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Partner Focus Groups and Results 

In Fall 2019 we decided to take a different approach to meeting with our clinical partners. Traditionally, the Clinical 

Experience Advisory Committee (CEAC) met twice annually for updates, current topic discussions, and information-

sharing. These meetings have been useful, but in light of CAEP Standards 2, 4, and 5, it was determined that a 

more focused engagement was necessary to discuss the effectiveness of our clinical experience design and 

process, gain insight into what employers need (and see) from our pre-service candidates and in-service program 

completers and give our partners the opportunity to help us in the important work of program improvement for 

increased operational effectiveness. COVID-19 disrupted the planned focus group meetings in the Spring, but we 

were still able to complete 12 focus groups with important partners between November 2019 and November 

2021. Schools were selected in consideration of their grade band, setting, and engagement with our programs (at 

both the Kent campus and our regional campuses). We plan to continue these focus groups to ensure a wide array 

of settings and to include partners associated with our regional campuses housing teacher education programs. 

2019-2021 Overall CEAC Focus Group Summary 

• Overall, upon entering student teaching, students are well prepared 

• Students are good with assessment, although they could be better with interpreting data and using 

assessment data to inform differentiated instruction. One focus group suggested that a class singularly 

focused on assessment would prepare them well to be licensed teachers 

• Students are excellent with instructional technology and often are teaching mentor teachers new things 

• Students have good professional conduct skills. Areas for improvement include appropriate social media 

posting and establishing appropriate boundaries with students (in higher grades) 

• Classroom management was a theme for improvement. While many focus groups acknowledged that this 

comes with time, it was still consistently mentioned that students have trouble with whole-classroom 

management. Students often enter student teaching lacking confidence which is a hinderance 

• Pacing lessons is another skill that could be improved 

• Teacher candidates could use more experience with ethnically and socio-economically diverse student 

populations 

• The disposition assessment tool is well-liked and leads to good outcomes for student teachers 

• Having block IV students (i.e., early childhood) go right into student teaching is extremely beneficial 

• Mentor teachers would appreciate more laid out plans for what needs to happen in student teaching and 

what types of experiences student teachers need/want 

• Supervisors tend to be great, but some focus groups expressed concerns that they sometimes send 

different messages than the students’ instructors or administration 

• edTPA is not useful, causes too much stress, and distracts from the overall student teaching experience 

• Mentor teachers would like to be rewarded for participating in student teaching with professional 

development (trauma informed teaching and mental health topics were often mentioned) 
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Notes from Individual Focus Group Sessions: 

11/12/2019 Ravenna City School District (Elementary, Kent Campus) 

In attendance: Two first grade teachers, one second grade teacher, one K-5 physical education teacher, two fourth 

grade teachers, Mike Englert (KSU), Lisa Testa (KSU), Kevin Van Bell (KSU) 

• Overall, students are well prepared entering student teaching, due to the breadth/depth of experiences 

they already have 

• Students have good knowledge of state standards 

• Students are well prepared to perform reading assessments 

• Overall assessment skills could be improved. A course solely about assessment could be helpful (using 

premade assessment systems, creating your own assessments, using assessment data) 

• The system where block IV students have the same student teaching placement is beneficial because 

students learn the school’s systems well 

• Physical education student teachers have trouble thinking of creative ways of using technology, although 

there is a natural disadvantage because they have fewer options 

• Physical education student teachers have less experience due to less intensive/shorter early field 

experiences 

• Teachers would like tuition waivers for participating as mentor teachers. KSU faculty lectures (at their 

school) for professional development would be welcomed 

 

11/21/2019 Akron Public Schools (Multi-age, Kent and Stark Campuses) 

In attendance: Two deans of students, one third grade teacher, one secondary math teacher, Mike Englert (KSU), 

Jen Walton-Fisette (KSU), Kevin Van Bell (KSU) 

• Student teachers could be better prepared to interact with diverse student populations. They need 

resiliency to not be discouraged when they are not prepared for that experience so they are open minded 

and ready to learn 

• Students should be placed based on their interest/openness to working in an urban setting – although all 

students should have that skill set. 

• Student teacher professional conduct is usually exemplary (on time, interact with faculty well, able to take 

criticism, etc.) 

• Professional dress is sometimes an early issue (with a small number of students), but it is easily corrected. 

Social media use is always a concern and students need to be coached on careful and professional 

approaches 

• They find that the disposition assessment is a helpful tool for finding and correcting potential issues. Since 

its implementation, student teachers are more professional and excited about field experiences 

• Secondary education representatives said student teachers are well prepared for edTPA, and by extension 

RESA and OTES  

• Early childhood representatives said edTPA could be moved up because it hold them back from teaching 

full days in the classroom. edTPA takes up too much focus for too long and prevents them from asserting 

themselves in the classroom 

• KSU could potentially recruit more mentor teachers by “advertising” all the positives associated with the 

experience (personal/professional growth, learning new ideas/technologies from students, etc.) 

• If KSU could offer teachers social justice, social-emotional learning, growth mindset, or other content area 

PD’s, that could be a motivator for mentor teachers  
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12/10/2019 New Philadelphia City Schools (Elementary, Tuscarawas Campus) 

In attendance: Two principals, one assistant superintendent, Sandra Pech (KSU), Jen Walton-Fisette (KSU), Kevin 

Van Bell (KSU) 

• They have seen many students have trouble dividing their time between field experience and their 

personal lives. They do not give their full attention to student teaching/field experience because of things 

outside of school (many of these students are adult learners) 

• Students often find that student teaching is much more work than they expected. That should be made 

clearer to them up front 

• Student teachers need better preparation in differentiation (true not only for KSU) and phonemic 

awareness 

• ECED students could use more training on deploying standard assessments 

• They have seen problematic social media posts of some KSU student teachers 

• KSU’s requirements of student teachers are more robust than other schools and are more than enough. 

The mix of experiences that ECED students have is very beneficial  

• Many students in this district come from hard home lives and have significant behavior issues. Student 

teachers are not always prepared to handle that (beyond the average classroom management skills). 

More trauma informed practice PD would be helpful 

• Mentor teachers in this district would appreciate KSU led PD’s on trauma informed practice, 

differentiation, and English language learners 

 

12/17/2019 Claymont City Schools (Elementary, Tuscarawas Campus) 

In attendance: One principal, one curriculum director (recently a classroom teacher in elementary), Sandra Pech 

(KSU), Kevin Van Bell (KSU) 

• Students exhibit excellent professional conduct and technology skills upon entering student teaching 

• Student teachers sometimes lack confidence at the start of their experience, but that is natural and it 

builds over time 

• Students understand deploying assessments, but could use more skill in data literacy (interpreting the 

assessments and how to turn data into practice) 

• Students could better understand designing lessons around standards, not just teaching from a textbook 

• Differentiation skills could be better (this ties back to using assessment data effectively) 

• Students have good classroom management skills. More experience in deescalating “larger” issues would 

be helpful 

• KSU might recruit more mentor teachers if they advertise it more as co-planning or co-teaching (some 

teachers may be afraid to give up control) 

• Mentor teachers could use PD on trauma informed practice and suicide prevention 

 

3/9/2020* Hudson City School District (Middle School, Kent Campus) 

In attendance: One eight grade language arts teacher, One eight grade social studies teacher, Mike Englert (KSU), 

Jen Walton-Fisette (KSU), Kevin Van Bell (KSU) 

*All other CEAC focus groups this semester were cancelled due to COVID-19 

• One teacher had a difficult experience where the student did not seem well informed of student teaching 

requirements. Student and supervisor both seemed unaware of what they needed to do 

• It might be easier for students and mentors if students had a lesson plan template, clear checklist of 

expectations/experiences they need, and a packet (emailed) of all other requirements/things to 

know/expectations of mentor teachers 
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• Students have excellent pedagogy skills entering student teaching 

• Students have excellent assessment skills, especially in writing. Differentiation is also excellent because of 

good assessment skills 

• Students are great with technology and often able to help the mentor teacher with new technologies 

• Students could be better prepared with classroom management skills. They need to know that middle 

school/high school students are going to test them and should be able to respond appropriately 

• edTPA takes up a lot of time and is unduly stressful 

• Mentor teachers would be motivated by continuing education credits or a certification, if possible.  

  

11/10/2020 Kent City School District (Middle and Secondary School, Kent Campus) 

In attendance: One seventh/eighth grade language arts teacher, one sixth grade math teacher, one sixth grade 

social studies teacher, one intervention specialist, one director of instruction, one assistant superintendent, Jen 

Walton-Fisette (KSU), Kevin Van Bell (KSU) 

• Kent State students are the best student teachers and strongest employee candidates across all schools in 

Ohio they have experience with 

• Having students meet mentors in advance is a great way to ensure the placement will be a good fit 

• Student teacher expectations sometimes seem to differ between supervisors 

• Student teachers tend to have excellent professional conduct, including knowing what information is 

confidential and keeping it private 

• Some student teachers use friendliness to bond with students to a fault. They need to be able to build 

rapport without becoming friends with students 

• Student teachers are well prepared content wise, but need coaching on classroom management 

• Student teachers are willing to take constructive criticism and show growth 

• It is advantageous for students to start in a classroom in the fall, so they can see what the process of 

establishing a classroom looks like. Students who show up in spring miss that 

• All student teachers need better knowledge of modifying instruction for students with special needs 

• The main issue most student teachers face is pacing – knowing how long lessons will take 

• Some student teachers need to be better at thinking on their feet and interacting with students “in real 

time” 

• Student teachers have good self-reflection skills and are willing to learn and grow 

• Mentor teachers would like a list of experiences that students need to have. It would be easier to mentor 

with more explicit goals 

• edTPA is too time consuming and causes a lot of stress 

 

11/10/2020 Kent City School District (Elementary School, Kent Campus) 

In attendance: One kindergarten teacher, one third grade teacher, one assistant superintendent, Jen Walton-Fisette 

(KSU), Kevin Van Bell (KSU) 

• Block IV going right into student teaching is extremely beneficial for the student teacher 

• Student teaching program is well administered, and supervisors are excellent 

• Having multiple field students in one classroom is difficult for students and mentor teachers 

• Student teachers are very tech savvy and able to learn new technologies quickly. Going forward in a post-

COVID world, that skills with things like Google Classroom and See-Saw will be even more important 

• Students are well organized and have specific expectations for student teaching 

• The main area where students could be better prepared is classroom management. They are often 

comfortable in one-on-one and small groups, but whole class management is a struggle 
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• Pacing can be an issue as well for some student teachers 

• edTPA causes more problems than it is worth. It is stressful and does not help student teachers to become 

licensed teachers. Students sometimes receive conflicting information about edTPA – make sure everyone 

(administration, faculty, supervisors) are on the same page 

 

2/23/21 Tallmadge City Schools (Middle School, Kent Campus) 

 

In attendance: One sixth grade teacher, one seventh grade teacher, two eighth grade teachers, and an assistant 

principal; Erica Eckert (KSU) 

 

• KSU students in student teaching are generally well prepared, but the biggest criticism they would have is 

the one-to-one learning environment is something that could use some additional preparation.  Meaning 

that the student teachers may not be as prepared to work one-on-one with students. 

• Field experience as early as freshman year is critical. 

• Pre-service teachers need to be ready to take ideas, turn it into a plan, and execute on it rapidly, in real 

time. 

• KSU candidates are good with technology but need to be prepared to use the Google platform due to its 

popularity.  Candidates need to use technology as a way to elevate (not just deliver) content. 

• Candidates need to be prepared to imagine how to collect data to gain insight into students’ learning, and 

not just at the end of the lesson, but throughout.  Some struggle with modifying assessments for students 

with special needs. 

• Professional comportment (dress, communication) was observed to be good; this may be mitigated by 

their selectivity of preservice teachers (they have a strict process of review). 

• At least one teacher expressed satisfaction with the degree to which their student teacher actively sought 

feedback on their teaching and used it to improve. 

• KSU could improve their preparation of pre-service teachers to use their imagination and confidence 

better.  A kind of tentativeness was noted, with pre-service teachers afraid to create new things or jump 

into the role of leader and apply instructional strategies.   

• One participant Administrator noted that in their undergraduate experience, at the end of the student 

teaching experience, the institution lined up mock interviewers to help candidates prepare for their 

employment interviews.  Some candidates struggle with interviewing and may benefit from additional 

practice.  We’re already doing some of these things but, but perhaps not everyone is benefitting equally. 

 

4/14/21 Buckeye Local (Elementary School, Salem Campus) 

 

In attendance: Two first grade teachers, two second grade teachers; Erica Eckert (KSU), Jen Walton-Fisette (KSU) 

 

• The teachers at this school had significant struggles with the professional behavior of small number of 

student teachers in the past; issues with punctuality, attire, using time poorly, casual attitude, and lax 

classroom demeanor were noted.  This seems to be isolated to one or two really bad cases, but they are 

important to note, regardless.   

• The group suggested the creation of a checklist to ensure the mentor teachers were informed of the 

various requirements of the student teaching experience so they could ensure all major aspects were 

addressed. 
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• Challenges with communication between the mentor teachers and university supervisor were noted; 

mentor teachers need to know what to do in the event of slow or unclear communication with 

supervisors. 

• The participants reported student teachers have been good with technology (Chromebooks, interactive 

whiteboard, document camera and noted the strengths of our student teachers in adapting and adjusting 

to use the technology the school has, but they didn’t feel like the students were showing the cooperating 

teacher new technology/ideas. 

• Candidates need to have a better sense of when to ask for help.  On the flipside, receptivity to feedback 

was described as a problem for at least one candidate.  They suggested like our student teachers are 

feeling defensive, which may be due to the stress of the pandemic, but it is still a problem. 

• The mentor teachers were hoping to learn some new things from their student teachers and have been a 

bit disappointed that they haven’t brought more new practices to the table; this could be an opportunity 

for EPP faculty to step up. 

• The teachers reported wanting training on research-based intervention to improve their practice. 

 

5/12/21 Jackson Local Schools (Middle School, Stark Campus) 

 

In attendance: Two fourth grade teachers, one sixth grade teacher, one eighth grade teacher; Erica Eckert (KSU) 

 

• The group was very positive; they felt that candidates’ pre-student-teaching-observation sessions were 

very helpful in getting familiar with the classroom/teacher. 

• Candidates have room for improvement in use of technology, Google Classroom in particular; they need 

to understand learning management systems and available resources (and making modifications to meet 

learner needs in the system). The mentor teachers essentially felt like they were teaching the candidates 

how to use technology but felt that was going well. 

• No major deficiencies with candidates’ assessment knowledge were noted, but they did feel like they 

could improve in modification assessments (even for students not on IEPs).   

• On a related note, candidates need to be better at reading and understanding IEPs. 

• Like a previous focus group, this group also brought up stage presence/fright—candidates need to be 

ready to be up in front of middle school kids before student teaching!   

• Behaviorally, the group noted that student teachers should take initiative, seek out work, expect to be 

busy—not simply wait to be told to do things.  The classroom should always be active, and there’s always 

something to do.  Student teachers should realize that the mentor teacher is working extra hard to make 

their experience good and take load off the mentor teacher where they can.  Student teachers must also 

be aware that the teacher does more than just teaching (study halls, bus duty, meetings, etc.) 

• The teachers expressed an interest in learning about trauma-informed education.   

 

10/8/21 Plain Local – (Glen Oak High School) (Stark and Kent Campuses) 

In attendance: One Assistant Superintendent and one Curriculum Director; Jen Walton-Fisette (KSU), Andrew 

Palmer (KSU) 

• Would like to see an orientation and or more training for mentor teachers. 

• School was critical of candidate professionalism and dress, but also described a very strict expectation for 

both 

• Expressed willingness to come speak to all candidates about professional dress 

• Want candidates to be prepared more to use technology in formative assessment 
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• Candidates do tend to improve relate to professionalism and technology as the student teaching 

experience progresses. 

• Wanting to see candidates with strong work ethic and attitude of always trying to learn and ask questions; 

willingness to embed themselves in activities at the school/afterschool and constantly asking for feedback 

• Strong focus on mastery of learning instead of just compliance assessment – completers should be able to 

talk about specific technology tools they’ve used in formative and summative assessment. 

• Noted that teacher’s ability to collaborate with one another is key. 

• Professional development interest in the science of reading, working with ELLs, and the co-plan/co-serve 

model. 

 

11/3/21 Solon – (Solon High School) (Kent Campus) + Aurora (Single participant; Kent and Geauga Campuses) 

In attendance: three social studies teachers, one art teacher, one Assistant Principal (Curriculum/Special Ed.) from 

Solon High School; one Assistant Superintendent from Aurora Schools; Jen Walton-Fisette (KSU), Andrew Palmer 

(KSU) 

• Generally pleased with how field/clinical experiences happen; coordination happens through district 

central office. 

• Very satisfied with candidate preparation with technology at the time of entering student teaching, 

recognizing they will still have to learn the particularities of systems/software used in a building once 

there. 

o "My student teacher is very prepared…knows all the technology…better than I do." "[He’s] very 

tech savvy." 

o "They're capable of handling the technology." 

o “They’re digital natives… they’re comfortable... not a concern.” 

• Concerns around assessment centering on modifying existing assessments or being able to use data to 

improve learning; there is not much opportunity to create assessment from scratch in either district. 

• Participants were generally found candidate professionalism to be satisfactory; noted professional attire 

sets the candidates apart from the P12 students and that KSU should always stress appropriate 

relationships with learners close in age to the candidate. 

• Concern around program requirement of in-depth lesson planning; described as “busy work” and 

unrealistic (teachers don’t plan things down to the minute). 

o Would like to see candidates prepared to be flexible and deal with a ‘curve-ball,’ when the lesson 

doesn’t go as planned – potentially a simulation to assist candidates here? 

• (Noted as a broad concern about teaching in general) too much focus on classroom management and not 

real-world lesson planning and delivery. 

• Consideration: How do we (clinical partners and KSU) prepare candidates for how tough the ‘daily grind’ 

of teaching can be? (not said as a critique of KSU, more a general reaction). 

• Candidates are doing well, but could always use more support and resources related to mental health in 

the classroom, 504s and IEPs (specifically, realistic differentiation and how to logistically manage that in a 

class); resources for skills-based instruction may also be helpful 

• Mentor Teachers suggested they would like the possibility of getting KSU course credit for mentoring a 

student teacher. 

• Related to diversity – the group noted a need for candidates/teachers to actually be able to make 

students feel welcome (i.e., doing more than just putting up posters) and really recognizing student’s 

backgrounds. 

 


