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Conceptual Framework 
For Educator Certification Programs

at Northern Illinois University

 

MISSION OF THE INSTITUTION AND THE UNIT 

Introduction 

The Northern Illinois State Normal School was chartered by Governor John Altgeld in 1895, and in 1899 the first students came for a two-year course of study designed to prepare them to teach in the public schools. For over a century, NIU has been committed to preparing exemplary educators.  The NIU Conceptual Framework reflects this heritage, mission, and our partnership with the public school community.

Institutional Mission

The central mission of the university is the transmission, expansion, and application of knowledge through teaching, research and artistry, and public service. In fulfilling that mission, Northern Illinois University meets the needs of students for liberal, professional, technical, and lifelong education. Mindful of the changing needs of the society it serves, the university reviews its programs at regular intervals, assesses their quality and their capacity to fulfill their objectives, and expressly commits itself to their continuing development and redirection when appropriate.

The university recognizes that it has a basic obligation to contribute to the betterment of the society of which it is a part. It believes that a democratic society requires an articulate citizenry, aware of the diverse multicultural nature of its national heritage, willing and able to participate in its governance, and capable of evaluating its goods and services. It believes that an ethical society requires of its members an informed sense of personal and collective values. It believes that a progressive society must keep pace with the need for new knowledge, including technological advances, and that its members must be able to continue to learn and be capable of self-renewal. It believes that a productive society requires a current and continually replenished workforce. The university believes that the quality of individual and social life depends on the quality of mind; and it commits itself to preparing students for effective, responsible, and articulate membership in the complex society in which they live as well as in their chosen professions or occupations.

Recognizing that students will need to learn throughout their lives, the university provides them with the opportunity to become more competent in analytical thought, informed judgment, and effective communication and to develop an appreciation for the life of the mind.  In its instructional activities, the university conveys an understanding of the organization of knowledge and the means of inquiry.  It believes that many students should be able to undertake the advanced study required for leadership in their chosen professional fields and academic disciplines.

The university enthusiastically accepts its responsibility to contribute to the nation's scientific and technological leadership, to support advances and innovations in education, to bring ideas to bear on issues of public policy, to contribute to sustained appreciation of our diverse cultural heritage, and to prepare a new generation of scholars and educational leaders.

The research talents of faculty often complement the development needs of business, industry, education, and government.  The university promotes interaction between faculty and practicing professionals and encourages the application of theoretical findings to enhance the national and international capacity to anticipate, understand, and solve problems.

The multiple and ever-changing demands of society require the continuing development of academic and professional programs that are current, responsive, and of the highest possible quality.  The university thus seeks to recruit and retain faculty of national stature from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds, attentive to developments in their respective disciplines, and capable of educating students who will be able to serve the region, the state, the nation, and the world with distinction in the coming decades.  Convinced that the intellectual resources of the nation are held in common, the university hopes to maintain access for all segments of the population, and, within the constraints of its budget, intends to admit those who can meet its entrance requirements, to retain those who can benefit from its programs, and to educate students to the extend of their capabilities and desires.

Mission / Vision of the Unit

The NIU Teacher Education Program concurs with the National Commission on Teaching and America's Future (1996) that "competent and caring teachers should be a student right" (p. 6).  It is this broad vision that guides the Teacher Education Program.

The Teacher Education Program at Northern Illinois University is a community of learners that builds on knowledge, practice, and reflection to produce exemplary educators.  The community encompasses scholars, education professionals, and preservice educators in an interaction that develops the strengths that embody excellence in education.  These strengths include creative and critical thinking, scholarship, and caring.  Application of these strengths emerges through the collaborative efforts of a diverse community which supports lifelong learning.

The Continuous interaction of the three basic tenets of knowledge, practice, and reflection constitute the central philosophical and operational principle of the program.  This interaction is emphasized throughout each certification area in the relationship between general education and professional education coursework, within courses in the certification programs, in the early clinical and student teaching experiences, and in the context of emerging and ongoing partnerships between the public schools and the university.  

Connections Between Institutional and Unit Missions

NIU's Teacher Education Program is informed by the central tenets of the university's mission as shown in the graphic below (approved the Committee on Initial Teacher Certification -CITC and Committee on Advanced Professional Certification - CAPCE).

                  A Community of Learners        
Northern Illinois University Conceptual Framework - A Community of Learners

A Community of Learners

All certification programs at Northern Illinois University are based on the shared vision and goals of a community of learners. Our unique governance structure provides for responsive and reflective change in educator preparation programs by incorporating diverse perspectives and respect for the expertise of a variety of individuals, while maintaining a focus on the preparation of exemplary educators who demonstrate the necessary knowledge, practice, reflection and dispositions.  Each of these areas draws upon the strength of essential aspects of a community of learners in which educational practice and reflection are based upon a broad general education and a sound disciplinary base of knowledge. The community of learners is enriched and strengthened by the interaction of its core elements: knowledge, practice and reflection.

The goal of individual programs is to develop exemplary educators who have a broad general education, relevant disciplinary knowledge, and experience in and knowledge of contemporary best practices.  The continuing professional effectiveness of our graduates is rooted in their life-long learning and reflective practice.  This cornerstone of NIU's conceptual framework prepares students to deal with the diverse interests of the communities in which they will serve based on the understanding that as a professional educator, he/she is part of that community of learners.  NIU is committed to lifelong learning and to the effective use of creative and critical thinking skills in diverse and collaborative settings.

Research indicates that candidates' learning is profoundly affected by experience.  Candidates interact within the community of learners comprised of faculty, field professionals, and peers.  The professional development of a prospective educator within this community of learners incorporates classroom instruction and diverse field-based experiences that promote engagement in inquiry, collaboration, and reflection; development and refinement of effective teaching practices; and a commitment to lifelong learning.  Northern Illinois University's programs support the efforts of the Illinois State Board of Education to develop strong learning communities, as delineated in Preparing Educators for the 21st Century (1997), by preparing educators who will become effective professionals within diverse educational settings.

Common Characteristics of the NIU Community of Learners 

 

Future educators will attain a sound liberal education and acquire sufficient general knowledge and intellectual versatility to enable them to become informed and resourceful members of society.  Although there are unique aspects to the variety of programs that prepare professional educators, there is a common set of values and goals that are shared by all of the programs.  Each program is committed to:

*
requiring candidates to have a solid content and professional knowledge base

*
providing opportunities for collaboration

*
teaching curriculum grounded in the research literature

*
incorporating appropriate methods and use of instructional design, assessment, and technology

*
integrating issues of diversity

*
employing faculty with a strong knowledge base, contemporary experiences and commitment to preparing professional educators

*
providing high quality field experiences

*
requiring candidates to reflect on their experiences

Other common characteristics include development of the following skills:

*
building professional relationships

*
fostering educational collaboration 

*
working effectively with diverse populations

*
creating and managing effective classroom environments

*
practicing self-assessment

*
promoting professional development

*
engaging students in active learning

*
communicating in professional settings

Tenets

The core set of tenets which undergirds the NIU Community of Learners model is broadly defined as knowledge, practice, and reflection. The faculty believes that future professional educators need to demonstrate competencies identified by the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC) and the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) for the initial certification programs and by the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) for the advanced certification programs.  These competencies, as well as those established by the national organizations in each of the disciplines, are integral to the core tenets of knowledge, practice, and reflection that define the exemplary educator.  As such, they are also a part of our University Assessment Plan for Certification in Education.

(delete this first sentence) The tenets of knowledge, practice, and reflection are central to the Teacher Education Program.  Each of these areas is outlined below in relation to candidate knowledge, practice and reflection.

Knowledge

*
The candidates must have a thorough understanding of the central concepts, tools of inquiry, and structures of their fields as delineated in professional, state, and institutional standards and shown through inquiry, critical analysis, and synthesis. All program completers pass the content examinations required for licensure.

*
The candidate understands how individuals grow, develop, and learn and provides learning opportunities that support the intellectual, social, and personal development of all students.

*
The candidate understands instructional planning and designs instruction/intervention based upon knowledge of the discipline, students, community, and curriculum goals.

*
The candidate understands various formal and informal assessment strategies and uses them to support the continuous development of all students.

Practice

*
The candidate understands how students differ in their approaches to learning and creates instructional opportunities that are adapted to diverse learners.

*
The candidate uses an understanding of individual and group motivation and behavior to create a learning environment that encourages positive social interaction, active engagement in learning, and self-motivation.

*
The candidate understands and uses a variety of instructional strategies to encourage the development of critical thinking, problem solving, and performance skills.

*
The candidate uses knowledge of effective written, verbal, nonverbal, and visual communication techniques to foster active inquiry, collaboration, and supportive interaction in the education community.

*
The candidate understands the role of the community in education and develops and maintains collaborative relationships with colleagues, parents/guardians, and the community to support student learning and well being.

Reflection

*
The candidate is a reflective practitioner who continually evaluates how choices and actions affect students, parents, and other professionals in the learning community and actively seeks opportunities to grow professionally.

*
The candidate understands education as a profession, maintains standards of professional conduct, and provides leadership to improve student learning and well being.

*
The candidate is a life-long learner of both content and pedagogy. 

Teacher Education Program Knowledge Bases 

The Northern Illinois University Teacher Education Program has its roots in the progressive tradition of education (Dewey, 1916).  In addition, it incorporates elements of critical theory, namely educators as agents for change and honoring diverse perspectives, (Giroux, 1988), and an ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984).  The basic tenets of knowledge, practice, and reflection are each examined in the following sections.   Then, a discussion of the context in which the Northern Illinois University Teacher Education Program takes place will be presented.  This discussion will examine issues of collaboration, diversity, caring, lifelong learning, scholarship, and creative and critical thinking which form the supporting conditions for the preparation of exemplary educators, as shown in the conceptual framework graphic on page 3 of this document.

Knowledge

The Education Commission of the States report summary, Eight Questions on Teacher Preparation: What Does the Research Say? (ECS, 2003), supports the need for a strong level of content knowledge to be a successful, effective teacher.   This document states, "There's a strong consensus*that adequate subject knowledge is necessary for teachers to be successful" (p.1).  In addition to subject or content knowledge, NIU Teacher Education Program Candidates are expected to demonstrate strong knowledge bases related to students, instruction, and assessment.  

This comprehensive view of knowledge is consistent with Shulman's categories of the knowledge base for teaching (1987):

*
Content knowledge (academic related knowledge; factual information, 
organization principles, and central concepts) 

*
General pedagogical knowledge (general principles of planning and instruction 
not tied to specific content or discipline; classroom organization and 
management)

*
Curriculum knowledge  (materials and programs for teaching)

*
Pedagogical content knowledge (the combination of content and pedagogy; 
instructional strategies used to teach specific subject matter content so it is 
understandable to students)

*
Knowledge of learners and their characteristics (how individuals grow, develop, 
and learn; intellectual, social, and personal development of all students; how to 
use this information to adjust instruction to meet the varied needs of students)

*
Knowledge of educational contexts (understanding the classroom, school district, and school community)

*
Knowledge of educational ends, purposes, and values (purposes and values of 
education, including the philosophical and historical grounds)

This multidimensional view of the knowledge base for teaching considers the important connections between content and pedagogy so candidates learn how to teach content in meaningful, effective ways for diverse students (Ball, 2000).  This leads to the development of expert teachers in subject areas rather than subject-matter experts who lack knowledge of how to teach effectively (Shulman, 1987).  

This approach toward the knowledge base of teaching is consistent with the call for competent teachers in What Matters Most: Teaching for America's Future (NCTAF, 1996) which stated, "To be effective, teachers must know their subject matter so thoroughly that they can present it in a challenging, clear, compelling way. They must know how their students learn and how to make ideas accessible so that they can construct successful 'teachable moments.' Research confirms that teacher knowledge of subject matter, student learning, and teaching methods are all important elements of teacher effectiveness" (p. 6). Through carefully designed programs of courses, supervised clinical experiences, and meaningful experiences gained through participation in a community of learners, candidates acquire and demonstrate proficiency with each of the dimensions of the knowledge base described above.  

While there are many important aspects to the development of knowledge for candidates, two areas are critical given the current conditions in the United States.  These areas are diversity and technology, and each is described below in relation to the NIU Teacher Education Program and its conceptual framework.

Knowledge of Diversity

As is the case with most teacher preparation programs, many candidates at NIU are Caucasian and tend to hail from middle class, suburban backgrounds.  James Banks (1996) argues that addressing diversity is essential for economic and political growth and well-being in the U.S.   Banks (1996) explains that the traditional additive or contributions approach to curriculum reform wherein heroes, holidays, and foods are added to make the curriculum appear more multicultural is insufficient.  He recommends a transformation or social action approach which helps learners understand other's experiences and perspectives through first-hand and meaningful engagements with others.  The ultimate goal of such an approach to multicultural education is to gain insights and knowledge needed to address significant social issues (Nieto, 2000).

To demonstrate its commitment to diversity the Committee on Initial Teacher Certification mandated that all NIU teacher certification programs focus on the acquisition of knowledge and skills necessary for working with culturally diverse persons.  In addition, these programs provide learning experiences which enable candidates to be responsive to the education of children and youth with differing cultural backgrounds and experiences.  The NIU undergraduate catalog clearly states in the "Common Requirements for Teacher Certification" section that candidates are required to have the "Successful completion of course work and/or experience which contributes directly to an awareness of cultural diversity" (p. 38).

Because many NIU candidates have had limited experience with people from other cultural groups prior to enrollment, careful attention is paid to the placement of teacher candidates in clinical experience sites with diverse student populations.  This exposure, coupled with coursework, allows the teacher candidates to gain important experiences that facilitate the translation of theory and research related to diversity into classroom practice.  This approach to immersing candidates in diverse settings so they can learn from those of different cultural backgrounds is consistent with the transformation or social action approach mentioned above (Banks, 1996; Banks & Banks, 1995; Banks & Banks, 1997). 

The NIU Teacher Education Program ascribes to the belief that diversity is a strength and it provides possibilities (Banks, 1996; Heath, 1983) rather than problems to be overcome.  Due to this perspective, multiculturalism is woven throughout the Teacher Education Program.

Multicultural elements and experiences are part of the core competency courses in English and Communication Studies required for all candidates.  The General Education Committee of the university reviews all general education program courses on a regular basis, paying particular attention to the multicultural dimensions of the courses submitted for re-approval.  Since all undergraduate students must take at least 1/3 of their course work in general education, this emphasis on multicultural issues has a cumulative impact on candidates.

Each teacher certification area also includes a course or specific course components which address significant multicultural factors related to learning and teaching.  These courses or course components also address ways in which challenges arising from multicultural issues can be addressed in the teaching and learning of the specific discipline.  Examples of this approach include the placement of all early childhood education candidates in the preschool program at Gwendolyn Brooks Elementary School in DeKalb which is a very diverse school setting.  These candidates also participate in home visits and developmental screenings to gain greater experience and insight into working with diverse populations.  Elementary education candidates may also participate in short-term field experiences in the schools in the Pilsen area of Chicago which is predominately Mexican-American.  Through these first-hand experiences, candidates are able to gain both personal and professional experience and knowledge about interacting effectively with diverse others.  While the list of examples could continue for pages, the general spirit of the approach is to find meaningful opportunities, experiences, and contexts for candidates to learn about diverse persons and how to support their learning.

Northern Illinois University's commitment to diversity is also evident in its Multicultural Curriculum Transformation Institute which examines factors such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, socioeconomic status, and disability.  During the past eight years, over 130 NIU faculty members have participated in the institute and infused multicultural perspectives, topics, and experiences into their courses.  Many participants in the Multicultural Curriculum Transformation Institute teach general education courses required for teacher education candidates, and a large number of participants also teach courses required for certification in the various teacher preparation programs at NIU.  Ensuring that faculty members are current and knowledgeable about issues of multiculturalism is a clear commitment of the NIU Teacher Education Program.

Knowledge of Technology

Technology is a reality in our world and in our schools.  For teachers to be prepared and effective, they must be knowledgeable about technology and how to use it effectively to enhance student learning (National Commission on Teaching and America's Future, 1996).  More specifically, the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) established eighteen standards for education that are divided into three broad areas:  (1) basic computer technology operations and concepts; 
(2) personal and professional use of technology; and (3) application of technology for instruction.  

The call for technology knowledge and competence is clearly documented in the national survey on information technology in teacher education, Will New Teachers Be Prepared to Teach in a Digital Age? This research study conducted by the International Society for Technology in Education (1999) recommended that (1) technology instruction should be integrated into courses and teacher education activities rather than limited to a stand-alone course; (2) technology planning should address the integration of technology into teaching and learning; (3) teacher education students need opportunities to apply technology during field experiences; and (4) faculty must model and integrate technology in their teaching.

Consistent with these statements about the importance of technology knowledge and effective methods for preparing teachers to use technology effectively, the NIU Teacher Education Program ensures that all candidates are educated in the use of technology, both for their own learning and for the purposes of teaching.  During the past decade, Northern Illinois University has made great strides in providing technology resources for its students, faculty, and staff.  Recent efforts have moved beyond just making computer technology available through the over 90 computer labs and universal Internet access for faculty and students to focusing on the integration of technology into the curriculum.  Some highlights of such technology integration follow.  The Faculty Development and Instructional Design Center serves as the central resource for faculty to learn about using technology in their teaching.  This Center provides institutes, workshops, individual consultation, and resources to support faculty members in the integration of technology into their courses so they can serve as models for their students in terms of using technology for instructional purposes.  The Preparing Tomorrow's Teachers for Technology (PT3) project (CENTTER:  Collaborative Enterprise for Integrating Technology Into Teacher Education Reform) has as its mission "To promote preservice teachers' ability to effectively and meaningfully engage students in learning by immersing them in technology rich learning environments in college classrooms and clinical experiences."   Over the past three years (since 2000), many NIU faculty and students have participated in the benefits of the CENTTER project.  In addition, the availability of 45 Smart Classrooms (technologically enhanced classrooms) has supported the integration of technology into many courses required for NIU Teacher Education Students.

The Teacher Education Program at Northern Illinois University firmly believes in the concept of technology integration wherein technology is not only present, but it is used to address areas of the curriculum in meaningful ways (Lockard & Abrams, 2001).  Furthermore, the NIU Teacher Education Program embraces an approach to technology integration that promotes learning that is active, constructive, collaborative, contextualized, and reflective (Norton & Sprague, 2001).  Multiple strategies are used to support such technology integration, including modeling of effective technology integration in teacher education courses, placements in classrooms with technology resources for clinical experiences, and technology projects and activities in courses such as WebQuest, on-line discussions, and technology enhanced lesson and unit plans.

Practice

Practice is a critical component of learning to teach, and high-quality, supervised clinical experiences are integral to the NIU Teacher Education Program.   "Prospective teachers learn just as other students do: by studying, practicing, and reflecting; by collaborating with others; by looking closely at students and their work; and by sharing what they see.  For prospective teachers, this kind of learning cannot occur in college classrooms divorced from schools or in schools divorced from current research" (National Commission on Teaching and America's Future, 1996, p. 31). A promising approach to address this concern is the development of school-university partnerships and professional development schools (PDS).  The goals of such partnerships and PDS are to improve the academic and professional status of teachers and the profession as a whole and to prepare teachers to incorporate sound theory and best practices in their teaching (Abdal-Haqq, 1998; Darling-Hammond, 1994; Holmes Group, 1990, 1995).  By closely correlating teacher education courses and clinical practice, teacher education candidates are able to build strong connections between the theory and practice of teaching.

Northern Illinois University's Teacher Education Program has a strong commitment to school-university partnerships as evidenced by the appointment of the Morgridge Endowed Chair of Teacher Education to provide leadership in the areas of school-university partnerships and technology integration into teacher education.  Furthermore, the establishment of the School-University Partnership Office in the College of Education has allowed for preparing cooperating teachers, establishing school-based liaisons to provide connections between clinical sites in school districts and the university, and a teacher-in-residence to serve as a resource for faculty and teacher education candidates.  In addition, NIU's participation and leadership in the Holmes Partnership is further evidence of the commitment to the development of school-university partnerships.  It is within these school-university partnerships, PDS settings, and other diverse school settings that high quality clinical experiences are provided for teacher education candidates.

Clinical Experiences

High quality clinical experiences are critical to the preparation of teachers.  "A coherent program of mentoring and instruction by school and university faculty is essential if teacher education is to be a powerful intervention in the experience of prospective teachers" (National Commission on Teaching and America's Future, 1996, p. 77).  Furthermore, this report stated, "*universities should focus as much on building strong clinical training and inductions programs - including preparing and supporting cooperating teachers and mentors so they become excellent teachers of teachers and partners in the teacher education process - as they do on the direct instruction of new teachers in courses" (p. 77).  

During the 1980s the concept of the clinical experience had a paradigm shift away from teacher implementation of a finite set of skills toward teacher thinking and teacher learning (Zeichner, 1992).  Knowles and Cole (1996) describe the current perspective toward clinical experiences as focusing on reflection and inquiry into teaching; understanding the complexity of teaching, learning, and schools; and connecting theory and practice through collaboration between schools and universities.  The central tenets of knowledge, practice, and reflection are embedded in high quality clinical experiences as prospective teachers develop, refine, and apply their knowledge of content, pedagogy, and students in classroom settings and reflect on their practice and their students' learning (Knowles & Cole, 1996).  It is this view of clinical experiences as an integral part of the teacher education process that the NIU Teacher Education Program holds.

Reflection

The term reflective practitioner has become very common in educational contexts, but the concept of reflection dates back to Socrates who stated, "The unexamined life is no life for a human being."  Dewey (1933) defined reflection as the "Active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and the further conclusions to which it tends" (p. 6). Based on Dewey's work (1910, 1933) the process of reflection can be described as beginning with a dilemma, question or challenge which has no obvious solution. With the goal of improving practice, reflective practitioners ask themselves questions about their practice, pursue knowledge, and seek out opportunities for collaboration in an attempt to challenge and refine their perspectives, beliefs, and practices. 

More recently, the concept of reflection was defined as the ability to reflect on and evaluate teaching and students' learning to make meaningful improvements in both (Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium, 1992).   In other words, reflection is not an end, but part of the process of teaching.  If a teacher simply asks, "How did it work?" and does not consider how to use the response to improve instruction and ultimately student learning, has reflection really occurred?  

According to Schon (1983, 1987), the reflective practitioner inquires into the nature of teaching, thinks critically about the work of teaching, and develops understandings of when, why, and how to use particular approaches, techniques, and/or materials.  Clearly reflection is more than simply thinking about how one performed in a given situation.  Reflection is a process that requires the teacher to observe, analyze, interpret, and make decisions.  Furthermore, Schon's conception of reflection (1983, 1987) includes thinking about experiences and options before taking action and after that action has taken place.  In this model of reflection, all aspects of knowledge, understanding and application are included.  It is this type of reflection that is central in promoting growth and transformation from student to teacher candidate to professional teacher.  

While programs in the unit do not share a single method for encouraging and developing reflective practice, they do share the aim of reflective practice and commonly defined components of reflection. The Northern Illinois University Teacher Education Program is committed to preparing professionals who can make judgments in situations that are uncertain; learn from experience; and be full, contributing members in professional learning communities. Common methods of developing and supporting reflection include reflective writing, on-line discussions, learning logs, stimulated recall activities after teaching lessons, peer- and self-evaluations of teaching, collaborative debriefing sessions, and action research. 

 

While reflection tends to focus on an individual's practice, it is not a solitary pursuit.  Reflection requires collaboration because it is difficult to challenge one's perspectives and practices without interaction and support from a learning community (Senge, 1990).  By sharing observations, insights, and experiences, members of the learning community can help each other reflect on their practice and make improvements for the future.  Reflection requires knowledge of content, students, and the context where the teaching and learning are situated (Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1991) because these components influence education significantly.  Although reflection is an important component in learning to become a teacher, it is difficult to separate it from the other central tenets of the conceptual framework - knowledge and practice.   The three tenets interact throughout the teacher education program to allow candidates to develop into exemplary educators.

Context of the Teacher Education Program at Northern Illinois University

The Conceptual Framework graphic on page 4 shows the intersecting spheres of knowledge, practice, and reflection surrounded or supported by dispositions of collaboration, diversity, caring, lifelong learning, scholarship, and creative and critical thinking.  These dispositions aid in the preparation of exemplary educators.   

 

Collaboration

Teaching and learning are social processes that are supported by opportunities for collaboration. Collaboration is evident at all levels of the Teacher Education Programs.  At its foundation, the Teacher Education Program is based on collaboration of the various teacher certification programs on campus, school districts, professional organizations, and state agencies.   Furthermore, one of the dispositions necessary to be an exemplary educator is collaboration with peers, other professionals, parents, students, and the community to promote effective teaching and learning.  It is through collaboration that a productive community of learners can be built and sustained.  The NIU Teacher Education program is committed to building the skills, attitudes, and dispositions necessary for meaningful collaboration. 

Diversity

As stated earlier in this paper, diversity is an important component of the Conceptual Framework.  The increasing diversity of the P-12 student population challenges exemplary educators to be more responsive to student diversity to ensure learning for all.  The Teacher Education Program strives to help candidates gain experience, insight, and expertise in working effectively with and teaching diverse others.  To create a supportive community where candidates can learn about diversity in productive ways, the Teacher Education Program prioritizes recruiting and retaining diverse students, faculty, and staff.  In addition, candidates work in clinical placements in diverse settings to learn about diversity and culturally relevant pedagogy from a first-hand perspective.

Caring

Caring is another disposition for actualizing the Conceptual Framework.  An ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984)  supports a view of education as a worthy human activity that is integral to the betterment of the world. All students are viewed as competent and capable of learning, and educators take responsibility for teaching all students.  A climate of trust, respect, and mutual responsibility allows educators to promote not only students' cognitive development, but their development as whole persons.  This perspective of education frames the Teacher Education Program.

Life-Long Learning

Exemplary educators are life-long learners who continually strive to grow, evolve, and refine their knowledge and pedagogy.  They model their love of learning and life-long commitment to enhancing their knowledge.  This perspective is evident at all levels of the Teacher Education Program.  Teacher educators, including cooperating teachers, are life-long learners who continue to learn, research, and refine their knowledge and practice.  In addition, candidates are nurtured in the development of this view of teaching as a profession that requires a commitment to life-long learning.  Finally, candidates convey this view of learning to their P-12 students to perpetuate the understanding that in our highly literate, global, technologically rich nation, life-long learning is essential.

Scholarship

Scholarship is integral to the Teacher Education Program.  Teacher Educators in the Program engage in scholarly activities to remain current, contribute to the knowledge base in their fields, and provide research-based instruction to their candidates.  As a result, candidates are able to participate in scholarly pursuits related to teaching, including reading professional journals, conducting action research, and developing an understanding of the scholarship related to their content and pedagogy.

Creative and Critical Thinking

Finally, creative and critical thinking contribute to the Conceptual Framework.  Exemplary educators must be able to think in creative ways to solve problems and address challenges as they arise.  In addition, critical thinking is an essential attribute of educators who must be able to engage in processes such as analyzing, interpreting, evaluating, inferring, and self-regulating.  Through the use of problem-based learning, cooperative learning, simulations, debates, and similar techniques, candidates are able to develop and demonstrate their critical thinking skills.  In addition, candidates are educated in teaching strategies and provided opportunities in clinical experiences to develop the creative and critical thinking skills of P-12 students.

Summary

The central tenets of the NIU Teacher Education Program are knowledge, practice, and reflection.  These tenets interact within the context of the dispositions of collaboration, diversity, caring, lifelong learning, scholarship, and creative and critical thinking to produce exemplary educators. 
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