resource focused

on dialogue that Wellman, Lipton and Humbard (2003)

define as “consultative’ in providing feedback. Ultimately, a

digital compilation of varied successful practices and methods

for mentoring and supporting novice teachers will be made

available to support OISE’s partners in the field and

colleagues at OISE, and will be shared with fellow associate

teachers, teacher liaisons, program coordinators, OISE’s

School-University Partnership Office, and the Toronto District

School Board (the Support for Beginning Teachers program).

In this way, the “Authentic Voices” project will complement

and reinforce the mentoring and induction programs for

beginning teachers initiated by the Ontario Ministry of

Education.

What has been learned during the pilot project will be

expanded upon in phase two of the research, by including

four associate teachers in two schools. These experienced

associate teachers will be filmed in debriefing sessions, view

their work digitally together and analyze it, and engage in a

deepened, shared exploration of a particular model of

feedback that is focused on consultation, collaboration, and

the coaching of teacher candidates. We hope to discover how
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such a framework for considering mentoring can impact both

the critical analysis of debriefing and also the feedback

practices of expert associate teachers. We are interested in the

potential of making de-privatized practice available digitally

for others—associate teachers sharing their own learning

about mentoring by means of a digital record. We also plan

to share the digital resources and processes widely with

colleagues across OISE’s Initial Teacher Education program,

in order to gain more feedback and broaden the conversation.
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