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Improving Preservice Field Placements in Secondary Mathematics: A Residency
Model for Student Teaching Through Lesson Study

Theresa Gurl
Queens College of the City University of New York

In response to the recent calls for a residency model for field internships in education, a possible model based
on an adaptation of Japanese lesson study is described. Lesson study consists of collaboratively planning,
implementing, and discussing lessons after the lesson is taught. Results of a study in which student teachers and
cooperating teachers followed a lesson study format for several meetings is briefly shared, including an
analysis of the discussion that took place during planning and follow-up meetings. Suggestions and rationale
for a more widespread implementation of the model are discussed.

Introduction

In recent months, preservice teacher preparation has
been the subject of much press, some of which has been
unflattering. In particular, United States Secretary of
Education Arme Duncan, speaking to members of the
Teachers College community in the inaugural Phyllis L.
Kossoff Lecture, called for changes to the way teachers are
prepared, including the recommendation for “teacher
residency programs” modeled after medical school
training. This article proposes that Japanese lesson study,
or an adaptation of it, is a possible model for such a
residency program in secondary mathematics preservice
teacher education. Lesson study, a means of collaborative
professional development that originated in Japan, consists
of the process of collaboratively planning a lesson,
observed live teaching of the planned lesson, and
collaboratively debriefing by observers and teacher after
the lesson is taught with revisions made to the lesson, and
possibly reteaching the revised lesson.

This article proceeds by providing a background of the
existing literature on student teaching and lesson study, a
brief description of an informal implementation of lesson
study within the preservice student teaching internship, and
a discussion of challenges to its successful implementation.
The conclusion includes recommendations for incorporation
of lesson study into student teaching internships, and
suggestions for further research.

Background

The student teaching internship has long been the
“capstone experience” in teacher education programs
(Veal & Rikard, 1998), which teachers look back upon as
the most helpful as well as the most powerful part of their
preservice teacher education programs (Koerner, 1992;
Wilson, Floden, & Ferrini-Mundy, 2001). It is, however,

known that inconsistencies exist among student teaching
placements, even within a particular institution, and
teaching approaches at student teaching sites are not
always consistent with the reform approaches
recommended by schools of education and the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics ([NCTM], 1991).
Furthermore, although these programs were the most
helpful part of teachers’ preservice education, when
surveyed, 69% of alumni of teacher education programs
said that a better balance between subject matter
preparation and field experience was necessary (Levine,
2006). Levine (2006) also found that a common criticism
of alumni of teacher education programs “was the desire
for more, longer, earlier and better-integrated field work
experiences.”

Frykholm (1998) advocates communities of learning
for preservice teachers where cooperating teachers and
preservice teachers have “the opportunity to grapple
together with the deep and perplexing challenges of
mathematics teaching” (p. 306). He noted the “impact of
reflection upon the teaching process” (p.307) and
concluded that “only when beginning teachers continually
find themselves in discussions about learners, pedagogy,
mathematics and reform ... will they be able to interrupt
the traditional expositional model that has been
perpetuated for decades in mathematics classrooms”
(p- 320). This sentiment is echoed by Curcio and Artzt
(2005), who recommend “careful lesson planning,
anticipation of student misconceptions and constructive
reflection on a lesson after instruction” (p. 604) for both
novice and experienced teachers.

Graham (2006) asserts that cooperating teachers and
student teaching sites are “critical to the success of the
intern experience” (p. 1118), but also notes that the role of
the cooperating teacher is not well understood. Veal and
Rikard (1998) described a “functional triad” consisting of
“the experienced cooperating teacher at the apex of the
hierarchy, the novice student teacher who becomes
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teacher, and the pupils” (p.113). Graham (2006)
distinguishes between two types of cooperating teachers:
on the one hand, there were those who

viewed the internship as a time to replicate
existing procedures and ways of thinking. Their
view did not include the notion of helping interns
construct meaning from their observations in
order to make informed professional decisions
when they have classrooms of their own. [They]
were content with the status quo; they were not
interested in transforming practice. (p. 1126)

On the other hand, there were those whom Graham
described as “predisposed to discuss and analyze
classroom events and observations with their interns”
(p. 1126) who “embodied the notion that teaching is an
intellectual endeavor requiring dialogue about practice”
(p- 1126). It is evident from Graham’s descriptions that she
feels that interns have a superior experience with
cooperating teachers who fit the latter description, and thus
recommends discussions as the underpinnings of a
collaborative approach for the education of preservice
teachers.

Lesson study, due to the opportunities for collaboration
along with its traditional emphasis on content knowledge
and observation of students (Lewis, 2002), could be
viewed as a means for structuring productive interactions
between cooperating teachers and student teachers as an
antidote to some of the problems described above. Stigler
and Hiebert (1999) recommended incorporating lesson
study into teacher education programs and methods
courses in the United States as a result of their analysis of
the Third International Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS).

Mathematics teachers in Japan become initiated into
the process of lesson study beginning with student
teaching. Peterson (2005) provides a detailed account of
his observation of the student teaching experience in
Japan. The student teaching assignment took place in a
university-affiliated “junior” high school (12-15-year-old
students) where two to as many as six student teachers
work with one cooperating teacher. Student teachers might
teach as few as three lessons during their student teaching
placement, and as many as ten. According to Peterson
(2005), lesson study is the foundation of the student
teaching experience: “The focus of the student teaching
experience is planning, teaching, observing and critiquing
lessons” (p. 68).

Although the lesson study process that took place
during the student teaching assignment was very similar to
lesson study in regular school settings, Peterson (2005)
reported some notable differences. The student teachers
are assigned the topic to teach, rather than having that
decision as part of the lesson study process. Also, these
assignments were made two weeks prior to the initial
planning meeting so that “materials research” (i.e., sources
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for ideas for the lesson, existing lesson plans, etc.) could
take place and the student teachers could arrive the first
day of the student teaching session with a completed
lesson plan. The student teachers were expected to give a
copy of the lesson plan to the cooperating teacher in
advance so that comments could be made before the
planning meeting began. They would then try out their
lessons in front of the planning group. The other student
teachers would “role play or ask clarifying questions”
(p. 69). The student teachers would then revise their
lessons for a second planning meeting before the actual
lesson. For both of these meetings, the cooperating teacher
would ask questions to help the other student teachers
clarify their thinking and questioning in the lesson, but did
not directly tell the student teachers what to do or say. The
other student teachers were encouraged to give their input
as well.

Peterson (2005) goes on to describe the reflection
meeting, which, as is typical in lesson study, involves the
teacher who taught the lesson reflecting upon the strengths
and weaknesses of the lesson. Student teachers were
expected to make comments, and Peterson observed that
“learning to observe and offer comments appears to be an
important part of the student teaching process” (p. 72).
Finally, the cooperating teacher offered his or her thoughts
about the lessons and asked questions to clarify the intent
of the questioning. In fact, the cooperating teacher seemed
to take on the role of the “knowledgeable other” in the
lesson study with student teachers. As Peterson describes,
“One component of the interactions between the
cooperating teacher and the student teacher was a
continual emphasis on how the students were making
sense of the problems and questions presented” (p. 73).

The Study

The present study sought to examine a model for
student teaching in secondary mathematics based upon an
adaptation of lesson study by analyzing the discussion that
took place during the pre- and post-lesson meeting
between student teachers and cooperating teachers. For the
purposes of this article, a lesson study “cycle” consists of
planning meetings, the teaching of the lesson, follow-up
meetings, and possible reteaching of the lesson.

Two cooperating teachers, Ann from Smith Middle
School and Ron from Newell High School (a New York
City alternative high school), had expressed an interest in
working with two student teachers per semester each and
conducting informal lesson study with the student teachers
during the Spring 2008 semester. They also were willing to
have their meetings audiotaped and observed. Three pairs
of preservice secondary teachers participated in at least
one lesson study cycle (as defined above) with their
cooperating teacher, who agreed to plan with their student
teachers using this process. The two cooperating teachers
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had some knowledge of the procedures of what they
considered “formal” Japanese lesson study and agreed to
participate in the study if they could modify the lesson
study process to suit their needs, rendering the meetings
“informal” lesson study. The cooperating teachers felt that
“formal” lesson study involved time requirements to which
they were not able to commit, rendering this an “adaptation”
of lesson study. In fact, this informality proved to be
advantageous to the study, as it allowed for an examination
of how lesson study could work in “real” settings that did
not necessarily have resources for extensive planning time
and were not district supported or sustained by outside funds
or workshops. Furthermore, the characteristics of the
adaptation were different in both sites.

The meetings were audiotaped, transcribed, and
analyzed using a qualitative coding methodology that
sought to determine which “essential features” and “key
experiences” as described by Lewis (2002) were present in
this adaptation. Some of these experiences and features
include the discussion of a mission statement and an
overarching goal for students, the discussion of how the
mathematics content can best be taught, teacher content
knowledge, use of outside references beyond the text, and
observations about students. A more detailed description
of the coding scheme can be found in Gurl (2009). A
summary of steps for the lesson study at each school as
compared to “formal” lesson study is provided in Table 1.

The researcher took field notes at both sites and
briefly corresponded with the student teachers via email
after the lessons. Lesson materials from student teachers
and cooperating teachers were collected.

The number of pairs dealt with in this study is small
because of recruitment and logistical difficulties. However,
each pair supplied a large amount of interaction, and the
findings are intended to be suggestive rather than
definitive.

Table 1. Procedures of Lesson Study Cycles

Results and Discussion

Although the meetings observed had notable
differences from what is usually considered formal lesson
study, there were many important similarities. Many of
Lewis’s (2002) “essential features” and “key experiences”
were observed and categorized. The most prevalent items
of discussion during planning meetings involved
approaches to teaching the content and procedures in the
classroom, such as how many homework problems to
discuss. To a lesser degree, students were discussed,
including difficulties that individual students might have,
as well as the students as a whole. There was, however,
little discussion of teacher content knowledge, and no
evidence of referencing sources outside the textbook.

During follow-up meetings, observations made
regarding students, evaluation of approaches taken
regarding teaching the content, and reflection about the
lesson were the most frequent items of discussion. Again,
discussion regarding content knowledge of the teachers
was minimal, and there was no reference of sources
outside the text.

Although several features and experiences were absent
from this adaptation of lesson study, the presence of many
of the important features and experiences might indicate
that incorporating lesson study, or an adaptation, would be
a positive addition to teacher education programs.

It can be argued that the model used in this study
could be considered as a structure for interactions between
cooperating teachers and student teachers for secondary
mathematics internships, allowing for discussion of many
important aspects of teaching, observing students, and
collaboratively planning and implementing lessons. This
model would also serve to better integrate field
experiences for preservice teachers, allowing for a
“residency” model for student teaching. The role of the

Site 1- Site 2 -
Newell High School Smith Middle School (Some
Japanese Lesson Study (Same for both cycles) variation)-4 cycles

Planning

Teaching and
reteaching the
lesson

Follow up

Takes place over several sessions
over the course of weeks, usually
not on the same day of lesson

The lesson would often be
observed by outside observers, in
addition to those who planned
the lesson.

Takes place the same day of the
lesson. The format is a bit
"formal" with the planners
receiving feedback as a “panel.”

One 75 minute meeting the
same day as the lesson

The only outside observer was
the researcher

The follow up meeting
followed immediately after the
lesson

Two meetings- one 45 minute
meeting the day before the
lesson, one 25 minute
meeting the day of the lesson

The only outside observer
was the researcher

Depending on the day, there
were one or two follow up
meetings that were attended
by the CT and ST, and was
sometimes followed by a
reteaching of the lesson
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university supervisor could include facilitation of lesson
study with cooperating teachers and student teachers, until
cooperating teachers became comfortable with this process
of working with student teachers. Benefits could reach
beyond the student teaching years, possibly carrying over
into their full-time teaching positions after certification.
This is suggested by Stigler and Hiebert (1999), who state
that “if ... methods courses were restructured to introduce
students to collaboratively planning and testing lessons,
new teachers would be ready to assume leadership roles
more quickly” (p. 158), thus initiating change in the
culture of teaching.

Although placing pairs of student teachers with one
cooperating teacher might result in fewer teaching hours
during the internship, it could be argued that the hours
would have greater quality. Additionally, the student
teachers would have a “built in” opportunity for peer
observation. It could also be argued that this model for
student teaching internships would provide a superior
experience and that the time student teachers spend
collaboratively planning and observing other student
teachers would be as valuable as time engaged in teaching.

Suggestions for Further Research

There is much about this type of process that is
unknown and would benefit from additional research. A
comparative study that analyzes the differences in field
experiences of student teachers who engage in lesson study
and those who do not would provide valuable insight into
this process. Additionally, a study analyzing the
hindrances to implementing such an internship model
would be useful. Such hindrances might include logistical
difficulties, state fieldwork requirements, and existing
school culture at fieldwork sites that might be resistant to
collaboration.
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