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Abstract: This research effort focuses on nontraditional (second career) students who are entering the teaching profession. Central themes target how institutions of higher education (IHEs) can successfully address the unique needs these mid-career adults face as teacher education students and, more importantly, as future teachers. Published studies confirm that these future teachers face a different set of challenges than do traditional age beginning teachers. This report summarizes the professional literature as well as several popular media reports. In order to summarize the interviews (pre-service students, first year second career teachers, peers and mentor teachers, and administrators) this paper offers four profiles. These composites include: former military personnel, involved parents, entrepreneurs/business executives, and the “coming back” group. Each profile offers a potential perspective for understanding specific “best practice” responses to this diverse group’s educational programming needs. Virtual communities hold real potential for easing the transition into teaching for this diverse group.

Introduction

The media (especially during the “back-to-school” blitz) extols us with “The ranks of teachers are swelling with former pilots, lobbyists, and lawyers.” (Lord, 2000). Mid-career adults becoming teachers appear in television advertisements for everything from financial services to peanut butter. We are undoubtedly witnessing the creation of an archetypal role model—the mid-career changer teacher.

As teacher educators, we need to understand this phenomenon to assure that our programs propel these new teachers into successful second careers. This understanding encompasses the who and why, as well as the how—what constitutes “best practice” for second career teachers. The review of literature included here looks to two types of reports: evaluations of previously funded efforts and descriptions of institutions of higher education (IHE) programs. This review begins to answer the questions regarding the career change process and motivating factors. These reports also offer a list of challenges and concerns for IHEs. 

Attempting to understand the mid-career adult pre-service students in New Hampshire combines several perspectives. Interviews collect their perspectives before student teaching as well as their comments during their first year as teachers. Additional viewpoints come from peer teachers and department chairpersons. Since a single portrait does not suffice to summarize these findings, four collective profiles are offered. These profiles include: former military personnel, involved parents, entrepreneurs/business executives, and the “coming back” group. The unique characteristics of each profiled group require specific IHE “best practice” response. It is the intent of this report to promote discussion of “best practice” among IHEs.

A recently published report on alternative credentialing programs defines “best practice”. The final section discusses the potential for creating virtual community platforms as an integral part of IHE programs. Web-based portals hold great potential to both inform and connect these new teachers. To teacher educators this evolving media enables an economically viable means of coaching and mentoring outside of the classroom. 

Findings from the Review of Literature


The review of literature reveals both the characteristics of second career teachers and the challenges IHEs need to address. Although certain similarities are discernable, diversity prevails. The information available on how IHEs need to support this unique population echoes the needs of adult learners in general but adds specific barriers to success as well.

Participant Characteristics


Four trends regarding characteristics of second career teachers emerge. First, they share a common motivational factor, the desire to teach. Next, the value of their content expertise and their work experience is highly regarded. The third trend is the diversity of these candidates’ backgrounds. The last trend reveals the impact of this growing population on the face of the “typical new teacher” in this country.

Motivation

It is interesting to note that second career teachers do not follow traditional patterns for occupational change. Markey and Parks (1989) base their report on the January 1987 Current Population Survey (CPS). They summarize the majority of the nearly 10 million persons who changed occupations did so voluntarily and cite better pay, advancement opportunity, or working conditions as their reason for switching.  Although second career teachers can be described as enthusiastic voluntarily career changers, the other three factors rarely apply.

The common element that does appear consistently in reports on what motivates second acareer teachers to change careers is simply put, “I want to teach!” Harris and Wittkamper’s (1986) report on 35 male trade and industrial teachers in Indiana lists the primary reasons for choosing to teach relate to the interviewees’ desire to work with young people, to have a challenge, and to make a difference. Merseth (1985) mentions study participants’ common desire to share their science knowledge with young people. Freidus (1989) lists school experiences, parental expectations, attitudes toward education, developmental needs, desire for autonomy and challenge, and feelings of career achievement when discussing motivational factors. In a later study, Freidus (1990) expands on the role of gender and emphasizes the desire to “nurture” as a primary motivator. 

Content expertise

The second area of agreement among the reports on second career teachers focuses on the value of their subject matter expertise. Essentially all of the reports on second career programs stress the importance and value of content expertise for future teachers. Harris and Wittkamper (1986), Madfes (1989), Merset (1986), and National Executive Service Corps (1990) all highlight this factor. These authors also agree that despite the importance of “content”, it is not enough. The need for specific preparation is equally prevalent especially with regard to classroom management skills. Madfes (1989) in particular stresses that without special preparation, industry professionals who become mathematics and science teachers do not necessarily apply the skills and content knowledge of their former careers to their teaching.

Various Backgrounds:

Freidus (1989) notes “a successful first career” as a common element among second career teachers. Here the commonality ends. Both research and articles in the popular press seem to rejoice in the diversity of the individuals seeking teaching as a second career. Merset (1986) notes a rear admiral, a public defender, a meteorologist, and several higher education professors enrolled in the MidCareer Mathematics and Science Program (MCMS) at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Lord (2000) adds lawyer, military rescue worker, lobbyist, carpenter, engineer, and sports reporter. Dozens of research reports and media accounts offer similar examples of diversity. 

An Emerging Population

The National Center of Education Information recently released a comprehensive state-by-state analysis of alternative teacher certification. These findings reveal that during each of the last three years about one-third (25,000 out of 75,000) of new teachers receive their credentials through alternative teacher preparation programs. Currently, 45 out of 50 states offer some type of teacher credentialing program. This is in sharp contrast to 1983, when only eight states offered this option (Feistritzer, 2002). IHE responses to “What percent of graduates from your initial teacher preparation program have degrees in a field other than education?” disclose this as a growing trend for both undergraduate and post-baccalaureate programs. According to Feistritzer (1999), approximately one-third of undergraduate and two-thirds of post-baccalaureate new teacher graduates held degrees in fields other than education. 

IHE Issues and Responses

First and foremost, these future teachers are adult learners and all the “best practice” for adult learning applies here. Teacher certification requirements however pose unique programmatic challenges when designing programs for adult learners. The literature offers plenty of advice for both of these areas. Recent research on alternative routes to certifying teachers offers an emerging model for “best practice”.

Adult Learner Issues 

The literature points to several specific areas that IHEs need to address within the administration, policy, and curriculum development of these programs.  All of these remarks fall into the adult learning arena. For example, Madfes (1989) admonishes that these second career students have less tolerance for bureaucracy than they did as undergraduates. Hensel (1991) stresses that accommodations for older students in teacher education require changes in course scheduling as well as admission policies. Grusko and Kramer (1993) offer practical advice designed specifically for the adult new teacher.

Novak and Knowles (1992) stress that teacher education programs need to specifically address prior experience as an asset to enhance classroom teaching. Madfes’ (1989) study concurs and explains that second career adult students were most interested in the practical aspects of their studies. Freidus (1994) finds that bridging theory and practice using a social constructivist approach facilitates the successful teaching for traditional as well as second career teachers. Unfortunately, as Ludwig et al (1995) report, bringing the worlds of practitioner and teacher together rarely happens.

Teacher Education Program Challenges

Lessons from the available literature also offer comments specific to second career teachers. Key administrative areas include scheduling and financial considerations.  The field experience/student teaching phase probably offers the greatest barriers if not carefully considered.

Scott (1999) contrasts the traditional teacher-training program model with the apprentice program model. Rather than first completing all required education classes on campus and then going into the K-12 school classroom for student teaching, the apprentice program models enable future teachers to take college classes right at the elementary school and alternate college course work with days spent with children. Hensel (1991) recommends using paid internships for student teaching as well as making special financial, childcare, and other arrangements to meet individual circumstances. 

The group Madfes (1989) studies report that they all felt that student teaching was the most useful part of the program. Hensel (1991) agrees but emphasizes the necessity of selecting master teachers who are comfortable mentoring older students. Ludwig et al (1995) add isolation of teaching professionals from their business/industry counterparts as another consideration.  

Lessons from the Field

Ludwig et al’s (1995) descriptive report of five programs reveals that enrollment in nontraditional university-based programs is small. Many of the study reports indicate small, single cohort types of programs. Chevron’s ENCORE Program and the US Department of Defense’s (DoD’s) “Troops to Teachers” stand out in this regard. Chevron USA funded the ENCORE Program in 1986 to facilitate mid-career adults to become mathematics and science teachers. Similarly, DOD initiated “Troops to Teachers” with a $65 million Congressional appropriation providing a combination of $5,000 stipends to military retirees and five year incentive grants to school districts to hire them as new teachers.

Madfes (1991) scrutinizes the results from the Chevron USA funded ENCORE Program. Her report holds very negative views regarding this teacher retraining program as both too costly and inadequate as an answer to the teacher shortage. Although the teachers who completed the program found success as teachers, replicating the program model without significant funding is impossible.

Taylor (1994) provides a comprehensive review of "Troops to Teachers". In this program, participants must agree to acquire necessary credentials within two years of their separation from the military, and then accept full-time employment for five consecutive years in schools that receive federal Chapter 1 grants. Taylor provides anecdotal evidence that the transition from the armed forces to the teaching force has been successful. McCree (1993) indicates military retirees who are second career teachers have overall satisfactory performance, experience no special problems, and possess adequate administrative and pedagogical skills. Jenne’s (1996) four cases concur but offer little additional information. Bradley (1998) cites the 1995 DANTES survey which finds that school administrators rated more than 75 percent of Troops to Teachers recruits as above average or higher and that 22 percent say they were "among the best" teachers they hired.

Defining “best practice” 

The emerging model, appearing in Feistritzer’s (2002) report, focuses on specifically designed programs to recruit, prepare and license teacher candidates who already hold a bachelor’s degree.  This model requires a rigorous screening process, including formal testing, interviews, and demonstrated mastery of content. These field-based programs combine coursework before and continuing during teaching.  A close relationship with trained mentor teachers is seen as key. The value of a cohort program over the isolated individual model also emerges. And finally, candidates must meet high exit performance standards. 

Findings in New Hampshire

In order to understand the mid-career adult pre-service students in New Hampshire, the author conducted a series of one-on-one interviews. These interviews collect perspectives from the pre-service and pre-student teaching experience as well as their comments during their first year as teachers. Additional viewpoints come from their supervising teachers, peers and department chairpersons. A more general picture comes from school administrators.

In general, the NH findings parallel the trends appearing in the review of literature.  Everyone stresses “I want to teach!” early in their response. Next, they mention some combination of sharing their knowledge and experience, seeking the challenge of teaching, and wanting to make a difference. These future/new teachers exhibit their content expertise with a confidence not generally seen in traditional students. They come to the teaching profession after a successful career in a diversity of career backgrounds.  All of the interviewees already held a baccalaureate degree in a field other than education. There is one extra common point that becomes evident in these interview comments. Almost all mention a family member or very close friend who is a teacher.

The Four Profiles

The attempt to create a single portrait obviously failed. In order to present the findings in a way that informs IHE perspectives and dialogue, four collective profiles are offered. These profiles include: former military personnel, involved parents, entrepreneurs/business executives, and the “coming back” group. 

Former military personnel are a predominately male group, ranging in age between 30 and 40. The involved parents are typically female but represent a wide age range. Many in this group started out volunteering in their children’s schools, moving into a paid para-professional role or possibly substitute teaching and now finally becoming certified as a teacher. The entrepreneurs/business executives are equally balanced by gender and tended to be a little older. The most diverse portrait offered is what is being named the “Coming Back” Group. The common trait here is that these individuals earned (or substantially completed) an undergraduate degree in education. Although their careers took various, non-educational paths (mainly for economic reasons), now at forty-something they are determined to get back to being a teacher.  

Each group brings unique talents to their new role of teacher. Despite or sometimes because of their previous experience each group faces a different set of challenges during the first years of teaching.  

Challenges Second Career Teachers Face


Responses from peer teachers and school administrators often indicate concern with classroom management and how these new teachers fit in. The interview process specifically prompted comment on the use of technology as a teaching tool. 


Classroom Management


The former military group brings a focused approach to discipline in the classroom along with a clear understanding of bureaucratic structure. Peers easily identified the “taking command” trait and occasionally indicated a need to relax a little in the classroom. Descriptions of involved parents tend to portray a more balanced approach, owing to previous experience with the school environment. The entrepreneurs and the coming back teachers frequently struggle with classroom management. Both of these groups have been away from the school environment for decades and their memory of school no longer fits the contemporary setting.  

Fitting into the Teacher Role 

Former military personnel come to this transition with a career skill set that frequently required inserting themselves into new units, consequently being new does not seem to be an issue. Here also descriptions of involved parents mention previous experience with the school environment as an asset. The reviews of former entrepreneurs / business executives are mixed. The desire to take over occasionally put these new teachers in conflict with long standing rules and customs. Comments about the coming back group rarely mentioned an issue here.
 Applying Technology as a Teaching Tool

Since the military relies heavily on technology to deliver training, applying technology happens naturally. Some tools might have been new—but in general, former military personnel adjusted and adapted quickly. Both the involved parents and the coming back group exhibit a wide range of skill and comfort level with applying technology as a teaching tool. Many processed the personal use skills but experienced difficulty in applying technology when they lacked a role model. 

The Promise of Using Virtual Communities to Support “Best Practice”

Creating a virtual community for a cohort of second career teachers holds enormous promise. Practitioners experienced with adult learners recognize the necessity of community apart from much younger students. A web-based connection promotes discussion, resource sharing, and if needed the ability to interact anonymously. For those candidates who need to enhance their understanding and mastery of educational concepts and methods, web-based tutorials offer private and self-paced options to gain command of content as well as educational theory. The type of community that develops during a face-to-face class can continue among teacher candidates as well as their faculty and mentor teachers during field experiences. 

A virtual community offers specific support of each of the profiled groups as well. In general, like-minded individuals can realize they are not alone. The diversity of background and experience enables the cohort to help itself. For example, former military personnel can share the secrets of motivating young people in a disciplined way, while involved parents can offer their “from within the system” view.  The entrepreneurs/ business executives bring the management and productivity experience to the dialogue. Potentially, the “coming back” group can offer a historical perspective of the way it used to be. For everyone, this platform avoids some of the problems associated with entering the classroom as the solo adult after a extended work life of working with other adults. Probably the greatest promise for this type of community is the possibility of connecting and continuing to be able to connect with mentor teachers as well as peers. 
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