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Teacher Dispositions and Preservice Teachers


When defining the characteristics of successful teachers, colleges of education (COEs) have historically focused on those that can be measured by standardized tests, checklists, and rubrics. More recently, research has identified attributes and characteristics demonstrated by successful teachers that are not so easily measured or taught. 
Many educators would argue that some people simply have the gift to teach and would support that those gifts give one person the edge over another when dealing with classroom management, course instruction, or student rapport. Other educators would argue that many of the characteristics that separate the great teachers from the rest cannot be taught, identified, or measured. However, if many of these characteristics could be identified as contributing to student achievement, even a best effort would be beneficial. In addition to the practical application of identifying these attributes, the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE, 2002) requires that they are addressed. 

In response to NCATE’s requirement to attend to this issue, COEs have been experimenting with processes to identify these characteristics. In doing so, the term that has been chosen by colleges of education to identify these attributes or characteristics is dispositions. NCATE requires COEs to use evidence to demonstrate that teacher candidates are gaining the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary to have a positive impact on P-12 learning (NCATE, 2002). However, NCATE does not specifically define what elements compose target dispositions. In its explanation of  “dispositional targets,” NCATE uses the following statement: Candidates (are able to) work with students, families, and communities in ways that reflect the dispositions expected of professional educators as delineated in professional, state, and institutional standards (NCATE, 2002). Also of interest is the fact that NCATE does not prescribe dispositions, and there is no NCATE requirement that schools of education develop any dispositional pass/fail mechanism (Maylone, 2002). Interestingly, though, many COEs are implementing interviews and assessments of teacher dispositions for admission into their teacher education programs. As professionals who are desperately seeking ways to improve our educational system and preparation programs for the field, educators should explore new areas whether they are required or not. As such, this article has been written to share several definitions of dispositions, provide a listing of dispositions, and explore various ways dispositions are being assessed in preservice teachers by colleges of education.
Definitions of Dispositions

NCATE does not specifically define or list characteristics and skills that comprise teacher dispositions, but their standards document does attempt to explain what they are. This explanation is as follows:
The values, commitments, and professional ethics that influence behaviors toward students, families, colleagues, and communities and affect student learning, motivation, and development as well as the educator’s own professional growth. Dispositions are guided by beliefs and attitudes related to values such as caring, fairness, honesty, responsibility, and social justice. For example, they might include a belief that all students can learn a vision of high and challenging standards, or a commitment to a safe and supportive learning environment (NCATE, 2002).


The Interstate New Teachers Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC) included the following terms to describe dispositions: realizes, seeks, appreciates, has enthusiasm, is committed, shows, takes, responds, recognizes, understands, believes, persists, values, respects, is sensitive to, and adopts.


Usher (2002) defined dispositions as “The qualities that characterize a person as an individual: the controlling perceptual (mental, emotional, spiritual) qualities that determine the person’s natural or usual ways of thinking and acting (Richardson & Onwuegbuzie, 2003).


Richardson and Onwuegbuzie (2003) maintained that dispositions are not behaviors. These authors stated that dispositions do not exist as distinct entities of actions or thoughts, or traits; rather, they represent the ways in which an individual has stocked, structured, and ordered his/her psyche or mind.


Yu-chu Yeh (2002) conducted research with preservice teachers and critical-thinking dispositions and reported that critical-thinking dispositions include qualities such as open-mindedness, intellectual curiosity, reflective thinking, and an ability to be analytical and systematic in problem-solving. Yeh further stated that critical dispositions are significantly related to a person’s ability to change his/her mode of behavioral functioning in order to adapt to situational constraints.

Katz (1988) defined dispositions as “a very different type of learning from skills and knowledge.” They can be thought of as habits of mind, tendencies to respond to situations in certain ways (Richardson & Onwuegbuzie, 2003). Katz maintained that the most important disposition was the disposition to go on learning.


Maylone (2002) warned against specifically identifying and teaching teacher dispositions because of the risk of creating cookie-cutter educators. He stated that “there exists a danger in our attempts to produce lists of dispositions that might be interpreted as attempts to produce an army of ‘correct’ individuals, in complete contradiction to our claim that we not only respect, but embrace diversity. We must see to it that our proper emphasis on diversity is not perverted into its opposite: a demand for conformity.”
Listings of Dispositions


As colleges of education address dispositions in their curricula, having specific qualities or characteristics as guidelines will become more and more important. In the next several paragraphs lists of dispositions being used by various colleges in the United States are presented.

St. Norbert College preservice teacher dispositions. The following is a list of dispositions which represent a general set of attributes that are relevant to each of the Wisconsin Standards for Teacher Development as well as the two additional standards adopted by the
St. Norbert College Teacher Education discipline: Dedicated, principled, creative, proactive, strategic, inquisitive, courageous, empathetic, enthusiastic, equitable, open-minded, and respectful (St. Norbert College Teacher Education, 2004).

Eastern Michigan University survey of dispositions. The following are existing or proposed lists of desirable in- or pre-service teacher characteristics: Patience, acceptance, collaboration, initiative, appreciation of diversity, student focus, reflectiveness, emotional maturity, team spirit, and warmth (Maylone, 2002).

The University of West Alabama teacher dispositions. The following is a list of dispositions selected by a committee process. These 11 dispositions are expected of teacher candidates who graduate from any degree program related to education at The University of West Alabama. These dispositions include the following: 
· Collaborates with peers, supervisors, parents, students, and others;

· Applies knowledge and pedagogy, including technology, in all teaching areas and promotes achievement among P-12 students;

· Demonstrates inquiry by posing questions thinking critically when planning and making other decisions;
· Communicates with confidence and clarity;

· Demonstrates confidence in the students’ abilities to succeed and routinely communicates high expectations;

· Exhibits enthusiasm and compassion; and

· Is technologically proficient.
Measuring teacher dispositions


Although quantitative measures, such as test scores, may be predictors of a preservice teacher’s success as a teacher, professional educators argue against their use as sole determinants of one’s worthiness of a teaching license (Harrison & McAfee, 2002). Just a few years ago, COEs could decide whether or not they emphasized teacher dispositions; now, it is required. Therefore, once educators find their comfort zone in defining and listing desirable teacher dispositions, then they will be faced with the question of whether to test or evaluate these qualities. Most educators will agree that if topics are to be included in the curriculum, especially those categorized as skills or techniques, then there should be some type of measurement of completion, satisfaction, or mastery. Once a department decides that they are going to evaluate their preservice teacher dispositions, then the question of how these attributes will be assessed must be addressed. 
Haberman (1991) stated that prospective teachers should be screened not for the attributes that will make them successful university students but for the qualities that will make them excellent teachers of children and youth. The following paragraphs reveal how several COEs are handling the measurement of teacher dispositions.

Henderson State University. Agreeing with NCATE recommendations that affective measures are as important as cognitive measures for admission into the teaching profession, Teachers College, Henderson State University, has included affective, as well as the state-mandated cognitive, requirements for admission into its Teacher Education Program. Henderson State University (HSU) uses two indicators of a candidate’s disposition toward teaching. One indicator is the use of the Guillford-Zimmerman Temperament Survey. Students who do not score within the appropriate scale are asked to take the survey again. If the student again scores outside of the acceptable range, s/he is counseled about whether teaching is an appropriate career choice. However, no student is kept out of the Teacher Education Program solely because of a score on the Guillford-Zimmerman Survey (Harrison & McAfee, 2002).

Henderson State also incorporates an interview for admission into the Teacher Education Program. Haberman (1987) stressed that, outside of observing teacher education candidates’ work with children and youth, an interview can identify “extreme” candidates who should not be teachers. During the interview, an HSU faculty member and a teacher or administrator from a public partnership school, use a rubric to score the candidate on a scale of 1 (unacceptable) to 5 (Excellent) on the categories of verbal fluency, spoken English, clarity of expression, poise/confidence, personal appearance, response logic, response relevance, and professional awareness (Harrison & McAfee, 2002). Candidates must score an average of 3.5 or higher.

Central Missouri State University. Professors at Central Missouri State University (CMSU) have structured their teacher preparation curriculum around the theory that the most important objective for today’s preservice teachers is to improve P-12 student learning. To address the need for training in teacher dispositions, CMSU uses social inquiry strategies and role playing. Lamson, Aldrick, & Thomas (2003) stated that research indicates that information garnered during social inquiry experiences is retained at a higher rate than the same information given in a singular intake method such as reading or attending a lecture. Professors at CMSU have found that the use of social inquiry and role playing in the teacher education curriculum allows for candidates to articulate and defend their value assumptions about teaching and to test these assumptions in the safety of the college classroom, among friends and peers.

Another technique used by CMSU is Squirms. Squirms are situational role plays that make the candidate squirm. Examples of situations used are handling an unexpected parent conference, admitting a new student who is physically handicapped into the classroom, and resolving the issue of sharing needed equipment with a neighboring teacher. Squirms serve to stimulate candidates to make connections between theories of classroom management and real-life situations. CMSU’s preservice teachers work on squirms related to drugs, paraprofessionals, cheating, fund raising, and collegial relationships (Lamson, et al, 2003). In the explanation of social inquiry, role playing, and using Squirms, no mention of an evaluation of these dispositions was offered.

St. Norbert College, Wisconsin. The faculty at St. Norbert College (SNC) found that issues of dispositions frequently arose when describing some of the best qualities of successful preservice teachers, but dispositions were also an issue when describing a struggling preservice teacher. As a result of these discussions, faculty believed that while dispositions reflected important qualities of effective teachers, they found difficulty in measuring these somewhat intangible constructs (St. Norbert College Teacher Education, 2002). 
Because of the difficulty in measuring dispositions, SNC faculty decided that assessment of preservice teachers should not be based on a single event or piece of evidence. Therefore, information is gathered from three distinct types of settings to evidence an individual’s dispositions. These three settings are as follows: (1) Performances associated with academic course work; (2) Performances associated with fieldwork in K-12 schools; and (3) Performances associated with activities outside traditional academic settings. Preservice teachers in the Teachers Education program at SNC are assessed during critical performances by no fewer than three in-service teachers and one to two college supervisors (St. Norbert College Teacher Education, 2002).

There is much variety among colleges of education as to how teacher dispositions are strengthened and measured. In an on-line survey of 27 universities, Ginsberg and Whaley (2003) found that 75 percent of the teacher preparation institutions reported that they had policies regarding student dispositions, but only 30 percent reported using a disposition checklist or student-faculty conference. Some institutions reported using a committee review while others used a pre-admission letter to outline expected dispositions; other institutions were in the process of developing policies regarding preservice teacher dispositions (Richardson & Onwuegbuzie, 2003).
Conclusion


This article has shared various definitions of teacher dispositions and has shared what several colleges of education are doing to identify and measure teacher dispositions. However, educators and teacher preparation professors are still left with the problem that identifying teacher dispositions is not an easy task. 
Individual colleges of education are charged with the responsibility of establishing policies for how they will identify teacher dispositions, how they will list all the desirable elements, and if and how they will assess mastery of these dispositions. NCATE has demanded that COEs address this issue, and most colleges are experimenting with various methodologies. 
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