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Abstract 

Although teacher inquiry is a prominent feature in teacher education, it remains unclear 

how institutions construct and develop their cultures of inquiry. In this study we, as the education 

department at a liberal arts college, reflect on our experience introducing teacher inquiry into our 

institution and community. We examine the outcomes of this process, focusing on the evolution 

of the process/product, perspectives on teacher inquiry, and the nature of our inquiry culture. 

Using a qualitative case study approach, we found that student teachers grew considerably within 

each semester as members of interconnected inquiry communities but the quality of the inquiry 

process/product did not meaningfully change over time. Our data also suggest that while student 

teachers came to perceive teacher inquiry as connected to the classroom, cooperating teacher 

remained resistant. We conclude with reflections on the centrality of communities in the 

development of an inquiry culture. 
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Over the past two decades, practitioner or teacher inquiry has gained considerable 

momentum as a widely-respected practice in teacher preparation (e.g., Christenson et al., 2002; 

Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999b). In particular, many teacher education programs have adopted 

the notion that prospective and current teachers should develop an inquiry stance toward their 

teaching in order to embrace empowering epistemologies, facilitate critical reflection, and foster 

equitable outcomes for students (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a, 2009). Despite its prominence 

in teacher education, the path toward teacher inquiry remains murky for institutions aiming to 

integrate teacher inquiry into their teacher education programs. These newcomer institutions 

must not only address the structural issues of incorporating teacher research into teacher 

preparation coursework but also attend to the underlying cultural change necessary for 

developing an inquiry stance. In this paper we, as the education department at a liberal arts 

college, analyze our own process of integrating teacher inquiry into teacher preparation to 

develop a culture of inquiry. 

When effectively implemented, teacher inquiry is embedded within a larger a culture of 

teacher inquiry. Brubacher (1994) defines such a culture of inquiry as: 

...not merely teachers engaging in inquiry, but teachers and others collaboratively 

and collegially seeking better to understand and thus improve aspects of the 

schooling experience. For a culture of inquiry to exist and be maintained … 

requires an ongoing commitment to valuing curiosity, mutual respect, and support 

among teachers and between teachers and administrators; a willingness to try new 

ideas and practices; and finally, the ability to remain open to the unforeseen and 

unexpected. (Brubacher, 1994, p. 43)
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As a newcomer institution seeking to build such a culture within our own department and among 

our local partner schools, we introduced a teacher research capstone course for student teachers, 

built connections to partner schools, and offered professional development on teacher inquiry for 

the community as a whole. At the conclusion of our first two years, we turned a reflexive lens on 

our own practice to examine the process of cultural development. We asked one overarching 

research question, “What were the outcomes of one institution’s efforts to build a culture of 

inquiry among faculty, student teachers, and cooperating teachers?” We also asked three related 

sub-questions: 

a) How did the process/product of teacher inquiry develop over time?

b) How did student teacher and cooperating teacher perspectives on teacher inquiry 

develop over time? 

c) How did inquiry communities develop over time? 

Framing a Teacher Inquiry Culture

We use Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s notion of an inquiry stance (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

1993, 1999a, 2009) as an organizing theoretical and pedagogical framework. Cochran-Smith and 

Lytle describe an inquiry stance as representing the relationships between “the knowledge 

generated in inquiry communities, how inquiry relates to practice, and what teachers learn from 

inquiry” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a, p. 288). From this perspective, teachers are empowered 

to construct knowledge of practice, taking ownership over their own teaching and learning and 

turning the traditional, university-centered epistemology on its head. Using an inquiry stance, 

teachers and other practitioners generate local knowledge through the act of teaching. Cochran-

Smith and Lytle (1999a) explain: 
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… teachers across the professional life span play a central and critical role in 

generating knowledge of practice by making their classrooms and schools sites 

for inquiry, connecting their work in schools to larger issues, and taking a critical 

perspective on the theory and research of others. (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a, 

p. 273)

Our research embraces this theoretical foundation placing teachers at the center of educational 

knowledge construction. 

While inquiry as stance encompasses a number of different methodological traditions, 

from action research to teacher research to self study (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; Noffke & 

Somekh, 2009), we specifically build upon a reflective approach which defines teacher inquiry 

as “systematic, intentional study of one’s own professional practice” (Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 

2009, p. 6) for the purposes of fostering professional growth, enhancing instruction and 

assessment, and building reflective skills (Smith, Yendol-Hoppey, & Milam, 2010). Teacher 

inquiry has become a central pedagogy in powerful teacher preparation programs in the last 20 

years (Grossman, 2005), noted for its ability to illustrate candidate’s understandings about 

teaching and learning (Darling-Hammond, 2006), foster social justice (Zeichner, 2009), and 

facilitate professional growth (Ball & Cohen, 1999). Moreover, as a pedagogical tool inquiry as 

stance expands beyond constrained, course-based projects to become a central feature of the 

teaching and learning culture (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a, 2009). 

Teacher inquiry necessitates interaction with colleagues and has strong links to the 

literature on professional learning communities (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Grossman, 

Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001; Little, 2003). Teacher inquiry, at its heart, is fundamentally 

situated within an inquiry culture where practitioners work together to raise, investigate, and 
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reflect upon questions of practice. Teacher education programs seeking to introduce teacher 

inquiry begin with collaborative analysis of problems of practice (Valli et al., 2006) and move 

toward reflection on candidates’ own teacher research projects (Degago, 2007).  Moreover, 

teacher inquiry fosters meaningful interaction across traditional school-university divides 

(Pultorak, McCarthy, & Young, 2006), although several researches have noted the challenge of 

securing support from mentor teachers and other school professionals, particularly for pre-

service teacher inquiry (e.g., Christenson, et al., 2002; Levin & Rock, 2003; Zambo & Zambo, 

2006). 

Although inquiry communities have traditionally been grounded in face-to-face 

interactions, there is increasing evidence for the value of electronic tools in facilitating inquiry 

communities. Theoretically, new technologies such as online discussion groups, blogs, and 

journals and have been praised for their ability to foster social relationships among multiple 

stakeholders (Gomez, Sherin, Griesdorn, & Finn, 2008) as well as provide a forum for personal 

and joint meaning-making (Garrison & Anderson, 2003). In practice, several researchers have 

found that using virtual resources can foster both a stance of community and uncertainty among 

practitioners (Snow-Gerono, 2005), influence on and off-line activities (Zuidema, 2012), and 

foster collaborative reflection (Rinke, Stebick, Schaeffer, & Gaffney, 2009). Our construction of 

teacher inquiry builds upon this growing consensus that teacher inquiry is best situated within a 

community, which may take a variety of forms. 

Finally, although there are numerous tensions which exist between teacher inquiry and 

our current climate of educational accountability, including differing views of knowledge, 

teaching, and teacher learning (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009), we construct teacher inquiry such 

that it is highly compatible with an outcomes-oriented approach to teacher preparation. We build 
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upon the idea that if outcomes are envisioned as complex forms of student and teacher learning, 

then inquiry can actually be used as a tool to foster greater attention to and reflection upon 

related problems of practice (Cochran-Smith, 2002). In fact, teacher inquiry has been shown to 

be an effective practice in pre-service teacher preparation for focusing new educators around 

student learning, evidence-based practice, and pedagogical reflection (Cochran-Smith, Barnatt, 

Friedman, & Pine, 2009).  Our teacher inquiry frame emerges out of these four interconnected 

ideas: teacher inquiry as fundamentally linked with empowerment, pedagogy, community, and 

accountability. 

Inquiry Context

We sought to foster this inquiry stance in our teacher education program, an 

undergraduate, pre-service program situated within a highly-selective liberal arts college, where 

we have traditionally recommended approximately 30 students for certification each year. Our 

program was not entirely new to the notion of inquiry, having an existing foundation in related 

forms of teacher reflection for many years (Pool, Stebick, & Brough, 2005). However, it was a 

relatively new concept for many of our partner school districts, where few of the teachers had 

first-hand experience inquiring into their own practice. In this context, in 2009, we formally 

introduced teacher inquiry into our program as a means to support pre-service teacher attention 

to student learning, with a particular focus on meeting the needs of special needs students and 

English Language Learners. In addition to this primary goal for teacher inquiry, we also hoped 

that it would bring greater critical reflection upon classrooms, foster social justice ends, and 

promote evidence-based teaching. 
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Acknowledging that an inquiry stance necessitates more than a single project, we 

introduced the notion of teacher inquiry into our program using a comprehensive approach. The 

most visible aspect was the initiation of a new capstone course for candidates, taken during the 

student teaching semester, in which student teachers conducted action research into their own 

classrooms and produced a written report of their process and reflections at the conclusion of the 

semester. We also redesigned the capstone experience for student teachers, creating a poster 

session where they shared their classroom inquiries with other professionals from across our 

institution and partner K-12 school districts. Finally, we introduced aspects of teacher inquiry 

into earlier courses in the education program, incorporating assignments such as student 

interviews, case studies, data-based analyses, and classroom reflections to build the skills and 

orientations necessary for later inquiry projects. 

Within this larger structure, we made a concerted effort to situate teacher inquiry within a 

multifaceted professional community. As instructors, we met weekly in order to refine and align 

our own practice and methods. For student teachers, we relied upon weekly meetings as well as 

twice-weekly online discussion groups to develop and refine inquiry questions and approaches. 

We also offered written feedback at four points during the semester. For cooperating teachers, we 

encouraged ongoing interaction through an initial social, a mid-point inquiry workshop, and a 

concluding poster session. We also encouraged cooperating teachers to participate in online 

discussion groups, but had no takers. Finally, we aimed to bring our full inquiry community 

together during a day-long colloquium, open to student teachers, cooperating teachers, 

supervisors, and even faculty colleagues across our institution, on inquiry as stance. This 

workshop, with a keynote by Susan Lytle and a variety of workshop groups, aimed to educate 

our community as well as model inquiry at all levels of participation. 
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Research Methodology

In this study, we looked back at our first two years of incorporating teacher inquiry into 

our teacher education program, from January 2009 through December 2010, and sought to 

understand how the process/product of teacher inquiry, perspectives on teacher inquiry, and 

inquiry communities developed over this period of time. We (CRR and DMS) are two of the 

three instructors for the capstone teacher inquiry course and, given our deeply involved roles in 

this effort, solicited multiple and independent perspectives on data sources. 

We used a qualitative case study design (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995) which drew upon 

multiple data sources generated during and following the two-year implementation period. 

Following the model of Cochran-Smith et al. (2009), we selected 12 target cases from among the 

48 student teachers who enrolled in the course during this time. Target student teachers were 

selected in order to represent the group as a whole based on semester enrollment, gender, 

certificate level and subject area, instructor, course final grade, and inquiry topic (see Table 1). In 

particular, we made an effort to select a range of student achievement levels, from those who 

truly excelled in their teacher education coursework to those with a more basic grasp of 

theoretical and practical concepts. 

[Insert Table 1 about here]

In order to capture the development of the teacher inquiry process/product over time, 

termed as such to represent the interconnected nature of the action and the report, we asked an 

independent evaluator to code the 12 target students’ final research reports. We used a coding 

scheme based on the central elements of teacher inquiry, drawn from the literature (e.g., 

Cochran-Smith, et al., 2009; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009), which included focus of research 
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question, conceptualization of student learning, use of classroom evidence, and understanding of 

teacher inquiry. Within these four categories, written reports were also ranked as high, medium, 

and low, levels that correlated closely with course final grade. 

Second, we aimed to capture participants’ perspectives on teacher inquiry over time. For 

student teacher perspectives, we examined mid-point and final course evaluations and also 

conducted phone interviews with program graduates in order to determine enduring influence 

over time. For cooperating teacher perspectives, we administered two surveys, a first in the fall 

of 2009 (n=11) and a follow-up in the fall of 2010 (n=6). These data were analyzed for common 

themes with respect to attitudes toward inquiry and connection between teacher inquiry and 

classroom practice, as well as evolution over time. 

Finally, and perhaps most challenging, we sought to understand the nature of the 

communities that emerged from these new inquiry structures. To this end, we analyzed student 

and instructor contributions to online discussion groups as well as instructor written feedback on 

progress updates and final products.  For these data, we returned to the original coding scheme of 

research question, student learning, classroom evidence, and inquiry nature and looked at nature 

of and response to feedback. We constructed matrices to identify within and cross-case patterns 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) and identified three cross-cutting themes. 

The Evolution of a Teacher Inquiry Culture 

Our analysis indicated that while our inquiry culture grew in some substantial ways over 

the initial two-year period, other areas remained stubbornly resistant to change. Overall, 

however, it was the centrality of the communities that formed the heart of our inquiry culture. 

Theme #1: The quality of the teacher inquiry process/product did not appear to evolve over time 

in any meaningful way.
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As a department, one of our most surprising findings was that the quality of the teacher 

inquiry process/product did not develop in any clear pattern during the first two years of 

implementation. Figure 1 illustrates the most frequent codes for the four categories of interest on 

the written action research reports, based on our instructor-independent coding process. Looking 

across the four semesters, it is clear that the trend of process/product content remains relatively 

consistent over time, or varies slightly but returns to similar levels. For instance, student 

teachers’ understandings about the nature of inquiry changes each semester, while their ideas 

about student learning remain consistently high over time. It is difficult to discern a clear pattern 

across these four semesters. 

[Insert Figure 1 about here]

Looking more in-depth at individual projects, it was clear that there were stronger and 

weaker process/products early in the development of our inquiry culture, and these stronger and 

weaker trends persisted even as our inquiry culture matured. For instance, in the fall semester of 

2010, our second semester of implementation, two secondary social studies student inquired into 

their classrooms. Arnie asked a theoretically-guided research question, “Throughout this 

semester I would therefore like to know more about how I can help my students to understand, 

explain, and analyze how history is constructed, and to recognize the importance of using 

evidence to support their statements and arguments.” Likewise, he worked toward a learning goal 

in which students could create a five-paragraph essay and support each of their claims with 

historical evidence. In his report, he quoted extensively from student written work and also cited 

resources from previous courses in the education program, including his social studies methods 

course. 
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In contrast, during the same semester Mark asked the question, “This led me to wonder 

whether scaffolding the processes of how to organize and critically think about arguments would 

result in an improvement in their ability to articulate an argument,” a far less focused and 

theoretically-grounded inquiry. While this student examined both written and oral arguments for 

evidence of student learning, he had no articulated criteria for assessing the quality of these 

arguments and used only minimal classroom evidence and theory to support his claims. In the 

end, it was clear that this student had a far weaker grounding in the theoretical and practical 

foundations of teacher inquiry. 

This discrepancy in the ways that student teachers engaged in inquiry persisted over time. 

In the fall of 2010, two years into our implementation, a similar disparity existed between two 

elementary student teachers. Jackie set specific and focused research goals, writing, “My major 

goal for MK was to help him grow from just a great thinker into a great communicator,” and 

supported this goal through research-based strategies for spelling, sight word vocabulary, and 

social skill development. Jackie drew extensively from work samples and interview excerpts to 

reflect upon her classroom and aimed to expand her efforts to other students across the classroom 

community, illustrating a productive view on teacher inquiry. 

One of her peers, however, exhibited a far more limited view of inquiry. Also interested 

in writing, Madison asked, “What support strategies can I use to improve the willingness of a 

student to express himself in writing?” Her strategies consisted of making a strong personal 

connection with her student and using that connection to encourage his writing, far less theory-

based than her classmate. She drew largely upon impressions from her time in the classroom and 

came up with only general reflections in the end, such as “create an environment conducive to 
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writing.” Here again, student teachers continued to access and implement the notion of inquiry in 

different ways. 

This finding was disheartening to us at first as researchers and teacher educators, 

seemingly demonstrating that our inquiry culture could not evolve. However, upon further 

reflection we recognized that after an initial trial-and-error period our course materials, including 

readings, syllabus, and project rubric, remained relatively consistent. Perhaps we as instructors 

became quickly stagnant in our own routines and needed to continue growing ourselves as 

teacher researchers in order to pass that development onto our students and develop our inquiry 

culture. 

Theme #2: While student teachers’ perspectives evolved over time, cooperating teachers  

continued to view teacher inquiry as disconnected from classroom practice. 

In the spring semester of 2009, when we first re-structured our program to incorporate 

teacher inquiry, student teachers expressed quite a deal of resistance, perceiving teacher inquiry 

as an additional burden rather than a tool for enhancing their development and supporting their 

students. In course evaluations, student teachers wrote comments such as, “This course took 

away from the student teaching semester” and made suggestions such as, “Devote more time to 

discussing what is going on in the classrooms.” In addition, several students suggested 

conducting teacher inquiry in an earlier course, before they were in the classroom full time so 

they would have more time to devote to it. These comments suggested that student teachers 

viewed teacher inquiry as confined in nature and quite separate from their own teaching and 

learning. 

Over time, however, student teachers as a group came to see teacher inquiry as more 

connected to what they were doing in the classroom. While there remained some discontent over 
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the challenging workload during student teaching, comments on course evaluations indicated the 

value of teacher inquiry with comments such as “Helpful for being an effective teacher” and 

“Excellent – not just learning about it but actually doing it!” Comments such as these, along 

with, “I learned a great deal that I will continue to use in my future classroom,” indicated the 

student teacher perspectives indeed shifted over time such that they came to understand and 

appreciate the inherent interconnections between teacher inquiry and classroom practice. 

Moreover, many of the student teachers indicated carrying an inquiry stance into their 

future teaching assignments. In phone interviews with graduates, many indicated that while they 

do not formally conduct teacher inquiry, they do use a number of its skills and perspectives in 

their daily practice. This was particularly true for student teachers that left the program with a 

strong grasp of key principles and approaches. Laura, now a middle school Language Arts 

teacher, indicated that as a result of her experience in student teaching, she not only reflected 

regularly on her classroom, but also encouraged her students to reflect as well. Moreover, she 

currently leads a departmental inquiry effort to help students come to class prepared each day, 

mentoring far more veteran colleagues in the process of teacher research. 

Justine, now in an elementary classroom, explained how she used an inquiry stance to approach a classroom dilemma, 

two students who were struggling to stay focused in class: 

I’ve interviewed them, given them extra activities, put them in small groups … and 

I have been able to see how they do with just a little bit of an adjustment on the 

activity to see if it’s more accommodating to them.

This idea of inquiring directly into a problem of practice, incorporating student input, and 

reflecting upon student learning builds directly upon her experience conducting teacher inquiry 

as part of the teacher preparation program. 
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While student teachers ultimately came to view teacher inquiry as connected to and 

supportive of classroom practice, cooperating teachers, most with no prior experience with 

classroom inquiry, continued to see it as taking away from teaching and learning. In the fall of 

2009 we administered a survey to cooperating teachers and received comments such as, “I do not 

see the need for this as part of student teaching.” Another cooperating teacher wrote, “It appears 

that [teacher inquiry] is just something extra to take up time that the student teacher could use 

more productively, like lesson planning, paper grading, (and even sleeping).” These comments 

depict a sense that inquiry is disconnected from the student teaching experience, with the 

majority recommending that it be removed from the student teaching semester. 

While we expected some initial resistance from cooperating teachers, we hoped that after 

two years of implementation and a community-wide professional development effort on inquiry 

as stance, cooperating teachers would begin to see the relationships to their own classrooms. The 

survey in December of 2010 indicated that cooperating teachers began to see the value of teacher 

inquiry, but they continued to view it as a burden upon their student teachers. For instance, one 

cooperating teacher wrote, “I believe that action research can be a very useful component of an 

effective career in teaching, but I am not sure that it should be such a focus in the student 

teaching semester.” Once again, the majority of respondents indicated that teacher inquiry should 

not take place during the student teaching semester. These perspectives suggest room for growth 

in terms of bringing cooperating teachers into our inquiry culture. 

Theme #3: Student teachers developed as teacher researchers in meaningful ways when they  

engaged in interconnected inquiry communities. 

Although we found limited development in terms of the inquiry process/product and 

cooperating teacher perspectives over time, we did observe meaningful growth within semesters 
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when student teachers participated as members of inquiry communities. In particular, we found 

that student teacher engagement with instructors and peers as part of face-to-face discussions, 

online discussion groups, and written feedback structures promoted greater attention to student 

learning, evidence-based inquiry, and theory/practice connections (these are summarized in Table 

2). However, not all participation in these inquiry communities resulted in student growth; some 

students demonstrated greater responsiveness to feedback than their peers. 

[Insert Table 2 about here]

For Justine, interacting as part of an inquiry community shaped her ideas about student 

learning. She originally chose to focus on one limited-English student who was placed in her 

mathematics class without extra support. After receiving suggestions from a classmate on the 

online journal, the student teacher decided to investigate if her student’s struggles were due to 

limited language or math skills. Finding that her math skills were actually quite strong, this 

student teacher focused on increasing her participation during class. Here again, she responded to 

written instructor feedback by defining and monitoring participation in terms of both quantity 

and quality of participation. Together, this student adjusted her inquiry time and again in 

response to feedback such that she ultimately exhibited a complex understanding of student 

learning, incorporating language, math skills, participation, social interaction, and achievement. 

Kacie, a student teacher in Spanish, originally planned to inquire in one student’s study 

habits, but after face-to-face conversations with peers, opted to switch to her class’ use of 

Spanish syntax. With this new focus, she collected writing samples to identify common errors 

and worked toward addressing those issues in the classroom. Once she had gathered classroom 

data Kacie, again in response to feedback, conducted both qualitative and quantitative analysis to 

determine how well her students integrated improved syntax into their oral and written work. In 
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the end, this student teacher exhibited a multifaceted approach to using classroom experiences as 

sources of evidence and building upon that evidence to inform practice. 

Jeanne student taught in a middle school life science classroom and ultimately decided 

upon an inquiry into reading comprehension in science after much conversation with peers and 

the course instructor. In response to suggestions in the online journal, she began to integrate 

research-based strategies into her instruction and also return to theory from her course on special 

needs students. After continued feedback from the instructor on written project updates, this 

student teacher ultimately utilized a Know-Want to Know-Learned (KWL) chart, text 

previewing, graphic organizers, active reading strategies, and think-pair-share, all supported by 

research, to support her struggling readers. 

Jeanne’s final inquiry product demonstrated exceptional theory-practice connections, 

particularly for the undergraduate level. But even more importantly, she herself appeared to 

recognize the connections between the two, writing: 

Student teaching has really opened my eyes to the importance of professional 

development and staying connected to the education world. There are so many new 

techniques that I learned and also brought into the classroom that other veteran 

teachers had not heard of or seen used … I want to be able to stay up to date on all 

of this so that I can help my students succeed. 

It is clear that this student teacher responded to feedback from her instructor and peers and 

used those new insights to develop her praxis. 

Although the majority of the student teachers grew in meaningful ways as a result 

of their participation in both face-to-face and virtual inquiry communities, some student 

teachers resisted the feedback offered or only participated in superficial ways. Jamie sought 
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to support a student struggling with behavior management by building self-regulation 

skills. However, despite numerous suggestions Jamie never clearly defined what was meant 

by self-regulation skills nor identified ways to observe self-regulation in the classroom. She 

also incorporated a weak base of classroom evidence and linked her experiences only 

minimally back to theory. Although Jamie did participate as a member of the inquiry 

communities, she did so only in superficial ways, often missing online posts. This 

demonstrates that while inquiry communities provided important growth opportunities for 

student teachers, they had to fully engage in those communities as well as respond to 

instructor and peer feedback in order to reap the benefits. 

Learning to Grow a Teacher Inquiry Culture

Our experience introducing teacher inquiry into our teacher education program has taught 

us that the key to developing an inquiry culture resides in its interconnected communities. The 

idea that teacher inquiry is grounded in communities is nothing new, in fact this concept is 

central to the knowledge-of-practice paradigm (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a). However, our 

experience highlights the ways that communities are central to one institution’s practice of 

teacher inquiry and provides lesson for the broader field. 

First, we learned that in order to support student teachers in their quest to inquire into 

classrooms, we must also sustain our own inquiry community. Although we met as instructors to 

develop practices for supporting inquiry and engaged in professional development, we could 

only bring our student teachers along so far with the core materials we developed. With 

continued attention to our own growth as teacher researchers and engagement in broader 

professional communities, we may be able to seek out new approaches for supporting teacher 

inquiry. We have already learned a considerable amount from others’ self studies (e.g., Cochran-
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Smith, et al., 2009; Degago, 2007; Valli, et al., 2006) and must continue to develop our own 

instructor community. 

Similarly, while our efforts to bring cooperating teachers on board resulted in some 

growth in their attitudes toward teacher inquiry, there remained substantial resistance to the idea 

that teacher inquiry is connected to classroom practice. Others have struggled with the challenge 

of fostering mentor teacher support, particularly for pre-service teachers (e.g., Christenson, et al., 

2002; Levin & Rock, 2003; Zambo & Zambo, 2006). If we want to truly build a comprehensive 

inquiry culture we must think creatively and expansively about the possibilities for bringing 

cooperating teachers into an active inquiry community in both face-to-face and virtual contexts. 

Finally, we must continue building upon the strengths of our multiple, interconnected 

student teacher communities. It was out of the ongoing reflection and feedback in these 

communities that the most meaningful teacher growth occurred in terms of fostering complex 

ideas about student learning, multifaceted use of classroom evidence, and notions of inquiry as 

stance. Moreover, we found that, like others who suggest the authentic nature of virtual 

communities in teacher education (e.g., Gomez, et al., 2008; Snow-Gerono, 2005; Zuidema, 

2012), face-to-face and online communities actually worked together to push student teachers 

further in their thinking and their inquiry. Our task now is to support all student teachers in 

meaningful engagement in their inquiry communities, avoiding superficial participation that does 

leads to minimal teacher growth. 

Our experience growing a teacher inquiry culture in our institution and community 

suggests that while it is a formidable and ongoing task, it can in the end generate a series of 

sustaining communities dedicated to synergistic teacher growth and student learning. 
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Table 1. Overview of Target Student Teachers 

Studen
t
Teache

r

Semest
er

Gender Certificate / 
Subject

Instru
ctor

Achieveme
nt Level

Inquiry Topic

Hanna
h1

Spring 
09

F Elementary 1 Middle Incorporating 
student interest 
and choice in 
reading

Arnie Fall 09 M Social 
Studies

1 Middle Developing 
historical thinking 
and use of 
historical 
evidence

Mark Fall 09 M Social 
Studies

1 Low Developing well-
structured written 
and oral 
arguments

Maddi
e

Fall 09 F Elementary 2 High Improving reading 
standardized test 
scores

Laura Fall 09 F English 1 High Developing 
spelling skills to 
build independent 
writing

Dina Fall 09 F Elementary 2 Low Improving 
comprehension 
through decoding

Justine Spring 
10

F Elementary 1 Middle Incorporating 
support for 
English learner in 
mathematics

Jamie Spring 
10

F Elementary 1 Low Developing self-
regulation for 
behavior 
management

Jeanne Fall 10 F Biology 1 High Helping students 
“discover” 
information from 
text

Kacie Fall 10 F Spanish 1 Middle Reducing 

1 All names are pseudonyms
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syntactical errors 
based on false 
transference

Jackie Fall 10 F Elementary 3 High Improving one 
student’s written 
communication 
skills

Madiso
n

Fall 10 F Elementary 3 Low Increasing one 
student’s interest 
in writing 
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Figure 1. Most Frequent Codes by Semester2

2 Zero indicates that no modal score existed 
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Table 2. Student teacher growth as part of inquiry communities 

Beginning of 
Semester

Peer/Instructor 
Feedback

Conclusion of 
Semester

Student 
Learning
Justine

 Concerned 
about struggling 

student

Determine where 
her skills lie

Complex 
observation of 

student learning

Use of 
Classroom 
Evidence
Kacie

Concerned 
about errors in 
written reports

Identify missing 
skill set 

Mutifaceted 
evaluation of 

writing

Theory/Practice 
Connections 
Jeanne

Concerned 
about reading 

comprehension

Use knowledge of 
theory to identify 

practices

Meaningful 
theory/practice 

connections 
Minimal Growth
Jamie

Concerned 
about student 

behavior

Develop self-
regulation 
practices

General 
observations of 

behavioral 
change


