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Introduction 

 
 Nestled in the midst of the Rocky Mountains at 5096 feet in elevation, the University of 
Montana Western is located in Dillon, Montana, in the southwest corner of the state. Dillon, 
population about 4,000, is the county seat for Beaverhead County, total population of about 8800 
residents. The university, located within 4 hours of three of the nation’s premier national parks 
(Yellowstone, Grand Teton, and Glacier), and surrounded by the 3.3 million acre Beaverhead-
Deerlodge National Forest, provides a natural venue for experiential learning, which is central to 
the university’s mission. 
 The University of Montana Western was originally chartered in 1893 as the Montana 
State Normal School. Thus, the university has a long tradition of preparing educators for Montana 
and nearby regions. In 2007-08, 57% of the 1148 candidates at the university were pursuing 
degrees in education. In the past, the vast majority of education candidates were prepared for 
employment in rural Montana schools.  

In 2007, 81% of Montana Western students came from Montana. A survey of 123 2004-
05 graduates of the Montana Western education programs determined that, of those responding to 
the survey (66.7%), 90% had full-time employment in 2005, with 76% working full-time in their 
major field. And 77% of education graduates responding were employed in Montana. However, 
Montana Western graduates also serve in rural and urban classrooms throughout the United States 
and in other countries, for example, Ireland and Nicaragua.  
 

The University of Montana Western Mission Statement 
 
 The University of Montana Western provides innovative interdisciplinary education 
through experiential learning that combines theory and practice.  Montana Western serves 
citizens of all ages with its academic, community-service, and lifelong-learning programs.  As 
part of the global community, the university encourages diversity, international awareness, 
environmental responsibility, and mastery of technology as a gateway to the world. 
 The university action plan is divided into five connected strategic goals:  
1. Improve undergraduate education. 
2. Increase enrollment through enhanced affordability, access, success and retention and 
increased graduation rates.  
3. Employ, retain and support an excellent faculty and staff.  
4. Enhance successful development, maintenance and improvement of the campus in support of 
long-range development plans. 
5. Strategically position the university for maximum efficiency and long-range success.   
(specific objectives may be found at http://www.umwestern.edu/strategicplan/) 

 
Experience One 

 
 The University of Montana Western recently converted to an innovative, unique 
curricular format called Experience One. In the Experience One scheduling model, candidates 
take one class at a time for 18 days.  At the completion of the first class, candidates move to their 
next class. After several years of piloting the program, the university moved to full 
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implementation of Experience One in 2005-2006. Here are the top five reasons why Montana 
Western adopted this system. 
• Authentic professional field experiences - The opportunity to experience what a professional 

in the field does so as to gain experience for future career possibilities. 
• Less Talk, More Action - With minimized lecture, candidates participate in the authentic 

practice of a field - learning by doing.   
• Small Class Sizes - With class sizes of 30 or fewer, candidates experience a variety of 

different types of interactions with professors and classmates.  Smaller classes give the 
professor a chance to know candidates personally and to make learning relevant and 
meaningful.  A sense of community and camaraderie fills the classroom as discussion is 
encouraged from each individual. 

• Simplified Schedule - Block schedules allow for a more consistent schedule each day. 
Rather than rushing between 5 or 6 classes, candidates spend concentrated blocks of time 
attending class and field experiences, doing homework, and working or engaging in athletic 
or extracurricular activities. 

• Focus - By focusing on one subject, candidates have fewer distractions, better opportunities 
to learn, and a complete immersion into their course work.  Candidates are completely 
involved in one subject for several hours every day. 

 
Vision of the Department of Education: Teaching Tomorrow’s Leaders 

 
The programs of the University of Montana Western Department of Education prepare 

accomplished educators who are knowledgeable, reflective, creative, responsive, and innovative 
in meeting the learning needs of all children.  It is the goal of the faculty to prepare educators who 
will be leaders and who will teach tomorrow’s leaders. Future educators graduating from 
Montana Western programs are able to construct and help others construct their own knowledge. 
Thus the department has adopted the theme of Teaching Tomorrow’s Leaders, and the 
philosophical stance of the faculty is that of social constructivism. The faculty utilizes Montana 
Western’s unique physical and academic environment to provide an education representative of 
social constructivist learning which includes the following themes: 1) experiential learning,  
2) leadership, 3) social justice, 4) reflective practice, 5)  teaching through inquiry, and 6) 
accountability to student learning. 

The faculty envisions nationally recognized education programs, whose graduates are 
responsive to the educational needs of all children and to the needs of the families and 
communities that surround and support those children. Through experiential teaching and 
learning, future educators succeed in connecting teaching with leadership, practice, and 
educational research.  
 

Mission of the Department of Education 
 
 The mission of the Montana Western Department of Education is to prepare educators to 
be leaders in a challenging era of increased demands on the education profession. To accomplish 
this mission, education programs offer 1) a social constructivist, experiential curriculum; 2) an 
active learning community that includes future educators, university faculty, preK-12 students, 
preK-12 teachers, school administrators, and community leaders; and 3) continual assessment of 
program and practice to insure that future educators develop exemplary teaching practices that 
meet or exceed the university, Montana, and national standards. 
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Social Constructivist Philosophy  

What is constructivism? 
 
 Constructivist theory views “learning as an interpretive, recursive, building process by 
active learners interacting with the physical and social world” (Fosnot, 1996a, p 30). Julie 
Bullard, a faculty member of Montana Western’s Department of Education, elaborated on 
Fosnot’s definition as follows: 

• Interpretive: All learning is interpreted through the unique lens of the learner. 
• Recursive: Changing one or more preceding beliefs affects a succession of future 

beliefs. 
• Building process: Learning builds upon previous knowledge, experience, and beliefs 

resulting in progressive structural shifts in perspective. 
• Active learners: Learners must act and react upon the information to make it their 

own. Knowledge is not simply transmitted from the educator or the environment to 
the learner nor does knowledge occur simply through maturation. “Information that is 
only collected, and not reinvented, does not contribute to the sense making process” 
(Rodgers and Dunn, 1997, p. 16).   

• Interaction with physical and social world: Learning occurs within a social context 
and is influenced by socio-political forces. 

This theory is in contrast to traditional, didactic education that views learning as the 
acquisition of a predetermined body of knowledge by passive learners who are like 
sponges or empty vessels. The emphasis in [the traditional] approach is on the teacher 
transmitting knowledge through activities such as well-designed lectures (Bullard, 2003, 
p. 157). 

Historical Perspective 
 

Constructivism, grounded largely in the works of Immanuel Kant and Jean Piaget, is a 
learning theory that states learners construct knowledge.  Instead of being mere empty vessels 
into which new information and knowledge are poured, people bring knowledge to all new 
situations and construct new understandings as they assimilate new information. 

Immanuel Kant, a nineteenth century philosopher, believed that neither rationalists, who 
believe in universal truths, nor empiricists, who believe in perceptions of experience, were 
correct. Instead, he proposed that the world exists, but that individuals can only experience the 
world through the senses (Ozom & Craver, 1986), and thus each individual experiences the world 
in a unique way. This belief underlies constructivism.  

Jean Piaget, a genetic epistemologist, also had a profound impact on the evolution of 
constructivism. Piaget’s study and observation of children led him to develop a theory of 
cognitive development that included systematic stages. He was influenced indirectly by John 
Dewey through Edouard Claparede, founder of the Jacques Rousseau Institute in Geneva. Piaget 
became a leader at the institute and inherited Dewey's theories (DeVries and Kohlberg, 1987).  
Six basic principles underlie Dewey's progressive education. These include:  
• education should be `active' and related to the interests of the child 
• education should take place through problem solving projects 
• education, as the intelligent reconstruction of experience, is synonymous with civilized 

living  
• the educator should act as more of a guide than as an authority figure 
• individuals achieve more when they work collaboratively 
• schools should be run democratically (Kneller, 1966, p. 96).  
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With these principles in mind, Piaget believed that development is influenced by four 
factors: maturation, experience, social transmission, and equilibrium. Equilibrium coordinates the 
other three factors. To achieve equilibrium, or mental balance, the learner must reconcile new 
experiences with existing knowledge. According to Piaget, knowledge is constructed through 
organization and adaptation (Berger & Thompson, 1995). People organize their thoughts but must 
also adapt their thinking when they receive new information. To adapt, the learner may assimilate 
or add the new information to a current schema or, if this information does not fit existing 
structures, he or she (or the existing knowledge) may need to accommodate or change. In these 
ways, learners construct new knowledge.   

To the constructivist, the learner is viewed as an inquiring knower. For this to occur, 
Piaget believed that people need to engage in active mental learning. Active learning includes 
several components. The learning experience must engage the learner's interest, involve genuine 
experimentation, and involve cooperation (DeVries & Kohlberg, 1987, p. 24).    

Interest is considered to be essential to learning because without it the learner would not 
make the constructive effort to make sense out of experience or to assimilate the information.  
Piaget believed that people discover truths for themselves through experimentation. This means 
that in the course of discovering, people will make many erroneous conclusions, which is a 
necessary part of learning. 
 Lectures, drills, programmed instruction, audio-visual and teacher demonstrations are not 
considered active learning for young children (DeVries & Kohlberg, 1987, p. 25) but these 
techniques may in some cases be considered mentally active for a more mature learner, since 
those who have reached the level of abstract reasoning are able to explore ideas and concepts 
without concrete experiences. However, according to Jones (1978, p. 19), "The beginning stages 
of any learning must take place through a direct sensory experience with concrete objects if the 
individual is to have an experiential base for later conceptual understanding."     

Piaget’s third component, cooperation, helps people become aware of differences in 
opinions and viewpoints thereby creating cognitive disequilibrium. This can occur best in equal 
relationships where mutual respect is present. Working with others also allows learners to 
experience real moral dilemmas and conflicts and to have the opportunity to practice mutual 
accommodation.   

The role of the educator in a constructivist-based classroom is to act as a companion who 
minimizes the exercise of authority and control and serves as a guiding mentor stimulating 
initiative, experimentation, reasoning, and social collaboration. The educator needs to create a 
safe, supportive environment for spontaneous exploration and specific encounters in which 
learners are free to choose from many alternatives. In addition, the educator must arrange time for 
the student to digest and reflect upon their experiences (Labinowicz, 1980). 

Social Constructivism 
 
 The University of Montana Western Department of Education operates within the 
conceptual framework of social constructivist learning in which the preK-12 student is at the 
center of the curriculum and all members of the school community--students, teachers, 
paraprofessionals, administrators--are learners and teachers. Teaching and learning are reciprocal 
roles.  

The faculty recognizes that knowledge is socially constructed, that communities of 
practice provide the context for learning, and that knowledge is the tool that guides teaching. The 
department envisions faculty and candidates coming together to examine the nature of teaching 
and learning as it addresses educational aims and goals in a variety of rural and urban settings. 
Individual development comes from social interactions where cultural meanings are shared by the 
group and eventually internalized by the individual (Richardson, 1997).  
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 Social constructivism, like cognitive constructivism, emphasizes the collaborative nature 
of learning. Social constructivism was first developed by the Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky, 
who believed that it was not possible to isolate learning from the social context in which it is 
acquired (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky believed that every function in the child's cultural 
development appears twice: first, on the social level and, later on, on the individual level; first, 
between people (inter-psychological) and then inside the child (intra-psychological). This applies 
equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. Social 
constructivism reflects human development theory within a socio-cultural context. All the higher 
functions originate as actual relationships between individuals (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Vygotsky describes the distance between what the child is able to do independently and 
the level of potential development as the zone of proximal development. Important to this theory 
is that individuals learn best in the zone of proximal development, usually under the guidance of 
an adult or a more capable peer, in an environment that continually challenges their learning 
potential (Vygotksy, 1978).  
 Learning. The role of language and culture in cognitive development is at the center of 
social constructivist theories. Language and culture play essential roles in human development 
and learning as well as in how humans perceive and interpret their world. Human language is the 
venue through which individuals experience reality and existence. Vygotsky (1978) states: 

A special feature of human perception…is the perception of real objects…I do not see the 
world simply in color and shape but also as a world with sense and meaning. I do not 
merely see something round and black with two hands; I see a clock…. (p. 39) 

 Knowledge is socially constructed in communities of practice that provide the context for 
learning, and that knowledge is the tool that guides teaching. Social constructivism emphasizes 
education for social transformation. Hence, individuals construct knowledge by interacting with 
the environment, and in the process both the individual and the environment are changed 
(Vygotsky, 1978).  
 By constructing knowledge through talk and social interaction, human beings construct 
multiple layers of meaning and understanding. The social nature of learning and language is 
played out in the classroom as educators guide students toward two levels of learning: their 
potential level of learning or zone of proximal development, followed by their independent level 
of learning. Collaborative learning strategies associated with social constructivist beliefs require 
learners to develop interpersonal communication skills and to see individual learning as 
essentially related to the success of group learning (Dewey, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978). Discussion 
can be promoted by the presentation of specific concepts, problems or scenarios, and is guided by 
means of effectively directed questions, the introduction and clarification of concepts and 
information, and references to previously learned material (Derry, 1999; Gredler, 1997).  

Instruction. Teaching strategies using social constructivism as a theoretical model include 
making instruction personally or socially meaningful to students, negotiating meanings with 
students through exploratory talk (Barnes, 1996), class discussion, small-group collaboration, 
problem-based instruction, reciprocal teaching (Kim, 2001), and valuing meaningful activity over 
correct answers (Wood, Cobb, & Yackel, 1995). In many types of learning situations, the 
educator begins by initiating the task and gradually turns over responsibility to the students 
through collaborative and cooperative learning arrangements. This technique is defined as 
scaffolding. It is the educator’s responsibility to remove supports when appropriate so that the 
children’s potential is continually realized (Pearson and Gallagher, 1983). In this model, the 
individual, the culture, and all that the child brings to the learning setting are valued and utilized 
as part of the school curriculum. 
 In summary, social constructivist learning theory rationalizes that the learner is at the 
center of the curriculum and all members of the school community--students, teachers, 
paraprofessionals, administrators--are interacting as social communities of learners. Language 
and culture make up the lens through which learning is constructed.  Individual development 
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comes from social interactions where cultural meanings are shared by the group and eventually 
internalized by the individual (Richardson, 1997). 

Social Justice 
 
 The education faculty holds that a commitment to social justice is a natural outgrowth of 
social constructivist philosophy. Teaching practices of today must be based on a sound 
understanding of educational research, theory, and history. In order to implement fair and just 
teaching practices in today’s schools, educators must understand the historical context that has 
resulted in equitable access to public education for various ethnic and racial minorities, women, 
children of poverty, and persons with disabilities.  
 While some inequities may be considered a thing of the past, in today’s schools, many 
students remain marginalized, often resulting in bullying or other more or less subtle forms of 
discrimination. Many schools still lack appropriate facilities and accommodations for students 
with disabilities. The education faculty envisions future educators who think critically about 
teaching and about schools and who are willing to stand up for the rights and fair treatment of 
students.  
 Along with this is the acknowledgement that power and ideology are always operating 
within and around education (Apple & Weis, 1983; Apple, 1993; Giroux, 1988; McCarthy, 1998). 
Native Americans, in particular, are now trying to reclaim control over their own schooling. The 
faculty encourages future educators to understand education as a site of historical, political, 
economic, and social struggle and to grasp the interrelatedness of a common humanity. Thus the 
faculty aims to educate individuals to be aware of and make decisions based on this political 
context. To this end, the department supports indigenous efforts of educational self-determination 
and local control.  
 John Dewey believed that: 

All education proceeds by the participation of the individual in the social consciousness of 
the race… the only true education comes through the stimulation of the child's powers by the 
demands of the social situations in which he finds himself. Through these demands he is 
stimulated to act as a member of a unity, to emerge from his original narrowness of action 
and feeling, and to conceive of himself from the standpoint of the welfare of the group to 
which he belongs (1897). 

 Ultimately, the faculty believes that hope for a more socially just world is a moral 
imperative, and that educators are important change agents. All of this is with an idealist look 
toward what can be rather than an idle acceptance of what is. That is, the faculty holds fast to the 
possibility of a more democratic, equitable and socially just public education system. The 
development of candidates’ leadership skills to enable them to be effective change agents for 
social justice cannot be accomplished through the activities of the education department alone. 
This work is accomplished through partnerships with other academic units, the school districts, 
the state, advisory councils, communities, neighborhoods, families, and children. 

Other Theories that Enhance Practices 
 
While the education department recognizes social constructivism as important in 

influencing ways of teaching, the faculty recognizes that candidates need to know and draw upon 
other philosophies and practices, as do the faculty.  

Behaviorism. Drawing from the work of Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936), John B. Watson 
(1878-1958), Edward Thorndike (1874-1949), and particularly B.F. Skinner (1904-1990), 
educators have long understood that the environment and the consistent reinforcement of 
appropriate school behaviors will create a positive atmosphere for learning. It is not enough that 
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educators praise expected behavior, but that they set the conditions under which the behavior will 
occur. Models of direct instruction often are informed by behaviorist philosophy.  

Psychosocial theory. Modern educational theory also builds upon the psychoanalytical 
research of individuals such as Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) and the psychosocial research of 
Alfred Adler (1870-1937), both of whom recognized the importance of early childhood 
experiences to a child’s development. Carl Jung’s (1875-1961) theory of the unconscious mind 
had a strong influence on the development of modern psychology and influenced the 
development of such instruments as the career assessment known as the Myers-Briggs Personality 
Type indicator. Erik Erikson’s (1902-1994) research on the psychosocial stages of development 
has added much to current understandings of child development. 

Others. The philosophies and psychological theories developed by a wide array of 
individuals support and inform social constructivist education. Edward Thorndike (1910) was 
among the first to point out the importance of understanding the psychology of the child in the 
educational process. Benjamin Bloom (1913-1999) made important contributions to education by 
introducing the theory of mastery learning (the idea that all children can learn if provided 
appropriate learning opportunities) and by his classification of educational objectives, now known 
as Bloom’s Taxonomy (or Levels of Critical Thinking). The humanist psychology of Abraham 
Maslow (1908-1970), who identified a hierarchy of human needs, demonstrated that children 
have basic needs (such as food and sleep) that must be met before learning can take place. 
Lawrence Kohlberg (1927-1987), whose dissertation in psychology established what is now 
known as Kohlberg’s stages of moral development, experimented with establishing democratic 
systems, or just communities in American schools, to establish trusting relationships between 
students as a means of enhancing their moral development.  

Radical constructivism and Pragmatism. Radical constructivism (von Glasersfeld, 1996) 
goes a step beyond other constructivist philosophies in challenging the very nature of knowledge 
and reality. The idea that there are universal truths and that humans can discover them has been 
espoused by many scientists/philosophers since at least the time of Aristotle. “It is a good thing to 
proceed in order and to establish propositions (principles). This is the way to gain ground and to 
progress with certainty. ... I hold that the mark of a genuine idea is that its possibility can be 
proved” (Gottfried Leibniz, 1670). 

But whether or not one can actually know with certainty the nature of physical reality has 
been debated by great thinkers at least since the time of Xenophanes in the 6th century, by Vico in 
Italy in 1710 (von Glasersfeld, 2003), and by various philosophers today. Radical constructivism 
“… starts from the assumption that knowledge, no matter how it be defined, is in the heads of 
persons, and that the thinking subject has no alternative but to construct what he or she knows on 
the basis of his or her own experience” (von Glasersfeld, 1996, p.1). Radical constructivists do 
not necessarily deny the existence of a physical reality, but rather question one’s ability to ever 
know for certain what reality looks like. True to his own beliefs, von Glasersfeld (2003) points 
out that, as a consequence of this idea, “one cannot adopt the constructivist principles as an 
absolute truth, but only as a working hypothesis that may or may not turn out to be viable.” 

Taking a somewhat different point of view, John Dewey’s (1916) and William James’ 
(1907) views, generally known as pragmatism, “maintained that an idea agrees with reality, and 
is therefore true, if and only if it is successfully employed in human action in pursuit of human 
goals and interests, that is, if it leads to the resolution of a problematic situation” (Fieser & 
Dowden, 2006). 

In describing constructivism in relationship to teaching, von Glasersfeld (2003) points out 
that “the constructivist teacher does not give up his or her role as a guide - but this leadership 
takes the form of encouraging and orienting the students' constructive effort rather than curtailing 
their autonomy by presenting ready-made results as the only permitted path. This is not to say 
that rote learning and the focus on adequate performance should have no place in constructively 
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oriented instruction. But it does mean that… instruction that focuses on performance alone can be 
no better than trivial” (Von Glasersfeld, 2003). 

The education faculty believes that language, reality, knowledge, and culture are socially 
constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). While recognizing the importance of individual 
differences, the faculty believes that learning is radically social, and that learning occurs though 
interactions with others. Given this philosophical disposition, the department encourages student-
centered, inquiry-based, and multicultural/global collaborative learning. Through the processes of 
learning, students go beyond what they can currently do and learn how to solve increasingly more 
sophisticated authentic problems “under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable 
peers" (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Brain Research 
 
Research on the function of the brain suggests interesting connections to constructivist 

theories. According to constructivist thought, personal meaning is developed within a negotiated 
social context. The interactions of past experiences, personal intentions, and new experiences, and 
the resolution of discrepancies among these three influences are central to the process of 
constructing meaning. Neurophysiology has demonstrated the brain grows new connections 
during this process of constructing new meaning by connecting prior experience to new 
experience (Diamond, 1988). The nature and extent of the structural remodeling corresponds to 
the amount and type of mental activity required to create new patterns of meaning (Healy, 1990). 
Enriched environments enable the brain to grow more neural connections, thickening the cortex 
of the brain while less stimulating environments actually have a thinning effect on the cortex 
(Diamond and Hopson, 1998). Individuals develop unique and very specific neural pathways that 
may become preferred ways of sensing or organizing experience. Thus, the student who succeeds 
at one type of thinking, or in organizing experience through particular schema may have 
difficulty when the task requires a different type of thinking or organizing process. Howard 
Gardner’s (1983) conceptualization of multiple intelligences may represent a way of classifying 
families of unique neural pathways. 

Leadership 
  
 As envisioned by the faculty of the Montana Western Department of Education, a leader:  

• Inspires others to generate creative ideas appropriate to the situation. 
• Brings people together to solve problems collaboratively. 
• Effectively facilitates discussions. 
• Facilitates individual growth and critical thinking. 
• Is willing to change one’s own ideas, even if the better ideas come from those they lead. 
• Effectively facilitates agreed-upon change. 
• Feels personal ownership of the process but not of the product. 
• Promotes and practices social justice. 
• Possesses a high level of competence and confidence. 
• Exhibits a high degree of emotional intelligence. 
• Provides emotional support that encourages others to take a leadership role.      

            What does effective leadership have to do with the preparation of future educators? 
Developing leadership qualities as characterized above is fundamental to that preparation. To that 
end, the Montana Western education faculty has adopted the motto, Teaching Tomorrow’s 
Leaders.  The faculty views their role as mentors who guide future educators to become leaders 
who will become mentors to future leaders. Content knowledge, professional skills, and 
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professional dispositions are important but rather meaningless if the educator is not an effective 
leader.   

 As viewed by the education faculty, an educator who is a leader is guided by social 
constructivist philosophy. An educational leader is a facilitator who promotes idea-generation, 
collaboration, and the willingness to support agreed-upon change.  In the social constructivist 
model, the goal of good leadership is to involve every individual in the group in a collaboration 
and consensus process.   
           What does social justice have to do with educational leadership? An important tenet of 
social justice is the involvement of every individual with the hope of empowering the neglected 
or oppressed, thereby empowering not only the individual but also the work of the group.  
Emotional intelligence is also key to effective educational leadership. “Great leaders move us. 
They ignite our passion and inspire the best in us. When we try to explain why they are so 
effective, we speak of strategy, vision, or powerful ideas. But the reality is much more primal: 
Great leadership works through emotions” (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002, p. 3).  Goleman 
(2001) suggested that effective leaders have one thing in common, “They all have a high degree 
of emotional intelligence” (p. 3). Based on years of researching attributes of effective chief 
executive officers at successful companies, Goleman (2001) summarized emotional intelligence 
competencies as self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills.  

Leadership development in practice at Montana Western 
 
 In addition to the leadership skills developed within their professional education program, 
education candidates at Montana Western complete a general education program replete with 
leadership observation opportunities and practical skill- and disposition-building exercises. 
General education courses draw from the following strategies, facilitated by the experiential 
block-scheduling format: group collaboration, consensus building, student ownership of learning, 
service projects or campus and community involvement, practical research, and a variety of types 
of presentations. 
 The curricula of the education programs include numerous opportunities for self-
reflection, cooperative learning strategies, case studies, real world problem analyses, practical or 
action research projects, field experiences with preK-12 students with diverse learning needs, and 
multiple opportunities to interface with families, communities, preK-12 educators and university 
faculty members. These provide rich, meaningful leadership learning experiences for pre-service 
educators. 
 

Purposes of Montana Western Education Programs  
 
 Montana Western education programs prepare elementary teachers, secondary teachers, 
K-12 teachers, early childhood professionals, and paraprofessionals. In addition to teacher 
education programs, the department offers an Associate of Applied Science in Education Studies, 
designed to prepare paraprofessionals for state and national education requirements, and an AAS 
and a BS in Early Childhood Education, designed to develop early childhood educators who are 
prepared to take on leadership roles. 
 Elementary education majors are prepared for teaching grades K-8. Secondary education 
majors are prepared for teaching grades 5-12. Secondary teaching majors include: Biology, 
Business & Computer Applications Major and Broadfield Major; Earth Science, English, General 
Science Broadfield, History, Industrial Technology, Mathematics, and Social Science Broadfield. 
The university also provides several K-12 teaching majors: Art, Art Broadfield, Physical 
Education & Health, and Music. In addition to teacher education, the Health and Human 
Performance program prepares candidates for related careers in health, physical education, and 
human performance. 
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 Candidates majoring in Elementary or Secondary Education (including K-12 teaching 
degrees) may select from a variety of teaching minors, which, when coupled with a teaching 
major can be accepted as additional teaching endorsements by the Montana Office of Public 
Instruction. Minors that can be used for secondary licensure include: Biology, Business and 
Computer Applications, Drama, Earth Science, English, History, Industrial Technology, and 
Mathematics. Minors that can be used for K-12 licensure include: Art, Computer Science, 
Physical Education and Health, Library Media (offered in collaboration with the University of 
Montana Missoula), Literacy, Music, and Special Education. In addition, elementary education 
majors can complete a minor in early childhood education. 
 Candidates may also select courses in a variety of Related Areas or Option Areas in the 
arts and sciences. These do not lead to endorsements; however, they provide evidence of 
additional study in a content area. 
 Education program candidates gain teaching experiences through experiential modeling 
in university classes and through extensive field experiences in multi-age and single age 
classrooms, as well as experiences in diverse settings, such as American Indian reservation 
schools and schools for children with special needs. Field experiences include observations and 
opportunities to teach in a variety of classroom settings. The Montana Rural Education Center, as 
part of the Montana Western Department of Education, is endorsed by the National Rural 
Education Association as one of only five rural education centers in the nation. Partnerships with 
rural schools in the southwest corner of the state allow Montana Western candidates access to 
small rural K-8 schools, many of which are schools with only one or two teachers. Rural school 
children and their teachers benefit from these partnerships by having access to university 
resources, such as libraries and computer labs. In addition to field experiences in larger, more 
traditional school settings, Montana Western candidates’ field experiences in small rural schools 
provide them with unique preparation for teaching in multi-age classrooms. 

 
Professional Commitments of the Education Faculty 

 
 The University of Montana Western is located in a pristine rural setting in the Rocky 
Mountains. The faculty utilizes this unique environment to provide an education representative of 
social constructivist learning which includes the themes of experiential learning, leadership, 
social justice, reflective practice, teaching through inquiry, and accountability to student 
learning.  
 The education faculty believes that learning is best facilitated for all candidates through 
active engagement and social interactions among and between candidates, faculty, students, and 
educators.  To meet the needs of all learners, the education faculty is committed to the following: 
• Experiential learning  
• Diverse teaching styles and methods  
• Research-based practice and instruction 
• Multiple perspectives of learning 
• Multiple measures of assessing learning  
• Mentoring between and among candidates and faculty 
• Carefully monitored field experiences and student teaching in multiple school settings 
• Integrated content and pedagogy 
• Use of technology as an instructional tool 
• Development of a community of learners on campus and in field sites 
• Serving the profession and the community 
• Providing quality instruction informed by current research and reform 
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Professional Partnerships 
 
Tribal Colleges. As a result of the commitment of the education faculty to enhancing the 

diversity of the education programs and to developing American Indian educators within the 
state, Montana Western had a unique partnership with Salish-Kootenai College until 2007. Salish-
Kootenai College, a tribal college in northwestern Montana, is 240 miles northwest of Dillon. 
Candidates completing an A.S. in Elementary Education degree from Salish-Kootenai College 
were able to pursue the University of Montana Western Bachelor of Science in Elementary 
Education degree while remaining at their home campus. Montana Western faculty traveled to the 
tribal college to offer several courses, and Montana Western hired faculty at Salish-Kootenai 
College to teach the remainder of the courses. This partnership regularly engaged faculty at both 
institutions with interactions with each other, and provided opportunities for candidates from both 
institutions to interact with a more diverse faculty and student body. That partnership has ended 
now that Salish-Kootenai College has embarked on their own four-year degree program in 
elementary education, for which they gained state approval in 2007. One SKC faculty member 
recently commented that the college might not have succeeded in establishing the new degree 
without the partnership they shared with Montana Western. We have recently been approached by 
another tribal college within the state to establish a similar partnership arrangement. 
 
 Montana Tech of the University of Montana. Montana is a large state with limited 
financial resources. The Montana University System encourages collaborations between its 
various campuses, both to use resources efficiently and to ensure that programs are widely 
available to individuals distributed throughout the state. Montana Western has long had 
collaborations with Montana Tech, located in Butte, 65 miles north of Dillon. Those 
collaborations have evolved into strong academic partnerships in recent years. Candidates 
completing bachelor’s degrees in biological sciences, general science, mathematics, and business 
and information technology through Montana Tech can complete their teacher education 
licensure program in secondary education through Montana Western while remaining at their 
home campus in Butte. Montana Western offers professional education classes using a 
combination of evening and week-end face-to-face classes at the Montana Tech campus and on-
line.  
 An institutional partnership with Montana Tech, which began with a freshman class in 
2006, enables Montana Western candidates residing in the Butte and surrounding areas to 
complete all the coursework needed for the Montana Western elementary education degree at the 
Montana Tech campus in Butte, through a combination of face-to-face and on-line courses. This 
alternative course delivery model was designed and implemented to meet the needs of Butte area 
residents who could not participate in block scheduling on the main campus in Dillon. The 
partnership agreement allows Butte area candidates to substitute Montana Tech courses for a 
number of general education courses required for the Montana Western degree. The education 
courses needed for the elementary education degree are offered through Montana Western and 
taught by Montana Western faculty.  

 
 Early Childhood Education Distance program. Montana Western’s Early Childhood 
Education program serves the needs of non-traditional, place-bound, working practitioners by 
providing off-campus face-to-face and on-line early childhood coursework for the Early 
Childhood Education minor, certificate, AAS and BS degrees. Twenty-four credits of face-to-face 
early childhood coursework are offered in Butte, Bozeman, Billings, Missoula, Hamilton, Great 
Falls, and Helena.  In addition, these 24 credits are offered through an EC Rural model that 
combines intensive face-to-face and on-line coursework.  Students seeking a bachelor’s degree in 
early childhood can complete early childhood courses through on-line coursework and two 
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summer intensives. Partnerships in each of the remote locations allow candidates to complete the 
Montana Western program through a combination of general education coursework and 
professional electives offered by the candidate’s local university and 24 early childhood 
education credits taught by Montana Western instructors residing at those remote campuses. 
Since needed courses are not always available in the evenings, the Early Childhood Education 
program also maintains a web-site that lists general education courses and professional electives 
that are offered on-line by colleges throughout the State.  
 
 University of Montana Missoula. The Library Media K-12 minor is offered jointly by 
faculty at the University of Montana Western and faculty at the University of Montana Missoula. 
The University of Montana Missoula offers a Master of Education degree. The courses within the 
degree were recently adapted for on-line delivery. UM Missoula relies on faculty from the 
University of Montana Western to provide instruction for several of the courses required for the 
on-line UM Missoula MED degree. 

Professional Development School Partnerships 
 
 Montana Western has professional development school partnerships with the Beaverhead 
County Public Schools and the Butte Public Schools. Professional development schools (PDS) 
are learning communities wherein classroom teachers, administrators, and university faculty work 
together to enrich the professional development of teaching candidates and to enhance the 
professional development of classroom teachers, university instructors, and administrators. Each 
elementary and secondary professional education course has a specific set of field experience 
requirements. These may include observations, teaching mini-lessons, teaching small groups, and 
teaching whole classrooms in the public schools. The mentor teachers and university instructors 
mentor and evaluate candidates throughout their public school field experiences.  
 The public school partnerships provide candidates with access to a broad range of 
classroom experiences while strengthening the professional ties between university faculty and 
public school teachers. These partnerships assist the Montana Western education faculty in 
keeping the university curriculum current and consistent with state and national teaching 
standards.  
 

Beaverhead County Schools. The partnership in Beaverhead County includes the Dillon 
Elementary Schools (Mary Innes School, Parkview Elementary School, and the Dillon Middle 
School), the Beaverhead County High School, and the small K-8 and K-12 rural schools in the 
county. The content of the professional education courses are delivered on the Montana Western 
campus. Most candidates practice their skills in field experiences in Beaverhead County schools 
(other candidates go to Butte or other Montana schools). All elementary and secondary majors are 
also placed in a middle school setting for the field experiences for ED 329. Mentor teachers 
(classroom teachers) along with university faculty supervise these well-defined field experiences. 
The partner teachers offer suggestions and ideas for the professional education courses, field 
experiences, and assessments. 
 
 Rural Fridays. Montana Western consistently maintains collaborative partnerships with 
nearby K-8 rural schools from Beaverhead County, most of which are one or two teacher schools. 
For over 20 years, Montana Western has had a unique partnership with these very small schools. 
K-8 students and teachers from the rural schools come to campus typically six Fridays during the 
fall and six Fridays during the spring semester. Elementary candidates enrolled in methods 
courses have the opportunity to teach these rural school children in a multi-age classroom setting 
using curriculum developed by the candidates in conjunction with rural teachers and the 
university methods class instructors. A Lead Teacher (master classroom teacher) collaborates 
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with the university methods instructors to develop classroom curriculum and to assist in 
supervising the teaching candidates working with the rural children. Typically, the morning is 
devoted to a variety of integrated academic lessons, such as science, mathematics, social studies, 
and literacy, while the afternoon may be spent in integrated music and art lessons and physical 
education activities, with all classes taught by Montana Western candidates. Candidates also have 
opportunities to visit small rural schools during additional field experiences. 
 
 Butte Public Schools. Montana Western and the Butte Public Schools maintain a 
partnership in which the practicum portion of the elementary and secondary professional 
education courses are carried out in the Butte schools. The content portion of the professional 
education courses are taught on the Montana Tech campus using a combination of Montana 
Western faculty and master teachers from Butte. 
 
 Early Childhood Model Lab Schools. The early childhood education program utilizes 
Curious Minds: Early Care and Education Center, and Dillon Early Head Start as lab sites. Both 
programs are located on the Montana Western campus. The programs have demonstrated high 
quality through obtaining extended Montana licenses as well as national NAEYC accreditation. 
Each of the eight core early childhood education courses includes a lab that Dillon candidates 
complete at one of these model programs. Curious Minds is also utilized as a lab site for several 
elementary education and health and human performance courses.  
 

Knowledge, Skills, and Dispositions Valued in Education Graduates 
 

 Upon graduation from the University of Montana Western, the beginning educator will 
demonstrate evidence toward attainment of the following outcomes related to professional 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions. Knowledge refers to knowing the content to be taught, 
skills represent the ability to perform using knowledge, and dispositions refer to the human 
qualities inherent to ethical and reflective teaching. In the list below, the numbers and letters (e.g., 
1a) indicate the associated INTASC Principle and indicator. The faculty has revised the wording 
of a number of the INTASC indicators to fit the department’s conceptual framework. 
 
Knowledge 

o Understands major concepts, assumptions, debates, processes of inquiry, and ways of 
knowing that are central to the discipline(s) he/she teaches (1A) 

o Is aware of expected developmental progressions and ranges of individual variation 
within each domain (physical, social, emotional, moral and cognitive) (2C) 

o Understands how students’ learning is influenced by individual experiences, talents, and 
prior learning, as well as language, culture, family and community values (3D) 

o Knows about areas of exceptionality in learning--including learning disabilities, visual 
and perceptual difficulties, and special physical or mental challenges (3B) 

o Has developed an understanding and knowledge of diversity and exceptionality in 
learners, families, cultures, and communities (3E) 

o Understands the principles of effective classroom management & establishment of 
effective procedures & routines (5D) 

o Understands learning theory, subject matter, curriculum development, and student 
development (7A) 

o Knows how to select, construct, and use assessment strategies and instruments 
appropriate to the learning outcomes being evaluated and to other diagnostic purposes 
(8B) 

o Understands the major areas of research on teaching and of resources available for 
professional learning (9B) 
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o Understands and implements laws related to students' rights and teacher responsibilities 
(10C) 

 
Skills 

o Selects effective teaching resources and curricular materials (1J) 
o Engages students in generating knowledge and testing hypotheses according to the 

methods of inquiry and standards of evidence used in the discipline (1K) 
o Can create interdisciplinary learning experiences that allow students to integrate 

knowledge, skills, and methods of inquiry from several subject areas (1M) 
o Stimulates student reflection on prior knowledge and links new ideas to already familiar 

ideas, taking advantage of socially constructed modes of learning (2G) 
o Makes connections to students' experiences, providing opportunities for active 

engagement, manipulation, and testing of ideas and materials (2G) 
o Encourages students to assume responsibility for learning (2G) 
o Identifies and designs instruction using multiple strategies appropriate to student’s stage 

of development, learning styles, multiple intelligences, strengths, and particular learning 
differences and needs (3K) 

o Meets individual student needs including identifying and accessing appropriate services 
and resources to meet exceptional learning needs (3N) 

o Uses information about students’ families, cultures, and communities as a basis for 
connecting instruction to students’ experiences (3O) 

o Brings multiple perspectives and worldviews to classroom instruction and discussions 
(3P) 

o Creates a learning community in which individual differences are respected and valued 
(3Q) 

o Uses multiple teaching and learning strategies to engage students in experiential, 
individual, and socially constructed learning opportunities (4B) 

o Provides leadership in the development of students’ critical thinking, problem solving, 
and performance capabilities (4G) 

o Helps K-12 students assume responsibility for identifying and using learning resources 
(4G) 

o Develops a variety of clear, accurate presentations and representations of concepts, using 
appropriate technology and/or alternative explanations to assist students' understanding 
(4J) 

o Uses a range of strategies, including cooperative learning, to promote positive 
relationships, cooperation, motivation, and purposeful learning in the classroom (5D) 

o Organizes and manages time, space, and activities, to provide productive and equitable 
engagement of students (5M) 

o Models effective nonverbal and verbal communication, including the use of a variety of 
media communication tools, including audio-visual aids and computers (6D) 

o Supports learner expression in speaking, writing, and other media (6J) 
o Provides leadership by asking questions that effectively stimulate discussion in a variety 

of ways, for example, probing for learner understanding, helping students articulate their 
ideas and thinking processes, promoting risk-taking and problem-solving, facilitating 
factual recall, encouraging convergent and divergent thinking, and stimulating curiosity 
(6K) 

o Knows how to use knowledge of learning theory, subject matter, curriculum 
development, and student development in planning instruction to meet curriculum goals 
(7A) 

o Takes into account contextual considerations (instructional materials, individual student 
interests, needs, and aptitudes, and community resources) in planning instruction (7B) 



The University of Montana Western 

Teaching Tomorrow’s Leaders 17 

o Plans instruction that creates an effective bridge between curriculum goals and students' 
experiences (7B) 

o Plans effectively for both the short and long term, linking instruction to appropriate 
objectives (7J) 

o Appropriately uses a variety of formal and informal assessment techniques (for example, 
observation, portfolios of student work, teacher-made tests, performance assessments, 
student self-assessments, peer assessment, and standardized tests) to enhance her or his 
knowledge of learners, evaluate students' progress and performances, and modify 
teaching and learning strategies (8F) 

o Evaluates the effect of class activities and teaching strategies on individuals, groups, and 
the class as a whole (8I) 

o Maintains useful records of student work and performance and can communicate student 
progress knowledgeably and responsibly, based on appropriate indicators, to students, 
parents, and other colleagues (8K) 

o Uses information about students and educational research as a basis for reflecting on and 
improving practice (9H) 

o Demonstrates leadership by making links with the learners’ other environments on behalf 
of students, by consulting with parents, counselors, teachers of other classes and activities 
within the schools, and professionals in other community agencies (10J) 

o Initiates respectful cooperative relationships with all parents, guardians, and families, as 
well as the local community (10L) 

 
Dispositions  

o Demonstrates enthusiasm for teaching (1F) 
o Is disposed to use students' strengths as a basis for growth, and their errors as an 

opportunity for learning (2E) 
o Respects every student as an individual with differing personal, family, cultural 

backgrounds, worldviews, and as having various talents and interests (3H) 
o Values the role of students in promoting each other's learning and recognizes the 

importance of peer relationships in establishing a climate of learning (5H) 
o Is a thoughtful and responsive listener who demonstrates leadership qualities through 

commitment to reflection, assessment, and critical thinking as an ongoing process (6G, 
9C, 9D) 

o Values both long term and short term planning (7D) 
o Believes that plans must always be open to adjustment and revision based on student 

needs and changing circumstances (7E) 
o Values ongoing, documented assessment as essential to the instructional process and 

recognizes that many different assessment strategies are necessary for monitoring and 
promoting student learning (8D) 

o Demonstrates leadership qualities through his/her commitment to engaging in and 
supporting ethical professional practices (9G) 

o Demonstrates concern about all aspects of a child’s well-being (cognitive, emotional, 
social, and physical), and is alert to signs of difficulties (10E) 

o Respects the rights of all students to equitable access to opportunities for learning, 
including students from diverse ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious backgrounds, 
gender or sexual orientation, age, and socioeconomic status. (10N) 

o Demonstrates commitment to social justice by identifying social inequities and 
advocating for their remedy. (10N) 
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Social Constructivism, Diversity, and Service to Montana: Commitments into Practice 

 
The education programs at the University of Montana Western are guided by social 

constructivism, social justice, concern for diversity, and appropriate use of emergent technology. 
All of these permeate the curriculum. The commitment of the education faculty to developing 
within candidates respect for diversity is coupled with a commitment to service to the people of 
Montana. This has resulted in a number of partnerships that enable the university to provide 
outreach to individuals in remote areas of the state, individuals who may live many miles from a 
community with a college campus.  

Social constructivist and social justice philosophy are also embodied in the administrative 
structure of the education department. The department chair and program coordinators are elected 
by the faculty, and work collaboratively with each other to ensure the smooth operation of the 
programs of the unit. Regular program meetings and department meetings ensure the full 
involvement of the faculty in decision-making related to programs and departmental issues.  

The university as a whole has a commitment to shared governance that is embodied in 
university committees, which are often established jointly by faculty senate and administrators, 
and which often include student members. Student evaluation of faculty, another example of 
shared governance, is an important aspect of the tenure and promotion process. In addition, 
faculty members provide peer evaluations regularly, and all full-time faculty members are 
directly involved in advising candidates.  

Professional education courses provide candidates with a variety of opportunities to 
develop an understanding of social constructivism and social justice in practice. The following 
are examples of ways candidates experience these commitments in practice: cooperative learning, 
building classroom community, modeling democratic practices, hands-on inquiries in a variety of 
courses (e.g., math methods, science methods, and English methods courses), peer observations, 
reading circles, problem solving and critical thinking exercises (such as the use of inquiry models 
in science education), group and individual projects, designs, presentations, technical 
demonstrations, discovery learning, and play production.  

Service learning is an important component of programs at the university. A number of 
courses engage candidates in service projects for the community, such as after-school and public 
library programs, and the NAEYC Week of the Young Child events. A number of education 
faculty members are advisors for student clubs engaged with service to the university and area-
wide community (Polynesian Culture Club, Industrial Technology Club, Kappa Delta Pi, 
Multicultural Club, the equestrian team, Rodeo Club, Circle K). Furthermore, each teacher 
education candidate must demonstrate competency in the national standards for teachers 
(INTASC). The faculty believes that this combination leads to the empowerment of the future 
educator. 

While not as diverse as in areas such as New York City or Los Angeles, Montana 
Western faculty and candidates include individuals from diverse religious, cultural, and ethnic 
backgrounds. Montana is the fourth largest state in the nation, about 600 miles from east to west 
and 300 miles from north to south. Yet the total population of the state is just under one million, 
or about 6 people per square mile. Within that population are members of many nationalities and 
ethnicities, including twelve Montana American Indian tribes.  

Recognizing the importance of ensuring that all future educators have a deep respect for 
diversity, Montana Western education programs are designed to systematically expose every 
candidate to diverse settings and to children from diverse backgrounds, including K-12 students 
with diverse linguistic backgrounds. For example, all teacher education candidates have at least 
one field experience in a Montana American Indian reservation school. And all teacher education 
candidates have at least one field experience with a school for children with exceptional needs, 
such as the Montana School for the Deaf and Blind. Partnerships with Butte and Dillon public 
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schools, with the small rural schools in Beaverhead County (most of which are K-8 two-teacher 
schools with multi-graded classrooms), with Spring Creek Academy (an alternative high school), 
and with the Yellowstone Boys and Girls Ranch (a residential treatment facility for emotionally 
disturbed youth) also provide candidates with exposure to diverse K-12 students and their 
teachers through field experience visits to these schools. All the partner schools have K-12 
students with exceptional needs.  

All professional education courses address issues of diversity. All candidates in education 
programs complete field experiences in settings that serve individuals of a background culturally 
different from that of the candidate. Two courses required for all teacher education candidates 
have an extensive focus on diversity:  ED 341 Exceptional Learner focuses on students with 
diverse learning needs, including students with disabilities, gifted students, and culturally diverse 
students. ED 425/426 Multicultural/Global Education engages students in meeting individuals 
from diverse backgrounds and visiting schools with diverse student populations. For example, 
candidates typically spend a week on the road visiting an American Indian reservation school and 
a school with a high percentage of students with special needs. These field experiences involve 
personal interaction with children in a culturally diverse setting, thus providing a better 
understanding between and among culturally diverse groups. 

Respect for diversity as practiced at Montana Western includes preparing candidates to 
provide differentiated instruction for K-12 students with diverse exceptionalities, learning styles, 
multiple intelligences and genders. Candidates learn about, and learn to teach about, multiple 
cultures in courses from such areas as literature, social studies, and the arts. The education 
programs require field experiences in a variety of settings, including rural and urban classrooms, 
multi-age classrooms, and classrooms with students from diverse cultural, ethnic, and socio-
economic backgrounds, as well as students with diverse exceptionalities. In addition, literacy 
courses provide candidates skills in assessment and instruction of K-12 students with limited 
English proficiency. 

The education faculty strongly supports the initiative of the Montana Office of Public 
Instruction, Indian Education for All, which focuses the attention of schools in the state on the 
importance of closing the American Indian achievement gap and in developing respect and 
understanding of the cultures and contributions of American Indian tribes. ED 425 meets the state 
of Montana requirements for providing teacher education candidates with instruction related to 
Indian Education. The partnership between the University of Montana Western and Salish-
Kootenai College provided the faculty of both institutions with opportunities to assist in the 
development of American Indian educators as future leaders within the state. 
 The university values diversity among its student population. For example, recruitment 
efforts have been successful in recruiting Polynesian students from Hawaii and various island 
countries. Each year, various faculty members take college students on courses or activities to 
other countries or to other parts of the nation. For example, in January 2006, as part of a 
partnership with Chaohu College in China, a Chinese early childhood education faculty member 
from Montana Western took a group of students to China for a class entitled “Family 
Socialization Across Cultures.” In December 2005, a drama education faculty member took ten 
students to Hawaii to study Polynesian cultures. The students returned to the Montana Western 
campus and developed a play encompassing many Polynesian cultural traditions and stories. In 
December 2006, another drama education faculty member took a group of students and other 
faculty members to England. In spring 2008, a class traveled to Ireland. In 2007, members of the 
university community choir traveled to Austria. An art professor regularly takes a class to 
Mexico. In fall 2008, an honors class will travel to Italy, and in spring 2009, a biology class will 
visit the Galapagos Islands. 

To provide Montana Western candidates, many of whom come from very small towns 
with limited diversity, with a greater exposure to diverse individuals, the university regularly 
hosts guest speakers and performers who visit classes and the community at large. Many of these 
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individuals represent diverse nationalities and ethnicities. Several student clubs, such as the 
Multicultural Club and the Polynesian Culture Club, not only bring diverse individuals to the 
campus but also take diverse groups of Montana Western students away from the university to 
provide a multicultural experience for school children and communities around the state.  
 In their Teacher Education Program portfolio, candidates provide evidence of 
experiences they have had with diversity. Candidate portfolios demonstrate that students do take 
advantage of a wide range of opportunities to gain understanding and appreciation for diverse 
populations. 

The university also values diversity among its faculty. All tenure-track faculty positions 
involve a nationwide search, including advertising through the Chronicle of Higher Education, 
which reaches an international audience. While this process has had only limited success in 
increasing the diversity of the faculty, the Montana University System encourages its faculty to 
be involved in professional development activities that increase faculty knowledge about cultures 
of other nations. Colleges within the system are encouraged to provide opportunities for such 
professional development to its faculty. Faculty members take advantage of opportunities for 
professional development abroad. In addition to opportunities involving Montana Western 
students, several faculty members have participated as instructors for the Semester-at-Sea 
program sponsored by the University of Pittsburg and Shipboard Education. 

The commitment of the faculty both to increasing diversity and providing service to the 
people of Montana has inspired the education faculty to include web-based and face-to-face 
distance education coursework and programs. Without such programs, many individuals within 
the state would have limited or no access to a college education, due to the extremely large 
distances between Montana towns that house colleges. The AAS in Education Studies, designed 
for paraprofessionals, and the Early Childhood Education programs are available on-line 
throughout the state, using WebCT and other web-based supports. In addition, a number of 
courses for the BS degrees in Elementary and Secondary Education, all courses for the Special 
Education K-12 minor, and many courses for the Literacy Education K-12 minor are available 
on-line. These programs allow a more diverse study body than would otherwise be feasible. 

In addition, a combination of face-to-face and on-line professional education courses for 
both elementary and secondary education are offered by Montana Western faculty to candidates 
at the Montana Tech campus in Butte (65 miles north of Dillon). This also increases the diversity 
of the faculty and the student body. 
 

Commitment to Technology 
 

 Technology is utilized by Montana Western education faculty in three distinct contexts: 
as a tool for providing distance education, as a means for developing the capacities of future 
educators to become educational leaders in the use of instructional technologies, and as a means 
for conducting research. All faculty members have office computers on wireless or wired 
networks. The University of Montana Western campus houses the modern Swysgood Technology 
Center, which includes four state-of-the-art computer labs, open for use by college students and 
also used by university faculty to provide instruction. The center also has several fully mediated 
classrooms that have internet connection, screen, projector, CPU, and DVD/VCR player. The 
technology center and library staff is available as needed to provide instruction in the use of 
specific software or hardware to classes. In its role as part of the Rural Education Center, the 
Swysgood Technology Center facilities are available to K-12 teachers and their students from 
around the local area. Several Montana Western classrooms in other buildings are smart-
classrooms, with computer and internet access readily available for the use of instructors. The 
technology center provides smart carts to classrooms lacking those technologies. Wireless 
networks recently became available in several areas on campus and all the dormitories are wired 
for internet access. 
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 Montana Western education programs guide future educators in developing their 
expertise with various forms of computer-based technologies. Technology education as practiced 
in education programs involves more than just learning how to use computers - it includes a wide 
range of instructional support tools, materials, and processes. In professional education courses, 
candidates demonstrate competence in a wide range of computer-based technologies and 
demonstrate their abilities to use those technologies in instructional design and in teaching.  
 The university requires all Montana Western candidates to pass a computer literacy 
assessment, which is typically completed in the freshman year. Competence in the educational 
use of technology is developed through requirements in all education courses and most academic 
courses. Candidates commonly use email, electronic databases, spreadsheets, PowerPoint, and 
web-based components, such as Webquests, in their coursework. Candidates use LiveText to 
submit digital lesson plans, case studies, and other types of reports in their professional education 
classes. LiveText also includes an on-line portfolio system that candidates can opt to use to 
submit their TEP portfolio. Instructors use WebCT to provide course support and supplemental 
materials for both face-to-face and on-line distance delivered courses. Several programs, such as 
the literacy K-12 minor, the special education K-12 minor and the library media K-12 minor, 
provide on-line coursework to enable candidates from all over the state access to these critical 
programs. 
 Candidate skills in using instructional technologies is assessed in the Teacher Education 
Program portfolio (INTASC principle 6), and is also assessed with the evaluation forms used 
during professional education courses and student teaching. 
 Information literacy and technology literacy go hand in hand. Montana Western faculty 
and technology support staff assist candidates to develop not only skills in using software and 
hardware but also in examining the ethical uses of these technologies. Candidates use on-line 
databases to research topics for coursework and instructional design, and they must understand 
ethical and copyright issues related to their use. The Montana University System Library provides 
extensive access to on-line databases. In addition to reinforcement in coursework throughout their 
degree program, the importance of ethics in the use of copyrighted materials is emphasized in 
workshops provided regularly by the Learning Assistance Center. 

Currently, the Montana School Boards Association is considering a model for K-12 
distance education that incorporates web-based instruction. In the past two years, many local 
schools, which for years had very limited access to computer technologies, gained smart 
classrooms and are using computer-technologies much more regularly, providing more field 
experience opportunities for Montana Western candidates to see teachers using these new 
technologies in the classroom. These opportunities reinforce the skills Montana Western’s future 
educators develop during their degree programs by placing them into context in the workplace. 
 

Performance-based Assessment System 
 

 The assessment system for the education department includes evaluation of candidates 
throughout their course work, beginning with general education coursework and continuing 
through the courses for the major and the professional education courses. Both formative 
(evaluation of on-going performance) and summative (evaluation of specific benchmarks and 
outcomes) data are collected from candidates at predetermined benchmarks of the Teacher 
Education Program (TEP Phases I-III).  
 At Montana Western, Elementary and Secondary Education majors take a number of the 
required general education and designated arts and sciences courses before applying for 
admission to the Teacher Education Program (TEP), typically during their sophomore year (end 
of Phase I). Candidates must be fully admitted to the TEP, by successfully completing the Phase I 
portfolio process, before taking their upper division professional education courses (Phase II). 
And they must meet specific additional requirements, including review of the TEP Phase II 
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Portfolio and completion of the appropriate PRAXIS II exams, before being admitted to student 
teaching. Review of the portfolio occurs again at the end of student teaching (Phase III).  
 The Teacher Education Program’s three-phase professional preparation program and 
portfolio assessment system contain content and objectives closely aligned with standards for 
teacher education recommended by Montana’s Office of Public Instruction (OPI), and the 
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE), as well as the Interstate New 
Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC) principles. In addition, each program is 
aligned with national standards specific to that content area. The methods and means of achieving 
those standards are rooted in social constructivist and progressive experiential learning models 
that inform the role of teacher as instructional leader. Cooperative and collaborative classrooms 
with strong experiential components are the norm for the Montana Western Teacher Education 
Programs.  
 The early childhood education programs (certificate, minor, AAS, and BS degrees) are 
designed to prepare early childhood teachers, parent educators, early childhood program 
administrators and early childhood trainers for a variety of settings.  The candidates are assessed 
through a portfolio assessment system, an oral exit interview, and classroom observations that are 
based on the standards of the National Association for the Education for Young Children 
(NAEYC).   
 The AAS in Education Studies is designed to prepare paraprofessionals to assist general 
classroom teachers with extra duties associated with the enrollment of students with special 
needs. The candidates are assessed initially with application and their scores on ACT/SAT tests 
or through placement decisions using a math placement test and a writing rubric. Candidates are 
further assessed during their program with various assignments that lead to demonstration of 
competency in their knowledge and skills as paraprofessionals. At the capstone of the program of 
study, paraprofessionals are placed in classrooms for a field experience/practicum. During the 
practicum capstone course candidates work under the supervision of a certified teacher. 
Candidates prepare a portfolio that incorporates several critical assessment points based on the 
Council for Exceptional Children’s Standards for Paraprofessionals Serving Individuals with 
Exceptional Learning Needs. 
 The performance-based assessment system of the programs of the Montana Western 
Department of Education is captured through the portfolio assessment process. Rubrics are used 
to describe the levels of candidate competency in each of the standards during coursework, field 
experiences, and the capstone experiences. Rubrics provide sound evidence that the candidate is 
progressing satisfactorily and identifies areas that need further development. The assessment 
process provides consistency of expectations for all candidates beginning with entry into the 
education program and culminating in a capstone experience, such as student teaching (for 
teacher education candidates) or the professional practicum (for other programs). 
 

Partnerships in Development of the Conceptual Framework 
 
School Partners and Advisory Boards 
 
 Advisory boards and partner organizations collaborate with the Montana Western 
Department of Education in a variety of ways. The department utilizes several distinct advisory 
groups. A large Advisory Board meets annually and reviews the progress of the department in 
achieving its goals. This group is composed of individuals from a wide array of backgrounds: 
teachers, principals, superintendents, faculty from Salish-Kootenai College, candidates, and 
leaders in the community (including one senator). This group reviews the conceptual framework 
document and candidate assessments and provides feedback on a variety of issues.  

A smaller advisory Task Force, composed of teachers, principals, and superintendents 
from partner schools also meets with the department once a year. This group (whose members 
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overlap to some extent with the larger advisory board) provides feedback on how well candidates 
are performing, and reviews assessments and provides feedback on how to improve assessments.  

Teachers and representatives from the Beaverhead County rural school boards meet with 
representatives from the department each fall to discuss the Rural Friday program, provide 
feedback, and make decisions about which schools will participate in the coming year. Rural 
teachers from Beaverhead County meet formally with faculty twice a year, in addition to their 
weekly work with faculty during implementation of the Rural Friday field experience. Teachers 
from the rural schools observe candidates teaching their children, both when the K-8 students 
come to Montana Western and when candidates visit their schools. The teachers provide feedback 
to the candidates and to the faculty regarding the candidate’s performance and they provide 
feedback on the assessments that are used as observation tools. 
 In addition to more formal meetings, teachers and administrators from partner schools 
meet with representatives of the department frequently, during faculty visits to schools, providing 
feedback on the performance of candidates, and making recommendations regarding assessment 
and instruction of candidates.  
 
University Partners 
 
 Montana Western is a small, intimate campus. All academic departments interact with 
each other frequently. Faculty from the College of Arts and Sciences and from the School of 
Education, Business and Technology regularly participate on teams that evaluate candidates 
applying for admission to the Teacher Education Program at the end of the sophomore year. 
Faculty members from all departments are familiar with the assessment system used by the 
education department and are supportive of the portfolio assessment system. Education faculty 
members serve as liaisons with various academic departments, collaborating with those 
departments in reviewing their curriculum to ensure that the curriculum matches the national and 
state standards for teacher preparation.  

Several education faculty members have joint appointments with academic departments, 
further ensuring collaboration between the education faculty and faculty of other departments. 
Proposals for curricular changes are reviewed by both the appropriate academic department and 
the education department. Faculty serves together on a wide variety of university committees and 
boards, such as faculty senate, curriculum committee, and general education committee. In 
addition, the chairs of all departments meet regularly to discuss issues that cross departments. 
 University partners at Salish-Kootenai College (SKC) have collaborated with Montana 
Western in a variety of ways over a number of years. SKC representatives serve on the Montana 
Western Department of Education advisory board. While the collaborative bachelor’s degree 
program was in place, the elementary education program coordinator at SKC regularly attended 
program coordinators meetings with the Montana Western Department of Education program 
coordinators via telephone conference. In addition, faculty members from both campuses still 
regularly visit each other’s campus. As part of the bachelor’s degree partnership, Montana 
Western faculty visited Salish-Kootenai College numerous times a year, to either teach classes 
there, to bring Montana Western candidates to visit, and to coordinate program activities between 
campuses to ensure that the SKC Indian Education Program was running smoothly and amicably. 
The two institutions collaborated on the selection of faculty to teach Montana Western classes at 
Salish-Kootenai College and to co-train and co-supervise faculty.  
 At Montana Tech, a Montana Western faculty member in residence coordinates the Butte 
partnership. That individual coordinates the program offerings at Montana Tech, advises 
candidates, and serves as the faculty advisor for an Education Club at that campus. Montana Tech 
has provided this individual with an office and telephone and is very supportive of the role of 
Montana Western at that campus.  
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Recent Revisions to the Conceptual Framework 
 

 The education faculty made extensive revisions to the conceptual framework since the 
last NCATE visit in 2002. In response to the NCATE team’s recommendations, the faculty 
elaborated on the philosophy section, providing a much clearer view of the philosophical 
underpinnings of the unit’s vision and mission. Revisions to the philosophy section of the 
document involved many hours of collaboration among faculty members and advisory boards, as 
groups of faculty wrote, reviewed, revised, and rewrote the document. In the process, all 
education faculty and advisory board members have been involved in determining the scope of 
the document. This has resulted in the addition of a focus on the development of educational 
leaders, which led to the establishment of the department’s theme, Teaching Tomorrow’s 
Leaders. The faculty added to the conceptual framework a discussion of the influence of other 
philosophies, to highlight the variety of ideas that informs the work of the department, in addition 
to ideas from social constructivist theory. This process resulted in the recognition of a shared 
commitment to social justice as a natural outgrowth of social constructivism. The faculty has 
come to see the conceptual framework as not just a fixed document, but as an ever-evolving 
document, and the faculty members regularly refer to the philosophical stance of the department 
when planning curricular changes and reviewing assessments. 
 In response to the NCATE team’s visit, the faculty spent many months and many faculty 
meetings and retreats developing and implementing the assessment system. In 2004-05, the 
faculty conducted a thorough review of all assessments and revised all of them, to ensure that 
they clearly were aligned with the conceptual framework. In the process, the faculty and the 
advisory board members reviewed and revised the list of candidate proficiencies considered 
essential for future educators. The department decided to modify the previous list of candidate 
proficiencies by adopting the INTASC standards as the institutional standards. The faculty 
reviewed the entire list of INTASC indicators, determined which indicators were essential to 
assess, and modified the wording of a number of the INTASC indicators to better reflect the 
conceptual framework. Those revised INTASC indicators now comprise the list of candidate 
outcomes or proficiencies – the professional knowledge, skills, and dispositions valued in 
Montana Western’s education graduates. 
 The faculty regularly reviews assessments, modifying them as needed to ensure they 
capture the data considered most important by faculty and school personnel. In 2005-2006, the 
teacher education programs adopted LiveText, an on-line electronic document and portfolio 
software system that enables the unit to aggregate data on assessments used during courses. All 
teacher education candidates are required to submit certain assignments on LiveText. Those 
assignments, the critical assignments, are assessed using rubrics that are used by all faculty 
members who teach the same course. In fall 2007, the faculty voted to consolidate a number of 
critical assignments, so that, for example, teachers of all methods courses (regardless of the 
content area) would use the same critical assessment rubric. The faculty decided to ensure that all 
critical assessments use the same rubric for assessing the writing skills involved in the 
assignment. Thus, the department can now compare writing skills of candidates from Phase I, 
Phase II, and Phase III. LiveText enables the department to automatically summarize the results 
on each of these critical assessments.  

In 2004-05, the faculty reviewed all professional education courses and developed 
common syllabi for each course. In that process, the faculty identified which INTASC, PEPPS, 
and institutional standards and indicators were essential to each course and each program. Syllabi 
indicate which assignments are common to each course, and which assignments must use the 
critical assessment rubrics. Many of the critical assignments become part of the candidates TEP 
Portfolio. The TEP Portfolio as a whole is assessed using a critical assessment rubric. 
 In fall 2006, the department implemented a new Access database to assist in keeping 
track of the progress of candidates and the success of programs. This database will enable the unit 
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to summarize data in meaningful ways in the months and years to come. The database was 
revised in spring 2008.  
 In 2001-2002, the University of Montana Western began to make one of the most 
dramatic curricular modifications in its history. The entire faculty of the university worked 
together extensively to change from a semester-based curriculum to what is known as Experience 
One. Each course is completed in an intensive 18 days, typically 3 hours per day. Candidates take 
only one course at a time. After three years of piloting the program with freshmen, all programs 
on campus adopted the new program model beginning in 2005-06. Montana Western is the first 
public university in the nation to adopt this type of extensive curricular reform. The university 
adopted this model to enable it to fulfill the mission of providing candidates many more 
opportunities for experiential learning.  

The development of Experience One required a complete revision of the curriculum for 
all departments, as almost all courses were converted to 4-credits each. The new model of 
instruction aligns perfectly with the department’s philosophical stance, because the new 
instructional format provides greater opportunities for modeling social constructivist teaching and 
learning. In addition, it provides candidates many more opportunities for field experiences and 
service learning, as they can leave the university campus to visit schools for an entire day or 
several days without interfering with other coursework. The conversion to Experience One is 
direct evidence of the collaborative nature of the faculty at Montana Western, and the desire of 
the institution to provide the best experiential educational opportunities for all candidates.  

As the education department carried out the conversion of programs to Experience One, 
faculty carefully examined the new opportunities for field experiences that candidates would have 
prior to student teaching. Programs were able to add a significant number of hours of field 
experiences. Faculty designed a variety of types of field experiences, so that candidates would be 
exposed to a wider range of experiences. As a result, the faculty believes that candidates have a 
very meaningful experience in schools prior to student teaching.  

While viewing block scheduling as a unique opportunity for putting the department’s 
philosophies into practice, the Montana Western faculty also recognizes the limitations of the 
block-scheduling model for some outreach programs. For most distance education programs, the 
block model does not work, as candidates often are working full-time during the day. Thus, the 
on-line courses for the early childhood education and paraprofessional programs, as well as on-
line courses for the special education and literacy minors remain semester-based to accommodate 
the non-traditional student populations served by Montana Western programs throughout the 
state. Montana Western courses offered at Montana Tech are also semester-based, and typically 
offered in the evenings and week-ends, to accommodate students taking other courses 
simultaneously from Montana Tech. 
 The combination of face-to-face, distance, and on-line programming allows the 
University of Montana Western Department of Education a degree of flexibility in responding to 
the needs of Montana communities. By providing education degrees both to traditional candidates 
who attend the main campus and to non-traditional candidates residing across this, the fourth 
largest state in the nation, Montana Western education programs maintain a strong, positive 
reputation throughout the state and the region. 
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