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Abstract

The United States is experiencing a systemic teacher shortage (Sutcher et al., 2016). This
trend is not new to the field of special education, which has been experiencing teacher
shortages for decades (Boe, 2006; MclLeskey & Billingsley, 2008; U.S. Department of
Education, 2020). To address these critical shortages of teachers in the field, states have
created Alternative Routes to Licensure (ARL) options, which are commonly seen as non-
traditional approaches to gaining teaching credentials. Although the disruptive practice of
ARL is already in place, the evidence to support its effectiveness is not. This paper explores
the experiences of junior faculty members working as agents of change by disrupting one
special education department’s ARL program. Emphasis is given to the system supports in
place to change the ARL and existing systemic barriers to these changes at the department,
college and university levels. Additionally, structures which aided or hindered completing
programmatic work from the perspective of the untenured faculty members are also
discussed.
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Introduction

The United States has experienced a pervasive teacher shortage in the area of special
education for several years. Currently 48 states and the District of Columbia have special
education listed as an area of need (United States Department of Education, 2020). Sutcher
et al. (2016) cite a projected need of an additional 300,000 teachers per year overall, with
special education continuing to be a high shortage area. These shortages are attributed to
lower enrollment in teacher preparation programs, increasing student enrollment in
preschool through 12th grade (PK-12) schools, teacher attrition, and higher class sizes
(Sutcher et al., 2016). Moreover, teachers report dissatisfaction with their jobs, including
being discontented with assessment and accountability measures, support for students,
administration, and overall dissatisfaction with teaching as a career as reasons for attrition,
and many are likely to leave in the first three years of teaching (Carver-Thomas & Darling-
Hammond, 2017; Johnson et al., 2012; Redding & Henry, 2019; Sutcher et al., 2016).

Alternative Route to Licensure Programs

States and school districts have sought to address the chronic teacher shortage,
especially in special education, by instituting Alternative Route to Licensure (ARL) programs
(also called alternative pathways and other variants; Quigney, 2010). Although ARL programs
have been in existence since the 1990s, they have expanded exponentially in recent years,
and now nearly every state in the United States and Washington D.C. has at least one ARL
option for teacher candidates (Feistritzer, 2011; Myers et al., 2020). Myers and colleagues
(2020) conducted a systematic review of states’ ARL policies and programs and found that
48 states had at least one ARL policy, and most had three ARL policies. These policies range
widely in terms of requirements and length, from intensive residency programs that last up
to five years to test-only options in which people meet an examination requirement to be
eligible for a teaching credential. Myers et al. identified 174 policies in total across the 48
states and categorized them into eight mutually exclusive conceptual models. The most
common, representing 55% of the total policies, was the Internship model in which schools
hire people without teaching credentials to work as classroom teachers full-time while they
also pursue full certification in a teacher preparation program. The Internship model best
describes the ARL program under investigation in this paper. The ideas discussed below may
not apply to ARL programs that fit other models.

ARL Programs as Disruptive Practices

Disruption, as defined by Blin and Munro (2008), is “a serious transformation or
alteration of the structure of teaching and learning activities taking place in formal
education” (p. 476). ARL programs are potentially disruptive to traditional teacher education
because of the contexts in which they occur. In traditional preparation programs, pre-service
teachers engage in field experiences in which they work in a mentor teacher’s classroom,
under the mentor’s supervision. In ARL programs, teacher candidates’ required field
experiences typically take place in their own classrooms in which they may or may not be
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supported by a mentor teacher, depending on the program and school or district. In fact,
Myers et al. (2020) found that only 16 of the 95 ARL Internship models (17%) “explicitly
required participants to participate in a mentorship program as part of their training
requirements” (p. 7). To be effective, ARL programs need to consider how to better support
candidates in their classrooms and leverage resources provided by schools. The fact that ARL
candidates are working full-time in their own classrooms makes this difficult because it
requires supervisors who are university employees to travel to schools or for staff at the
schools to take time to go into the ARL candidates’ classrooms.

Even with mentorship and administrative support, novice teachers struggle to
manage the complexities of classrooms and report high levels of stress (Prilleltensky et al.,
2016). In special education, the problems faced by novice teachers are compounded by the
high workloads imposed by legally-mandated paperwork and role ambiguity (Bettini et al.,
2017). A special education teacher is often the only person in their school serving in a
particular role or setting (e.g., self-contained classrooms for students with Autism Spectrum
Disorder), meaning that their mentors either work in different schools or in different roles
(Mathews et al., 2017), and thus novice special educators may not have anyone who can
model their responsibilities or explain their role in the building. Novice teachers who are also
ARL candidates have all the stresses associated with beginning teachers, complicated by the
fact that they are, essentially, learning as they go through on-the-job training. These factors
can lead to increased stress and, thus, feelings of unpreparedness in their first years as
teachers (Kee, 2012). However, if we shift thinking, the reality that ARL candidates are
teaching full-time at the same time they are taking coursework in education has potential
benefits as well.

When ARL preparation programs embrace their potentially disruptive power, ARL
candidates’ positionality as full-time teachers is also a source of largely untapped strength
that is not present in traditional teacher preparation models. Coursework can be directly
and immediately connected to classrooms, giving candidates a chance to put strategies and
practices in place immediately and receive support as they work to perfect them. This has
two major potential benefits. First, it could serve to reduce the ongoing research-to-practice
gap (McLeskey & Billingsley 2008). Although there are indications that the situation may be
improving, special education teachers largely are not observed to use evidence-based
instructional practices in classrooms (e.g., Cook & Odom, 2013; McKenna et al., 2015;
Walker & Stevens, 2017). However, if classroom instruction is tied intricately into their
teacher preparation, teacher educators could provide support as novice teachers implement
research-based practices, thereby increasing teacher candidates’ confidence in and
likelihood of using those practices. Second, rather than operating as separate entities, ARL
programs could envision themselves as not only teacher preparation programs but also
induction support programs. Traditional programs are not known to offer mentorship and
support to credentialed graduates. They could use teacher educators or other staff as in-
school mentors, explicitly and intensively supporting candidates’ development as teachers
during their formative early years, all of which improve practice (e.g., Mathews et al., 2017;
Ronfeldt & McQueen, 2017; Shockley et al., 2013).

Journal of Culture and Values in Education © Copyright 2020
E-ISSN: 2590-342X  https://cultureandvalues.org



https://cultureandvalues.org/

107

» {JCVE

www.cultureandvalues.org
Journal of Culture and Values in Education

Volume 3 Issue 1, 2020 More, C. M. & Rodgers, W. J., Promoting change within special education teacher preparation
programs: A collision of needs

Another potential disruption from the norm that ARL programs cause is their ability
to positively impact the diversity of the teaching force. The lack of diversity among teachers
is a subject of intense scrutiny and criticism, and an issue not well/consistently addressed in
traditional teacher preparation programs (Boser, 2014; Haddix, 2017). Statistics show the
vast majority of special education teachers are white women; however, the students they
teach are increasingly more diverse in terms of race and ethnicity (Rosenberg et al., 2007).
Despite the fact that recent research demonstrates positive impacts on student achievement
and engagement when students have teachers who share demographics/cultural
backgrounds and other characteristics (e.g., Egalite et al., 2015; Lindsay & Hart, 2017),
traditional teacher education programs struggle to recruit and retain diverse teacher
candidates for many reasons (Bireda & Chait, 2011; Sleeter, 2017). ARL teachers and teacher
candidates, while still not as diverse as the student population, tend to be significantly more
diverse than their traditionally prepared peers in terms of race, ethnicity, age, gender, and
background (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2018). Research on the reasons
for this is limited, but Scott (2019) found that, for example, funding, recruitment efforts, and
personal connections were influential in Black males’ decision to enter a special education
ARL program. Given that ARL teachers are disproportionately employed in schools with a
higher than average percentage of diverse students (NCES, 2018), the ability of ARL
programs to recruit and retain diverse teachers has potentially long-ranging benefits for the
achievement of traditionally underserved students.

Although these are notable ways in which ARL programs disrupt the traditional
pathways of credentialing teachers, we note several challenges that limit the potential of
ARL programs to truly strengthen the pipeline of diverse candidates into the teaching
profession. We believe one reason is that ARL programs are run through institutions of
higher education are often designed and implemented very similarly to the existing
traditional teacher preparation program(s). Essentially, traditional teacher education
systems have sought to “work-around” ARL policies; by simply adapting them to fit within
existing models rather than viewing them as able and necessary to disrupt and transform the
fundamental structures of the systems themselves (Roth & Tobin, 2002). Due to the complex
nature of teacher education programs, we view activity theory (Blakhurst, 2008; Engestrom,
2000; 2001; Sannino et al., 2009) as a useful framework for conceptualizing the
interconnected elements at play within those programs. In this paper, we use activity theory
to focus not on the ARL program itself but on the activities of two junior tenure-track faculty
members who are participating in an attempted restructuring of one ARL program that
employs an internship model (Myers et al., 2020). As we engaged in this disruptive work as
junior faculty members, we repeatedly asked ourselves, “Should we be engaged in
programmatic work at this point in our careers?”

Theoretical Framework: Activity Theory

Activity theory provides a valuable lens through which to examine teacher education
programs, as it allows for a non-reductionist examination of dynamic systems that are driven
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by a common need that is complex, constantly changing, and with the potential for
transformation (Engestrom, 2000). Additionally, activity theory’s focus is squarely on
implications of the activity on practice, which is essential for teacher education programs
given that their purpose is to produce teachers who will use effective practice in classrooms
(Roth & Tobin, 2002). Activity theory explores the ways in which subjects, tools and artifacts,
rules, community, and division of labor interact as the activity works on a given object, with
the goal of creating a desired outcome.

The history and background of activity theory are important to understanding the
theory’s assumptions and positioning. We will not endeavor to summarize that history here
because it has been written about extensively and effectively elsewhere (see Engestrom,
2001; Sannino et al., 2009). Rather, we focus our discussion on the elements of the specific
activity in which we are engaged (see Figure 1). Activity theory describes human interaction
based around the notion of “activities that are oriented toward objects” (Sannino et al.,
2009, pp. 2-3). We as junior faculty members are the subjects “whose agency is chosen as
the point of view in the analysis” (Roth & Tobin, 2002, p. 113). The object on which the
activity and our action focus is the special education ARL program run by our institution, and
our desired outcomes are twofold: (a) to train effective special educators, (b) to improve the
achievement of students with disabilities and (c) to retain diverse teacher candidates. Our
(i.e., the subjects’) impacts on the object are mediated by the other elements within the
activity system. Tools and artifacts, according to Engestrom (1990), can be divided into
categories of what (describing objects), how (processes and procedures), why (topography
and behavior) and where to (future outcomes).

In Figure 1, the tools and artifacts include course curriculum, pedagogical knowledge,
and field experiences. The community describes the individuals or groups who share the
object with the subjects, in this case the other special education faculty, the state
department of education, and the larger college of education. Rules include the guidelines,
regulations and norms within the communities. In the current activity, these include
structured regulations such as the state’s requirements for ARL licensure, the process of
curriculum approval within the college of education, and the department guidelines
surrounding granting of tenure. Rules also include less explicit but still powerful community
norms, such as tenured faculty’s expectations around what the work of pre-tenure faculty
should look like. Finally, division of labor represents the responsibilities of the subjects’ job
roles as well as the horizontal relationships with members of the community who are at the
same rank or status of the subjects and vertical relationships in which members of the
community differ in terms of power or status (Ekundayo et al., 2012).
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Figure 1
ARL Redesign within Activity Theory Framework

Activity: Rethinking and Redesigning an ARL program housed within a Department of Special Education

Tools and Artifacts
Curriculum Knowledge
Programs
Field Placements

-~
Subjects
Two junior faculty Object
members, one at mid ) R ARL - Outcome
tenure, one going up for Program More effective
tenure teachers
Outcome
Improved student
achievement
Rules
Academic Calendar Division of Labor
Course Schedules M Pre-Tenure Faculty
Course SeqUENCEs < > : > Tenured Faculty
Curriculum Processes Community Field Placement
Tenure Guidelines College of Education Coordinators
Tenure Timelines Special Education Department Cooperating Teachers
Post-positivist practice State Dept. of Education Mentor Teachers
based teacher education Program Coordinators
program Adjunct Instructors

Contradictions are central to the activity theory framework (Engestrém, 2001).
Contradictions are “historically accumulating structural tensions” (Ekundayo et al., 2012, p.
2) that interrupt workflow but serve as agents of change and innovation. The central
external contradiction impacting this activity system was the emergence of ARL options,
which stimulated a re-evaluation of business-as-usual in teacher education. Of specific
relevance to the activity system in which we are the subjects, our recognition of the
misalignment between the promise of ARL as a disruptive force and the ways in which the
ARL program was functioning was a central contradiction. For example, we noted a lack of
congruence between coursework and field experiences, mitigating the potential of the
program to disrupt the research-to-practice gap, as well as a lack of culturally responsive
pedagogy and structures within the program, hindering its ability to recruit and retain
diverse teacher candidates.
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Subject Reflections of ARL Redesign

The activity at the center of this project is an effort to rethink and redesign the
special education ARL program; in our roles as tenure-track faculty, we teach courses and
advise students in the ARL program. Describing the details of the redesign, however, is not
the central purpose of this paper. Here, we discuss our experiences as junior faculty involved
in this process. In embarking on this redesign, we partnered with a newly-tenured faculty
member, who was also the special education program coordinator. One of the authors had
engaged with this colleague in conversations about her impressions that the current
program was not adequately meeting the unique needs of our ARL candidates. We
employed a design-based research frame to allow for an iterative process involving rotating
phases of altering aspects of the program, collecting and analyzing data, and adjusting
changes based on the data analysis. Although still in the process of redesign, we have, up to
this point, made curricular adjustments to the initial training courses and collected data on
student perceptions of their learning and their needs in the program. As we implemented
the initial changes to our ARL program, we found there were disturbances or tensions across
all components in our activity theory model that interfered with the intent of the activity
and which functioned differently for us as pre-tenure faculty than they did for our tenured
colleague.

Junior Faculty as Agents of Disruptive Practices

Participating in work that has the potential to lead to greater impact and change in
teacher preparation is why we both pursued a career in higher education. We are fortunate
in that our program and college support collaborative work. Through our program
coordinator, we have been able to be flexible within the content and structures of these
initial ARL courses. Moreover, we have received encouragement from our college level
administration to do so, which alleviated some of the vulnerability we felt exploring these
avenues of change. Even though flexibility and freedom were present, engaging in this
program work presented challenges.

For the purpose of this paper, we chose to highlight the disturbances between
subjects, rules, division of labor, and the object, noting that all of these interactions are
happening within communities. We found these four to be the most impactful disturbances
for us as we engaged in programmatic change (see Figure 2). Along with a discussion around
the structures found in activity theory, we also address the sensual and emotional
components that impacted the actions we took within the activity of disrupting our ARL
program. Roth (2008) describes these sensual components as “agentive dimensions” (p. 53),
which include emotions, identity, and ethico-moral aspects of the activity. We believe as
Roth does, that “only by including these needs, emotions, and feelings do we capture the
activity system as a whole, that is, as intended by cultural-historical activity theory since its
inception” (p. 70). Therefore, as we discuss the disturbances which impacted our work, we
also examine the accompanying sensual components that sprang from or complicated the
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impact of those disturbances. The following section describes the disturbances and
contradictions we encountered as junior faculty members engaging in a disruptive practice.

Figure 2
Disturbances within the ARL Project

Tools and Artifacts
Curriculum Knowledge
Programs
Field Placements

Subjects i
Two junior faculty Object g Outcome
members, one at mid ARL No difference
tenure, one going up for Program from previous
tenure ARLprograms =™ quicome
No difference
related to student
achievement
Rules
Systems designed to Division of Labor
provide structure that act Community Conflicts of interest
as bartiers to change Conflicting needs of colleges and amongst different parties
departments to increase productivity in related to the differing job
research as well as increase enrollment. priorities, focus on
Informal discussions with local schoal outcomes, hierarchy and
district, but no formalized partnership. power dynamics

Rules

University systems, licensure requirements, and departmental norms are all sources
of contradictions that created disturbances. The two main disturbances that noticeably
impacted our work on this project were those related to logistics, norms and expectations
surrounding tenure.
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Logistics

In attempting to creatively redesign an existing program within a system of higher
education, we found many structures in place at the college and system levels that disturbed
the central activity. For example, we were constrained in our ability to creatively restructure
classes by the rigidity of the academic calendar, both at the university level and in the local
school district, as well as policies related to course scheduling. Additionally, we had to
navigate a number of complex processes, including the curriculum approval process for
changes to courses and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) process for permission to collect
data throughout the project. As new faculty, we did not always have the required knowledge
of how to navigate those systems or the connections with key personnel who could provide
guidance. This required us to rely heavily on our tenured colleague’s experience and his
position as program coordinator to access and navigate systems. Although the redesign
endeavor was initially his suggestion, the intention was for it to be fully collaborative.
However, because of our need to rely on his connections and status as a more senior
professor, we stepped back and did not take ownership over the process. Both of us felt
insecure about our position in the group; although we felt confident making suggestions, we
were not comfortable attempting to drive the overall direction of the activity. Importantly,
this was not something that was explicit in the group’s interactions; it came out when we
reflected on the process at the end of the first semester of the project. Together, we
identified this insecurity as an unstated and (at the time) unexamined emotion we felt that
guided our individual decisions and actions.

Norms and Expectations Related to Tenure

The pressure to publish as part of the tenure process is one of the largest sources of
contradiction that created a possible moral hazard. Even in the most supportive, creative,
and innovative environments, there are several historical and systemic rules and norms in
place deterring programmatic work by junior faculty. First, the need to balance time and
effort spent on teaching versus research is a difficult one to navigate for many junior faculty
members across fields (Eddy & Gaston-Gayles, 2008). Given our passion for education and
teacher preparation, we have felt that tension strongly, both within this specific activity and
more generally. We are both long-time educators; for most of our professional lives,
teaching has been the driving force of our careers and the activity which we have spent our
adult lives striving to study and improve.

Upon entering the academy, the message shifted, and we were told, both implicitly
and explicitly, that teaching was no longer the most important part of our jobs. Instead,
writing and research were prioritized over teaching and related activities, such as program
development. This contradicted our motivation for entering the field and our natural
inclinations. It also ran counter to our assigned workloads, as we were required to spend
time preparing new courses, often multiple semesters in a row. On many occasions, the
second author was told by respected and senior faculty members at different institutions to
“care less” about her teaching because of the need to publish in the early years of being on
faculty. The struggle to reconcile those messages with our passion for teaching led both of
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us to experience uncertainty in our initial decision to enter tenure-track faculty lines. We
have both ultimately decided to stay in these lines because we see the potential of them,
but it was a constant negotiation between our personal desires and motivations and the
external pressure to work in opposition to those desires. To be an agent of disruption, we
had to find a balance between our passion and the demands of being a junior faculty
member.

Second, the timeline for tenure is clearly delineated at most institutions of higher
education and drives guidance junior faculty receive including the types of research a junior
faculty member should produce, where the research should be published, and to some
extent, what line of inquiry should be pursued. One recommendation we often received was
to find ways to link teaching and research -- to collect data and publish about our work as
teacher educators. However, the fixed tenure clock limits the types of research in which
junior faculty can engage. Lengthy research projects delay a publishable product and the
time allotted to produce publishable products is limited. Programmatic change takes time in
itself, and assessing the results of changes takes even longer, making it difficult to reconcile
the decision to engage in this work with the desire to secure tenure.

In practice, junior faculty are often encouraged to first get tenure, then do the “big
work” related to program development and change. We have each individually received
advice from senior faculty that we should not engage in work like this so early in our careers.
The message that program development is not the most essential part of our jobs may be
another reason we allowed our tenured colleague to take the lead on this ARL redesign: we
felt pressure from our other colleagues to not prioritize programmatic work in favor of
writing and research. When beginning the ARL redesign activity, our focus was prioritized
equally on the teaching and research aspects of the project. Over time it became abundantly
clear that the commitment was significantly greater than any of us anticipated. As a result,
our tenured colleague helped focus our direction towards the research components, which
was consistent with the messages about what our priorities should be. Other than some
initial brainstorming and periodic check-ins of the student data, we did not focus a large part
of the effort on the aspects of the project related to our instruction or curriculum. This
reduced our ability to explore innovations to the program itself, which caused us to struggle
with our commitment to the activity as a whole. To combat these constraints, we used
proactive strategies of setting specific target dates, selecting possible publication outlets and
dividing lead authors on each aspect of the project (e.g., program design, research to
practice), but we still felt in this activity that the almost sole emphasis on research in our
team discussions limited our ability to engage in creative problem-solving and true
innovation in program and course components.

Division of Labor

In addition to the contradictions created by rules, there were others related to the
division of labor. The hierarchy of the university system along with program norms resulted
in several disturbances. Upon reflection, these disturbances were found mainly in the
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relationships that cut across vertical systems (i.e., across status or rank). The following is a
discussion of these conflicts.

There is a tenuous relationship when junior faculty engage in work that could
potentially be seen as criticizing the previous work of tenured faculty members. Tenured
faculty within a department play a critical role in a junior faculty member’s career because
they directly evaluate each junior faculty member's body of work and determine whether
they should receive tenure. Even though the system is supposed to promote the creation of
new knowledge, this hierarchy can create perceived barriers to creative work such as
program improvement when tenured faculty are opposed to or even ambivalent towards
change. When engaging in an activity as wide-ranging as program redesign, it is essential
that faculty across ranks collaborate as peers; however, due to the evaluative role tenured
faculty play, junior faculty may not have any true power for change (e.g., Cowin et al., 2012).
In essence, for a junior faculty member to move forward in their career, their work must be
approved by the tenured faculty community. In our work on the ARL program redesign, we
experienced this dynamic in action. Our tenured colleague was extremely supportive of our
involvement and did not in any way imply that his rank put him “in charge.” Other faculty, as
well, were supportive of the goals of the project and explicitly in favor of some of the major
goals of the project. However, as we worked through the systems and ideas, we found
ourselves questioning the extent to which we can offer suggestions for changing existing
systems (i.e., disrupting the norms).

Some tenured colleagues in our department were involved in the design of the
current program, and there is a fear they will take suggestions as criticisms of their work,
even if that is not the intention. Despite statements of outward support, we do not feel
completely safe to suggest innovative or broad-ranging changes. It is important to note that
we have not encountered explicit resistance. Rather, our uncertainty comes more from a
“hidden curriculum” consisting of comments made by faculty in program meetings, side
conversations, and other reactions when changes are proposed. This feeling of vulnerability
has been particularly present as we write this manuscript. The fact that we are explicitly
writing about these contradictions and disturbances has been a source of anxiety for both of
us; we worry it could negatively impact our career trajectory if our colleagues view these
statements as criticisms or complaints.

Discussion

Throughout this paper we presented activity theory as a model through which to
examine the ability of junior faculty to engage in critical program redesign within the
complex system of higher education. We continue to reflect on the ultimate question,
“Should we be engaged in programmatic work at this point in our careers?” The
contradictions we face are not unique to us; they line up with what others have found when
examining teacher education through an activity theory lens (Ellis et al., 2014). Ultimately,
activity theory allows us to utilize a framework for examining our work, rather than being
limited to a mentalist paradigm (McNicholl & Blake, 2013). Through the activity theory lens,
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we have provided a glimpse into the complex relationship between the authors as junior
faculty members and our ARL program. The disruptions created by our scope of work, dual
relationships with colleagues, and systems rules about tenure create ethical dilemmas and
sometimes moral hazards that must be addressed for us to continue this work. The
requirements for tenure and scope of work will continue to interfere with junior faculty’s
ability to engage in programmatic redesign unless colleges of education can begin to take a
more systematic approach in leveraging their positions in higher education.

As others have identified, the higher education system does not always recognize
and support the unique nature of the work accomplished by faculty members (Ellis et al.,
2011; McNicholl & Blake, 2013). The contradictions between the needs of a well-established
institution and the work needed to transform the field of education can lead to disruptions.
By not recognizing the tensions that are inherent within the scope of work for teacher
educators, we place all faculty, but especially junior faculty, in the position of engaging in
work that is limited in scope. To truly transform the field of education, colleges of education
may need to reposition ourselves not only within the institution of higher education, but
also within our community partners (Ellis et al., 2014; McNicholl & Blake, 2013).

In spite of the aforementioned contradictions, we feel as though we are in a unique
position to continue to revise the ARL program. Moving forward, we plan further curricular
changes — creating a cohort-based program with a singular point of admission rather than
rolling admission points and adding support to the field experience components to
strengthen the connection between field- and course-work. As we collect and utilize student
data to inform future changes, we intend to also collect additional evidence of teacher
effectiveness through classroom observations as well as measures of student achievement
related to engagement, academic performance, or behavior metrics.

Continuing in this work does not come without a sense of fear that we may lose
valuable time which could be spent on work that produces a quicker outcome, trepidation
that we may be offending the very people who will be making decisions about the quality of
our work and a real sense that our current workload will not accommodate the time we
need to accomplish our goals. The contradictions within the system create barriers which
must be overcome before we, as junior faculty members can do what, in essence, we were
hired to do, which is to become agents of disruption through critical examination and the
creation of new knowledge.

Activity theory helps to remind us that when we work to resolve these
contradictions, true transformation can occur. The activity theory model suggests that
colleges of education must encourage and even prioritize programmatic work of faculty to
have a significant impact on the field. This can only happen if we acknowledge the
contradictions and disturbances in our system that prevent this work from being
accomplished on a greater scale by all faculty members. To engage all our faculty in all levels
of critical work, we need to make sure we address contradictions and make our system for
advancement in higher education more responsive to the needs of the field.

Much of what we have stated may be self-evident to those who have been in the
field for longer periods than us, but we find that conversations like this one often occur in
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closed circles with limited scope for change. Our hope is that by sharing our experiences, we
can encourage more conversations that promote systems thinking and systematic change
amongst teacher education faculty at institutions of higher education. Our fear is that in
waiting to do the programmatic work necessary to invoke real change, we, as junior faculty
members, risk indoctrination into a system whereby we navigate the contradictions and
develop a research trajectory that takes us away from this line of inquiry and, thereby
abandon or never fully engage in work with the potential to be a truly disruptive practice.
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