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Abstract  This instrumental case study examined the perspectives of 43 middle school administrators on effective 
middle level education to inform the evolution of a teacher education program in central Alberta, Canada. Analysis 
of data gathered through an online survey and focus group interviews yielded three merged findings on salient 
elements of the middle school concept and the key competencies required of effective beginning middle level 
teachers, including: (a) teaming and developmentally responsive practices are deemed essential middle school 
concepts; (b) effective beginning middle school teachers should demonstrate professional knowledge and skills, 
including the ability to create learner-centred, inclusive environments; and (c) effective beginning middle school 
teachers should possess certain dispositions, especially those that promote positive, productive relationships. These 
findings and the implications arising from them are contributing to the evolution of the teacher education program at 
Red Deer College and may be of benefit to teacher educators seeking to develop more responsive programming in 
other settings. 
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1. Introduction 

What competencies are school administrators looking 
for when hiring beginning middle level teachers? This was 
one of two central questions that drove our examination of 
school administrator perspectives on effective middle 
level education and was a significant component of the 
design process informing the development of a new B.Ed. 
degree at Red Deer College (RDC) in central Alberta, 
Canada. In addition to insights from the larger study [1], 
upon which this article is based, the redesign process is 
also benefitting from thoughtful consideration of recent 
research on such areas as teacher education, quality teaching, 
and teacher quality. Survey and focus group interview data 
for this article were drawn from Rheaume’s [1] doctoral 
study, which engaged 43 school administrators from three 
local school districts in instrumental case study research. 
The purpose of this article is to garner school administrator 
insights on salient elements of the middle school concept 
as well as their views on the key competencies required of 
effective beginning middle level teachers. 

Beginning teachers often have difficulty applying the 
knowledge and skills gained during teacher education to 
their initial classroom realities [2,3,4]. An Alberta 
Teachers’ Association (ATA) report claimed that “the 
theory-to-practice gap has not yet been bridged in Alberta” 

([5], p. 30). Better alignment between teacher education 
and current needs and realities of the K-12 school system 
can perhaps reduce early career attrition. As noted in the 
ATA [5] study on beginning teachers, “the quality of  
pre-service preparation has an impact on attrition” (p. 7). 
In the Alberta Education [6] annual report, 36% of 
Albertan principals indicated that graduates of teacher 
education programs were inadequately prepared to 
become teachers. Furthermore, 25% of beginning teachers 
in Alberta leave the profession within five years [7]. The 
Task Force for Teaching Excellence [8] identified three 
areas of concern pertaining to pre-service teacher 
education: (a) admission into programs, (b) practicum 
opportunities for student teachers, and (c) the alignment of 
teacher preparation programs with provincial vision  
and goals. The message is clear: there is room for 
improvement when it comes to preparing teachers for 
contemporary classroom practice. 

While other scholars have focused on teacher education 
program design [4], the integration of theory and practice 
[9], or the quality of the practicum experiences [2], this 
study focused on the realities of local classroom contexts 
that graduates of the middle level teacher education 
program were likely to enter. Inquiry into the teaching 
competencies most sought-after by the middle school 
administrators could then inform the theoretical 
knowledge, essential skills, and desirable dispositions to 
be emphasized in the teacher education program. For the 
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purposes of this article, middle level pertains to young 
adolescents (aged 10 to 15) and middle school refers to an 
educational institution between elementary and high 
school of varying grade configurations, most commonly 
grades 6 to 8, that strives to foster the academic and 
personal development of all middle level learners. 

The paper unfolds in six parts, beginning with a short 
description of the central Alberta context. An overview of 
the conceptual framework that situates the study in the 
relevant research literature is followed by an outline of the 
instrumental case study research design. In the results 
section, three research findings are presented along with 
their implications for middle level teacher education in 
central Alberta. The discussion and concluding sections 
shed light on ways in which the larger themes may inform 
the evolution of teacher education at RDC and may be 
transferable to teacher education in other settings.  

2. Middle Level Education in the Central 
Alberta Context 
Alberta’s school system serves the province’s 606,627 

students in 1868 schools organized into 62 school 
jurisdictions [6]. The system employs 41,000 full and 
part-time teachers, each of whom is professionally 
prepared and provincially certificated in accordance with 
the provincial Teaching Quality Standard (TQS) [10,11]. 
Individuals seeking to become teachers need to have a 
Bachelor of Education degree or possess another 
recognized degree supplemented by completion of a 
teacher education program leading to a provincially 
approved Interim Professional Certificate. In addition to 
their university level teacher education, teachers  
are only eligible for permanent certification on the 
recommendation of their school superintendent following 
two full years of successful teaching.  

Middle schools and middle level teacher education 
programs are uncommon in Alberta. The province has 840 
junior high schools (grades 7 to 9), but only 22 middle 
schools in the grades 5 to 8 configuration (Alberta 
Education, Nov. 7, 2018). Whereas middle schools make 
up 11% of all schools in the central Alberta region, only 
2.5% of all schools in the province are middle schools.  

The Middle Years program at RDC is offered in 
collaboration with the University of Alberta and is the 
only middle level teacher education program in the 

province. This unique program offers an elementary 
(generalist) degree with a focus on grades 4 to 9 
curriculum, accepts a cohort of 40 students annually, 
promotes the middle school concept based on the National 
Middle Schools Association’s (NMSA) guiding document, 
This We believe: Keys to Educating Young Adolescents 
(2010), and works closely with school districts in the 
region. Almost all RDC faculty members in this program 
have taught in local school districts and most have strong 
affiliations with school staff members. These connections 
provide reciprocal benefits. For example, pre-service 
teachers observe, complete practica, conduct service-
learning projects, and volunteer in nearby schools. They 
learn alongside experienced middle school educators in a 
variety of authentic contexts. 

The new B.Ed. degree program design at RDC is being 
informed by planned shifts in provincial curriculum (from 
a grade 7 to 9 organization to a grade 5 to 9 configuration), 
the larger research study upon which this article was based 
[1], and a plethora of additional research. Another 
important design focus for the new B.Ed. degree is 
alignment with the revised Teaching Quality Standard 
(TQS), which provides a “framework for the preparation, 
professional growth, supervision and evaluation of all 
teachers” ([12], p. 2).  

3. Conceptual Framework 

The purpose of this inquiry was to gain insights into 
school administrator perspectives on effective middle 
level education to inform teacher education programming. 
More specifically, the intents were to understand:  
(a) which elements of the middle school concept are 
deemed essential; and, b) what competencies are required 
to be an effective beginning middle level teacher. In 
keeping with the requirements of case study research 
[13,14,15,16], multiple sources of evidence were gathered 
and analyzed through survey and interview questions 
aligned with the two research purposes and supported with 
relevant and related research literature conceptualized in 
four parts as presented in Figure 1. These include: (a) 
responsive and research-informed teacher education; (b) 
competency frameworks for effective teaching; (c) 
effective middle level teaching, based on the middle 
school concept; and, d) middle school contexts that 
provide practica and hire beginning middle level teachers. 

 
Figure 1. Research-Informed and Responsive Teacher Education 
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3.1. Responsive and Research-Informed 
Teacher Education 

Teacher education programs in Canada are guided by a 
variety of goals designed to build beginning teachers’ 
ability to scaffold student learning in a rapidly changing 
contemporary world. Such intentions are derived from a 
number of sources, including provincial teacher certification 
standards, educational research, and demographic shifts 
[17]. Grant [18] suggested that successful programs 
consider these goals along with the experiences and the 
nature of prospective teachers to develop an array of 
teacher capacities: specifically, teacher knowledge, skills, 
and dispositions.  

Many Alberta teacher education programs are adaptively 
implementing approaches informed by contemporary 
studies in teaching and learning, recent research on 
teacher education, and close connections with local school 
systems. In such settings pre-service teachers are 
supported through research-informed and responsive 
teacher education programs that generate a well-prepared 
and professional “community of teachers that reflects the 
diverse communities they serve, with a range of 
backgrounds and experiences, so they can connect deeply 
with students” ([19], p. 31).  

In their seminal report, Preparing Teachers for a 
Changing World: What Teachers Should Learn and Be 
Able to Do, Darling-Hammond and Bransford [20] built 
on recent studies of learning to understand the cognitive, 
emotional, and social processes that result in the most 
effective learning and to use this knowledge within the 
design of curriculum, teaching, and assessment so that 
people learn more deeply and effectively. Bransford, 
Darling-Hammond and LePage [19] offered a three-part 
conceptual framework that organized “the vast amounts of 
information relevant to effective teaching and learning” in 
“three general areas of knowledge, skills, and dispositions” 
(p. 10) that are important for any teacher to acquire. These 
general areas included:  
  knowledge of learners and how they learn and 

develop within social contexts; 
  conceptions of curriculum content and goals: an 

understanding of the subject matter and skills to be 
taught in light of the social purpose of education; 
and, 

  an understanding of teaching in light of the content 
and learners to be taught, as informed by assessment 
and supported by classroom environments. (p. 10) 

Brandon [21] found that “preparing excellent teachers 
involves connected, evidence informed, and research-
active teacher learning in both university and school 
settings” (p. 163) and that field placements need to be 
carefully selected so that pre-service teachers learn with 
practitioner experts in learning enriched schools (p. 164). 
Hammerness and Darling-Hammond [22] captured the 
wisdom of learning about practice in practice: 

Whereas in the traditional undergraduate program, 
student teaching was often placed at the end of the 
program, as a kind of culminating experience, many 
programs are now entwining carefully designed clinical 
experiences early and throughout a program. Many 
teacher educators argue that student teachers see and 
understand both theory and practice differently if they 

are taking course-work concurrently with fieldwork.  
(p. 401) 
Close connections and collaboration with local school 

systems, and building shared understanding of teaching 
quality, are essential components of responsive teacher 
education programs.  

3.2. Competency Frameworks for Effective 
Teaching 

The Task Force for Teaching Excellence [8] called for 
more “flexible, innovative, and learner-centered” teaching 
with a shift in the role of the teacher from “that of a 
knowledge authority to an architect of learning – one who 
plans, designs, and oversees learning activities” (p. 10). 
Acting on their survey data, which indicated that 80% of 
participants (including 70% of teacher participants), were 
in favour of one common, province-wide practice standard 
for teachers, the Task Force recommended that the TQS 
[10] be updated (p. 28). 

As the competency framework that details the 
expectations for all teachers in Alberta, the revised TQS 
[11] is similar to other professional practice standard 
documents widely used in the English-speaking world. In 
addition to the TQS, three other frameworks are examined 
here. Danielson [23,24] and Hattie [25] are addressed in 
this sub-section. Howell, Cook, and Faulkner’s [26] 
framework that specifically addresses middle level 
teaching is presented in the next sub-section. 

The distinction between effective teaching and effective 
teachers is important to keep in mind. Teacher quality 
(effective teachers) involves “the bundle of personal traits, 
skills, and understandings an individual brings to teaching, 
including dispositions to behave in certain ways,” whereas, 
teaching quality (effective teaching) is having teachers 
who provide instruction that “meets the demands of the 
discipline, the goals of instruction, and the needs of 
students in a particular context” ([27], p. 3).  Teaching 
quality is a vital subset of what constitutes a quality 
teacher. These views are in keeping with the revised 2018 
TQS, which is stated as follows: 

Quality teaching occurs when the teacher’s ongoing 
analysis of context, and the teacher’s decisions about 
which pedagogical knowledge and abilities to apply, 
result in optimum learning for all students. ([11], p. 3) 
“All Alberta teachers are expected to meet the Teaching 
Quality Standard throughout their careers” ([11], p. 3). 
The TQS is described by the following six 
competencies: 
1.  Fostering Effective Relationships,   
2.  Engaging in Career-Long Learning, 
3.  Demonstrating a Professional Body of Knowledge,  
4.  Establishing Inclusive Learning Environments,  
5.  Applying Foundational Knowledge About First 

Nations, Metis and Inuit, and 
6.  Adhering to Legal Frameworks and Policies.  
The TQS definition of competency is: “an interrelated 

set of knowledge, skills and attitudes, developed over time 
and drawn upon and applied to a particular teaching 
context to support optimum student learning” ([11], p. 3). 
Within the TQS comprehensive competency framework 
for effective teaching in Alberta, each of the six competencies 
is further described by a number of possible indicators.  
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Enhancing Professional Practice: A Framework for 
Teaching, Charlotte Danielson’s 1996 book (updated in 
2007) and related online resources are widely used. In fact, 
the Framework serves as official government standards in 
a number of American states.  It is flexible enough to be 
used in a variety of contexts, levels, and content areas. 
Teacher knowledge, skills, and dispositions are categorized 
into four domains: (a) Planning and Preparation, (b) the 
Classroom Environment, (c) Instruction and (d) Professional 
Responsibilities. A more current version, The Framework 
for Teaching: Six Clusters Supporting High Level 
Learning (draft, 2016) identifies 22 components that 
contribute to effective teaching. Many aspects of 
Danielson’s framework are similar to Alberta’s TQS.  

Hattie [25] provided important insights into effective 
teaching in Visible Learning for Teachers [25]. Based on 
his ground breaking meta-analyses [25,28], he identified 
the 42 most successful interventions that differentiate 
between expert and experienced teachers. To Hattie, 
inspired and passionate expert teachers: (a) solve 
instructional problems, (b) interpret events in progress, (c) 
are sensitive to context, (d) monitor learning, (c) test 
hypotheses, (d) demonstrate respect for all in the school, 
(e) show passion for teaching and learning, and (f) help 
students to understand complexity (pp. 30 – 31). Hattie’s 
description of effective teachers takes into account context, 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions as noted above in 
Darling-Hammond’s description of quality teaching and 
teachers. 

3.3. Effective Middle Level Teaching 
Wiliam [29] cautioned that it is “difficult and perhaps 

impossible to entirely disentangle teacher quality  
from teaching quality” (p. 30), and focused on teacher 
effectiveness as the means to improve student 
achievement. When considering effective teaching, it is 
important to keep the teaching context, in this case middle 
schools, in mind. Since their inception, middle schools 
were intended to ensure both the “academic and personal 
development of every young adolescent” ([30], p. 4) 
through the implementation of the middle school concept. 
The most widely accepted vision of the current middle 
school concept, This We Believe, [30] identifies four 
essential attributes of successful middle schools: 
developmentally responsive, challenging, empowering, 
and equitable education. The middle school concept is 
also comprised of distinct characteristics related to 
curriculum, instruction and assessment; leadership and 
organization; and culture and community.  

While many teaching competency frameworks focus on 
what a teacher needs to know and do to be effective, 
dispositions are concerned with a teacher’s way of being 
or nature. Disposition influences a teacher’s interactions 
with others and their view of their students, their role,  
and themselves [26]. Important middle level teacher 
dispositions include having a positive attitude, respecting 
individual differences, believing that all students can 
succeed, and building relationships [26]. Middle level 
teachers need to be keenly responsive to the unique 
physical, social, and cognitive developmental needs  
of early adolescent students [31]. Developmental 

responsiveness influences how teachers interact with 
students, design instruction, and conduct assessment [32]. 

Howell et al. [26] indicated that, “good teaching starts 
with a caring, student-centred individual who can then 
develop a rigorous educational experience where children 
achieve success” (p. 13). This claim runs parallel to the 
finding from Anfara and Schmid’s [33] review of the 
research on characteristics of effective middle grade 
teachers. Such teachers “have positive self-concept, 
display optimism, show enthusiasm, exhibit a good sense 
of humour, demonstrate flexibility, respect and accept 
others, are good listeners and communicators, cooperate 
with others” (p. 58).  

The distinguishing characteristics of effective middle 
level teachers include being responsive and enthusiastic, 
possessing strong communication skills and being able to 
establish caring, respectful relationships. Several of these 
attributes are referenced in the OECD [34] Teachers 
Matter report: 

Teacher characteristics that are harder to measure, but 
which can be vital to student learning include the ability 
to: convey ideas in clear and convincing ways, create 
effective learning environments for different types of 
students, foster productive teacher-student relationships, 
be enthusiastic and creative, work effectively with 
colleagues and parents (p. 6). 
Hull [35] claimed: “Good teaching is as much about 

being as it is about doing” (p. 24). Effective middle level 
teaching requires effective teachers with just the right 
“know, do, be” attributes that are well-suited to working 
with young adolescents. Not all effective teaching 
frameworks discussed here paid equal attention to  
what teachers should know, do, and be. Whereas all 
frameworks highlighted the professional “know and do” 
aspects of teaching such as content knowledge, 
instructional planning and pedagogy (TQS competency 
#3), Danielson [23] did not include relationships (TQS 
competency #1) in her model. However, dispositions, or 
ways of being, were featured by Hattie [25] who identified 
teachers who care as being important to effective teaching, 
as stated in TQS competency #4. The Howell et al. [26] 
Framework for Effective Middle Level Practices  
aligns most closely with the TQS [11] and provides a 
comprehensive set of guidelines for effective teaching. As 
such, the TQS [11] and the Howell et al. [26] framework 
were mainly used to inform this study on beginning 
middle level teacher competencies. Based on these 
frameworks, effective middle level teachers should 
possess both professional characteristics, such as 
curriculum, instruction and assessment knowledge and 
skills (know and do), and personal characteristics (be), 
including a responsive, reflective disposition that enables 
them to foster positive relationships and establish inclusive 
learning environments.  

3.4. Middle School Contexts: Hiring Effective 
Beginning Middle Level Teachers 

The preceding sections underline the importance of 
both effective (quality) teaching and effective (quality) 
teachers when hiring novice teachers. Both the 
professional and the personal should be considered in  
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teacher selection decisions because “it matters who the 
principal chooses to place in classrooms of our middle 
schools” ([26], p. 3). Mason and Schroeder [36] found that 
during the hiring process, principals initially looked at 
professional attributes such as grades, experience,  
and references but the personal attributes such as 
enthusiasm, appearance, confidence and communication 
skills, as demonstrated in an interview, were given higher 
significance. Principals who participated in a study 
conducted by Ingle, Rutledge, and Bishop [37] also 
looked for enthusiasm, work ethic, and motivation. 
However, they placed most value on caring teachers with 
strong teaching skills and subject knowledge who were 
willing to contribute to school activities. Ingle et al. [37] 
also highlighted how middle school principals were 
cognizant of how well a potential teacher would fit with 
the school and a particular teaching team. 

Brandon [21] found wide agreement with the view that 
preparing excellent teachers involves the development of 
robust and research-informed teaching competencies 
linked to student learning. Ministry officials, academics, 
and leader practitioners were quite unified in their 
perspectives that excellently prepared teachers should 
work collaboratively, build relationships, and capably 
design, activate, and assess student learning. The study 
revealed only minor variations in what participants viewed 
as the technical aspects of teaching. Interestingly, all 
participants placed heightened importance on the  
research-informed, collaborative, and relational teaching 
competencies.  

4. Research Design 

The purpose of this study was to gain insights into 
school administrator perspectives on effective middle 
level education to inform teacher education programming. 
Two specific research questions guided this investigation: 

1.  Which elements of the middle school concept are 
deemed essential to effective middle level education? 
and 

2.  What competencies are required to be an effective 
beginning middle school teacher?  

An instrumental case study research design was used to 
address these questions [13,14,16,38,39,40,41]. A case 
study is an in-depth exploration of a bounded system 
based on extensive data collection from multiple sources. 
“Bounded means that the case is separated for research in 
terms of time, place or some physical boundaries”  
([39], p. 465). The phenomenon investigated within the 
bounded system of the Alberta school system in 2017 was 
central Alberta middle school administrator perspectives 
on effective middle level education. The study was 
conducted within the protocols of the University of 
Calgary Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board.  

The data generated through an online survey, focus 
group interviews, field notes, and documents allowed for a 
rich and in-depth exploration of the research questions. 
Our purposive sample [42] included 25 administrators 
from the 10 middle schools (grades 6-8, 5-8, or 6-9) along 
with 47 additional administrators from K-12 and K-9 
schools in the three participating central Alberta school 
districts. Twenty-six of the 72 school administrators 

completed phase one’s online survey for a response rate of 
36%. In the second phase, 17 participants engaged in six 
focus group interviews. Focus group participants are 
identified by pseudonym for the purpose of separation of 
ideas and illustration of themes. 

The focus group interview protocol was developed 
based on the research questions, the literature reviewed in 
the conceptual framework, and results of phase one of the 
study. Focus group interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed verbatim. An electronic version of the  
Long-Table Analysis Approach [43] was used to group 
and code the data within an Excel Spreadsheet. Results 
from both phases were integrated to provide a robust 
interpretation. Miles et al. [42] claimed that when 
quantitative data is “combined with the up-close, deep, 
credible understanding of complex real-world contexts 
that characterize good qualitative studies, we have a very 
powerful mix” (p. 43). 

5. Results: Three Findings with 
Implications for Middle Level Teacher 
Education 

Three findings pertaining to beginning middle level 
teaching competencies are presented in this section. Each 
finding emerged from the larger study’s [1] integrated 
analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data in keeping 
with case study methods [13,14,16,39,40,41]. Each 
finding is presented in a separate sub-section, which 
situates the finding in relation to relevant middle level 
research literature, and links it to possible implications for 
middle level teacher education.  

5.1. Finding 1: Middle School Concept 
Knowledge 

Teaming and developmental responsiveness were more 
important to the administrators in this study than 
curriculum integration and advisory programs. 
The school administrators emphasized that certain 

teaching competencies are needed for success in current 
middle school realities. Although the middle school 
concept as expressed in This We Believe [30] is intended 
to be a comprehensive approach to middle level education 
with all components fully implemented, this ideal is rarely 
achieved [44,45].  

Teaming. Middle schools are often organized around 
collaborative teaching teams that work with a common 
group of students. Focus group participants provided 
insights into the current practices, benefits, and challenges 
of teaming in local middle schools. Foster explained  
that in his school, “our big focus is always that team”  
([1], p. 90). A survey respondent also indicated that  
a unique feature of their school was “dyad teaching 
partners to maximize student-teacher relationships”. Some 
administrators explained that the work of the team seemed 
to be shifting from a curricular or planning focus to 
becoming more data-driven and using student results to 
regroup certain students using an intervention model. 
However, as middle schools become increasingly focused 
on academic achievement, it is important not to lose sight 
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of the capacity of teacher teams to foster positive 
relationships and a positive school culture.  

Developmental responsiveness. Developmental 
responsiveness is intended to be at the foundation of all 
middle level educational decisions [30,32,46,47]. This 
aligns with Mark’s description of using a developmentally 
appropriate lens to view everything at the middle level, 
from academics to extracurricular activities [1]. Some 
administrators recognized that middle school teaching 
teams are uniquely positioned to meet a wide range of 
student needs as they work collaboratively to foster 
growth in all areas of young adolescent development. 

Advisory. The data revealed that few middle schools in 
the region currently have advisory programs designed to 
advocate for individual student needs. Mark’s statement 
that “we used to have formalized advisory,” ([1], p 173) 
and Maggie’s revelation that “we have formal advisory 
but, I would say, it is not true to the concept of advisory as 
much as it is a homeroom period,” ([1], p. 173) reflect 
limited implementation of this middle school concept in 
the central Alberta region. The decline of this component 
of the middle school concept has been attributed to 
increased emphasis on academic achievement, high-stakes 
exam preparation, and classroom teachers striving to meet 
individual student needs [45]. In the few existing advisory 
programs described in the focus group interviews, the 
purposes were related to building relationships, character 
education, and promoting school culture. 

Implications for middle level teacher education. 
Competent middle level teachers should understand the 
importance of teaming and developmentally responsive 
practices. Familiarity with curriculum integration and the 
role of advisory programs is also recommended, although 
of lesser importance. This implies that courses on 
adolescent development and developmentally responsive 
practices, pertaining to both curriculum and instruction, 
should be central to middle level teacher education. A 
further implication is that middle level teachers should 
develop collaborative skills and an ability to be a 
productive team member during their pre-service teacher 
education. The cohort model combined with expectations 
of collaborative teamwork throughout the program was 
noted as a strength by Stephanie, a focus group participant 
and Middle Years program alumna. This finding also 
provides insight into current middle school practices in the 
central Alberta region, which can serve as a means for 
administrators to gauge practices in their middle schools.  

5.2. Finding 2:  Professional Knowledge 
Middle level teachers should be able to meet a wide 
range of student needs by using their professional 
knowledge and skills to create learner-centred, 
inclusive environments.  
 Although the TQS stipulates that teachers need 

“specialized knowledge of the subject areas they teach” 
([11], p. 5), only 58% of survey respondents chose 
“subject-area knowledge and competency” as very 
important in the professional knowledge category. Just 
over half of the focus group participants preferred to hire 
generalists, in keeping with Maggie’s view: “if you’re a 
good teacher, you can learn to teach almost anything”  
 

([1], p. 112). Because of the team scheduling in middle 
schools, teachers frequently teach two or more subjects.  
However, a teacher may not have subject-area expertise 
for both. Some administrators were especially concerned 
about teacher subject-area expertise for the higher grade 
levels.  

Instructional strategies and assessment. During the 
focus group interviews, the administrators spoke passionately 
about middle level teachers needing a range of instructional 
strategies such as project-based learning, exploratory 
curriculum, and technology as methods to provide 
engaging, interest-based, authentic learning opportunities 
for young adolescent learners. This corresponds to the 
statement from This We Believe that “students and 
teachers are engaged in active, purposeful learning” [30], 
a key to effective teaching in many teaching frameworks 
[11,23,25,26,27]. In addition to engaging students, 
effective middle school teachers also need to be proficient 
at assessment. Stephanie noted that by working  
with a teaching partner to develop common plans and 
assessments, teachers could use interventions for groups 
of students with similar gaps in their learning. Thus, the 
organizational structure of teaching teams facilitates 
meeting student needs in multiple ways.  

Learner-centred, inclusive environments. Participating 
administrators described effective teaching as recognizing 
and being responsive to a wide range of student needs in 
an inclusive classroom environment. They identified 
learner-centred practices such as differentiation, providing 
students with voice and choice, and knowing each 
student’s needs and interests. Armed with an understanding 
of a learner’s needs, effective middle school teachers 
should be able to differentiate instruction and provide 
targeted intervention and supports. This, combined with 
effective classroom management skills, enables teachers 
to “create a positive, nurturing, safe, inclusive place for 
kids,” ([1], p. 120) as stated by Scott. Administrators 
sought to hire new teachers who could employ “classroom 
management strategies that promote positive, engaging 
learning environments,” an indicator of teaching 
competency in the TQS ([11], p. 6). 

Implications for middle level teacher education. The 
administrators in this study recommended that middle 
level teachers should possess professional knowledge 
related to subject-area expertise, instructional strategies, 
differentiation, and classroom management such that 
beginning teachers are able to establish learner-centred, 
inclusive classrooms. Their recommendations emphasized 
the realities of their schools and, notably, did not reference 
the middle school concept and related practices. The TQS 
[11] provides a foundation for the professional knowledge 
that should be taught in teacher education programs. The 
benefits of generalist or specialist preparation for middle 
level teachers needs to be examined further. 

5.3. Finding 3: Dispositions 
Effective beginning middle school teachers should 
possess certain dispositions, especially those that 
promote positive, productive relationships.  
There are clear indications in the literature that teacher 

dispositions are related to their ability to establish positive  
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and productive relationships [11,26,33,49]. Similar to 
Chloe’s comment that “being able to adapt, and  
being coachable” ([1], p. 133) was very important, the 
administrators identified caring, adaptable, and reflective 
learners as the most important attributes of effective 
teachers.  

Positive, productive relationships. Being able to 
foster positive, productive relationships was perceived by 
this set of participants to be key to effective teaching. 
Several administrators described how building rapport 
with middle school students was different than at other 
levels and, according to Scott, an effective middle school 
teacher needs to be a “masterful connector with kids”  
([1], p. 137). The ability and disposition to collaborate 
with colleagues as a positive team member were also 
mentioned by several administrators (Daisy, Stephanie, 
Bill, Scott). Participants Michelle, Binard, and others, 
underlined the importance of being able to engage parents 
and the community as attributes of an effective middle 
level teacher.  

Implications for middle level teacher education. 
Being able to relate to middle level students and being 
responsive to their developmental needs is an added layer 
of complexity for prospective middle level teachers. 
Building on the findings of this study, it is our position 
that pre-service teachers need both theoretical and 
practical knowledge, along with field experience to 
understand and enact supportive relationships with young 
adolescents. We also suggest that it would be 
advantageous for teacher education programs to provide 
time for reflection and opportunities for self-awareness 
development to foster dispositions of caring, adaptability, 
and a desire to learn. 

6. Discussion 
The findings that emerged from this study indicate that 

central Alberta middle school administrators are looking 
for a particular competency set in their beginning teachers 
that encompasses both professional knowledge and 
specific professional dispositions. The middle level 
teachers these school leaders wish to hire should be caring, 
adaptable, and reflective team players who employ 
developmentally responsive practices, design engaging 
learning that optimizes learning for all students, and create 
positive, learner-centred, inclusive environments. These 
findings echo those of Hatt, Maynes, and Kmiec [49], who 
found that administrators want teachers who have the 
more tangible academic and pedagogical knowledge 
combined with the intangible qualities that enable them to 
connect with their students.  

Cranston [50] offered the insight that principals and 
their colleagues on selection panels benefit from having a 
clear, shared understanding of the knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions they deem important when hiring teachers. As 
Table 1 reveals, each of the four competency frameworks 
for effective teaching itemized in our literature review 
addresses several of the teaching competencies identified 
by school leader participants. In fact, we argue that the 
revised TQS [11] provides a workable framework to 
inform the teacher selection process in combination  
with several very important relational and collaborative 
middle school dispositions.  The TQS also provides a 
common language and shared expectations for teacher 
education, and then professional growth, supervision, and 
evaluation once pre-service teachers become in-service 
teachers. 

Table 1. Administrator Views in Relation to Four Competency Frameworks for Effective Teaching 

Alberta Education [11] 
Teaching Quality Standard 
(TQS) 

Rheaume, et al. [1] 
Perspectives of Central 
Alberta Middle School 
Administrators 

Hattie [25] 
Visible Learning for 
Teachers 

Howell, Cook & Faulkner 
[26] 
Framework for Effective 
Middle Level Practices 

Danielson [23] 
The Framework for 
Teaching: Six Clusters 
Supporting High Level 
Learning 

4 TQS Competencies     

 Fostering effective 
relationships 

 Promoting positive, 
productive relationships 
 Caring, adaptable 

 Passionate teachers that 
care, control, clarify, 
challenge, captivate, 
confer, and consolidate 

 Relationships 

 Safe, respectful, 
supportive, and challenging 
learning environment 
 

 Engaging in career-long 
learning 

 Collaborative teaming 
 Reflective learners 

 Build collective efficacy  Teacher dispositions and 
professional behaviours  Professionalism 

 Demonstrating a 
professional body of 
knowledge 
Designing learning 
○ Instructional strategies to 
engage students in 
meaningful learning 
○ Assessment 

 Developmental 
responsiveness 
 Instructional strategies 
and assessment 

 Organize and use 
content knowledge 
 Monitor learning and 
provide feedback 
 Solve instructional 
problems 
 Interpret events in 
progress 

 Curriculum and 
instruction; Assessment; 
 Content knowledge; 
 Developmental spectrum 

 Clarity of instructional 
purpose and accuracy of 
content; 
 Student intellectual 
engagement; 
 Successful learning by all 
students 

 Establishing inclusive 
learning environments 

 Learner-centred, 
inclusive environments 

 Optimal classroom 
climate for learning; 
 Passionate teachers who 
care, control, clarify, 
challenge, captivate, 
confer, and consolidate 

 Classroom management; 
 Organizational structures 

 Safe, respectful, 
supportive, and challenging 
learning environment 
 Classroom management 

 
 

 



 American Journal of Educational Research 452 

One of this study’s key insights is that relationships and 
responsiveness are at the core of being an effective middle 
level teacher. The ability to build relationships is as an 
essential attribute of effective middle school teachers. 
Although the professional knowledge and skills are 
critical, a teacher who is unable to build relationships with 
students may struggle to meet diverse student needs, 
manage a class, or establish a learner-centred environment. 
As Bruce said, middle school teachers “know how to 
make relationships with kids, and they understand that 
they’re not going to be able to teach them anything if they 
don’t have a relationship with them” ([1], p. 204). Given 
the importance of relationships, it makes sense that the 
administrators rated caring, a relational characteristic, as 
the most important disposition of effective teachers.  

Responsiveness was also important to effective 
teaching, especially an ability to differentiate and use 
instructional strategies to engage learners. A teacher’s 
ability to design learning environments to meet diverse 
learner needs in inclusive classrooms was viewed as a top 
priority. Scott described “the cognitive delays, the 
behaviour difficulties, the home life, all of those things 
that are so much more prevalent in all of our schools now” 
([1], p. 124) and indicated that pre-service teachers “had 
no idea they’d have some of these challenges in the 
classrooms” ([1], p. 124). Not surprising then, 
administrators indicated that adaptable was a highly rated 
disposition of effective middle school teachers. 

The priority assigned to relationships and responsiveness 
by study participants presents a conundrum for teacher 
education. If a distinguishing feature of a beginning 
teacher who is apt to experience success in a middle 
school classroom is strongly dependent upon disposition, 
how can teacher education programs screen for those 
dispositions upon admission, and foster them during the 
pre-service teacher education program? Without diminishing 
the research-informed professional knowledge acquired 
during teacher education programs, perhaps more 
concerted emphasis on professional dispositions would 
help address the theory-practice gap.  

As pre-service teachers become more familiar with the 
dispositional expectations of the profession throughout 
their coursework and, if possible through increased 
exposure to the field through practicum as suggested by 
Desbiens et al. [2] and others, early career attrition may be 
diminished. Similarly, Foster recommended “more time in 
front of kids” ([1], p. 125) as a means to optimize 
preparation of pre-service teachers. This would perhaps 
also address Maggie’s concern that pre-service teachers 
“are not ready for the workload” ([1], p. 129) or Binard’s 
observation that they “are not prepared for how much 
work actually has to be put into lesson planning and  
the day-to-day actions that happen within a school”  
([1], p. 128). More time in schools would likely help  
pre-service teachers become more attuned to the expectations 
of the profession. By integrating the university-based 
coursework with the practicum experiences as promoted 
by Falkenberg [9], teacher educators can guide pre-service 
teachers to better understand the demands of the 
profession while cultivating professional dispositions such 
as reflection and willingness to learn.  It is widely agreed 
in the research literature that early and ongoing learning  
 

experiences in welcoming and learning-enriched school 
settings are key elements of strong teacher education 
programming [19,22,51]. The participants in this study 
supported increased access to pre-service teachers as a 
means to bridge the theory-practice gap.  

7. Conclusions 

This study’s middle school administrator participants 
provided clear indications of the beginning teacher 
competencies they most valued, encompassing both 
professional knowledge and positive dispositions. Novice 
teacher understanding of teaming and developmentally 
responsive practices were deemed more important than 
curriculum integration and other middle school 
organizational structures. Providing engaging instruction 
and establishing learner-centred, inclusive environments 
were viewed as essential beginning middle level teaching 
competencies. Dispositions toward productive relationships 
were of primary importance. 

The close working relationships with local school 
districts, familiarity with the people, the schools, and the 
context more generally, provided an opportunity to engage 
with the research participants in a synergistic, mutually 
beneficial manner during this study. This inquiry served to 
revive the discussion about middle level practices in the 
region, foster shared understanding related to teaching 
competencies, and clarify expectations of beginning 
teachers. Better alignment with the needs of the local 
school districts should mean that the beginning teachers 
they hire are better equipped for the school realities they 
encounter as they transition from pre-service to in-service 
teachers. This study was an example of how one teacher 
education program is being responsive to local stakeholder 
input. The results of this study are being used to inform 
the development of the new B.Ed. degree at RDC, which 
will include, for example, a focus on relationships, 
dispositions, and inclusion. 

An examination of the practical realities of the school 
contexts the beginning teachers are likely to enter upon 
graduation can serve to inform the teacher education 
program in terms of which aspects to incorporate, enhance, 
diminish, or abolish. This does not mean to suggest that 
teacher preparation should be based entirely on the 
practical realities of current educational systems. There is 
certainly a role for teacher education programs to provide 
research-based, and theoretical understandings toward a 
plethora of defined goals of education. However, a 
grounding in practical realities can perhaps narrow the gap 
between post-secondary institutions and the lived realities 
of teaching in schools today. Through ongoing conversations 
and opportunities for school districts to provide feedback, 
programs can adjust as needed and become more responsive 
to shifts in regional and global educational contexts.  
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