The History of LEAPs

In the Spring of 2000, The Provost’s Office and faculty in the Education Department at Valparaiso University were approached and asked to write a proposal to become a partner site with the Alliance for Catholic Education (ACE) program at the University of Notre Dame.  ACE is a Master’s degree-level teacher preparation program that prepares teachers for under-resourced elementary and secondary parochial schools, primarily in southern regions of the United States.  Talented undergraduates from the University of Notre Dame are recruited to enter their program.

Early in the year 2000, ACE received additional Title II monies from the United States Department of Education to develop partnerships with other universities to replicate the main components of the ACE teacher preparation program at universities in other geographical areas of the United States.  Valparaiso University was selected as a partner site, in part, because the ACE program could be replicated to prepare teachers for both Lutheran and Roman Catholic parochial schools. This is because the majority of undergraduates at Valparaiso University, the main population from whom participants in Valparaiso University’s program would be recruited, are comprised of Lutheran and Roman Catholic students.  In the future, it was also anticipated that sites for Valparaiso University students might also include parochial school of other Christian denominations.

The first group of undergraduates admitted to the LEAPs program began course work in the summer of 2001.  This first cohort was placed in Lutheran and Roman Catholic schools in Northern Illinois and Northern Indiana.  New cohort of LEAPs teacher candidates will be added in subsequent years and also placed in under resourced Lutheran and Catholic schools in Illinois, Indiana, and other Midwestern states while they earn initial teaching licensure and Master of Education degrees from Valparaiso University.  As students from other Christian faiths join the LEAPs program, they will be placed in other Christian school settings.

2.0. The Conceptual Framework for Teacher Education

2.1 Mission Statement

The LEAPs teacher preparation program is one of several undergraduate and graduate teacher preparation programs offered in the Department of Education at Valparaiso University.  As such, LEAPs shares the same mission as all other professional education programs in the Department of Education:

In harmony with the University’s and the College of Arts and Science’s mission statements, the Education Department proposed to prepare individuals at the undergraduate and graduate levels for service as professional educators in public and church-related schools in grades K – 12.  We aim to develop reflective problem-solvers and communicators who use critical thinking and inquiring spirits.  Our goal is to prepare professionals who effectively carry out their roles through the application of their professional knowledge, dispositions and performances; implementation of relevant research findings, and making choices consistent with a sense of vocation, professional ethics, and personal responsibility while maintaining respect for human differences, dignity, and equality.  We are committed to further develop knowledge, dispositions, and skills in (1) cultural and global awareness and sensitivities within our teacher candidates and in our community, (2) collaborative partnerships with the community including elementary, middle, and secondary schools, and (3) curriculum integration of subject matter knowledge with information on social forces and concerns that drive education.

Undergraduate and graduate teacher preparation programs also address relevant standards of  (1) the Interstate New Teachers Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC), (2) the Indiana Professional Standards Board (IPSB), and (3) standards of specialty areas relevant to specific disciplines.  These sets of standards can be found in course syllabi and other related course materials.

Additionally, the LEAPs program provides talented people with opportunities to (a) explore teaching as a life-long vocation while serving as apprentice teachers in parochial schools; (b) live in community in order to share with fellow LEAP teachers the challenges and rewards of beginning teaching experiences; and (c) continue to explore and grow in their faith and spirituality within the context of service and the teaching vocation.

2.2 The Three Components of LEAPs

Professional Preparation

LEAPs teachers begin the teacher preparation program by taking summer courses during the first summer in the program.  This includes a teaching practicum in the mornings and course work taken in the afternoons and evenings.

During the regular nine-month school year, LEAPs teachers teach full-time in parochial schools, receive internship credits for teaching, and take additional courses via the Internet.  Placements for the school year are at the elementary, middle, and secondary levels in either Lutheran or Roman Catholic schools, in northern Illinois, Northwest Indiana, and Cleveland, Ohio area.  Most placements are in content areas in which critical shortages of fully licensed teachers exist such as mathematics, chemistry, biology, and foreign languages as well as in various elementary grade levels.

LEAPs teachers return to Valparaiso University the second summer and take additional course work.  They then return to the same parochial school to teach and are also registered for additional internship credits and on-line course work.  After completion of the second year of internship, LEAPs teachers return to Valparaiso University to be awarded M.Ed. degrees.  They also apply for Indiana teaching licenses in their area(s) of specialization.

The M.Ed. program is different from other alternative teacher preparation programs in several ways.  First, LEAPs teachers maintain contact with Valparaiso University Department of Education faculty throughout the entire two-year internship period in parochial schools.  Valparaiso University Department of Education field supervisors will visit each LEAPs teacher four times each semester  to complete two formal evaluations, one at mid-semester and one at the end of the semester.  Department of Education faculty will also maintain email contact with LEAPs teachers on an on going basis.

In each parochial school site, the principal or his/her designee mentors the LEAPs teacher, completes evaluations of the LEAPs teacher’s performance, and generally supports the LEAPs teacher by being available for consultation and assistance.  Each LEAPs teacher is also assigned a mentor teacher.  This is usually another teacher in the same parochial school who becomes a coach and supporter of the LEAPs teacher intern.  If no suitable mentor can be identified in the parochial school one of the LEAPs program staff who has similar teaching licensure will be assigned to mentor that LEAPs teacher.  All mentor teachers help LEAPs teachers refine and further develop teaching competence through additional observations of the LEAPs teacher’s teaching performance and subsequent reflection with the LEAPs teacher on these observations.

Finally LEAPs teachers are expected to support each other through living in community and/or sharing community experiences with other LEAPs teachers.  They support each other through shared reflections on the daily rewards and challenges of becoming teachers.  They share ideas for teaching and classroom management strategies.

Community Life

One reason for the existence of the LEAPs program is to provide more fully qualified parochial school teachers for schools in urban areas of various Midwestern states. A second and equally important reason is to offer LEAPs participants the opportunity to be of service to their churches by becoming teachers who participate in the community life of schools and parishes.  Thus, the main reason

for LEAPs teachers to live under one roof while completing the program is so that they can support each other as they participate in beginning ministry of teaching in parochial schools.

During the two summer sessions, LEAPs teachers live together, in housing provided at Valparaiso University or in housing arranged through the LEAPs program.  LEAPs teachers will share meals and other common times to discuss practicum and other course work assignments.  Separate sleeping and private facilities for female and male LEAPs teachers are provided.

During each of the two internship years, LEAPs teachers live in community in safe and affordable housing arranged by the Lutheran district and/or Catholic diocese in which the LEAPs interns teach.  LEAPs teachers receive a monthly living stipend from their employing school.  The stipend is sufficient to cover living expenses for the community in which the LEAPs teacher resides.  As is the case with summer living arrangements, meals and other common social times are shared by all who live in the community.  Separate sleeping and private facilities are also provided for female and male LEAPs teachers in these settings.  Resource personnel from each denomination will be available in the community to offer support and assist with any challenges that may arise.  Throughout these two years, communities will also be supported by various faculty from Valparaiso University who are available to assist in the development of cohesive communities of LEAPs teachers.  To further assist LEAPs teachers with adjusting to living in supportive communities, they all take an integrative studies course during their first summer of course work at Valparaiso University on how to live in community and develop a mature spirituality based on the individual’s own religious affiliation.

Non-traditional LEAPs teachers (i.e. those who are married, those who were married and have houses and/or children, older candidates who have houses/other responsibilities) will, for the most part, not live in community with traditional LEAPs teachers; however, they will: (a) participate in all local community meetings associated with teaching components of LEAPs; (b) participate in all local community sessions designed for LEAPs participants to support/coach/mentor each other in areas associated with completion of teaching responsibilities; (c) teaching in a school setting where their teaching abilities match the needs of the school, not necessarily the closest school, geographically; and, (d) participate in social and prayer/spirituality sessions with LEAPs teachers who do live together in community.  Scheduling of activities will be done in each LEAPs community so that all participants can agree to this schedule.

Spirituality

The third dimension of the LEAPs program is the spirituality dimension.  The program strives to provide LEAPs teachers with a climate necessary for developing and enriching their spiritual lives through various individual- and group-oriented activities.

In their communities during summers and school years, LEAPs teachers participate in community prayer on a daily and/or weekly basis as determined by the members who make up a particular community.  Each person will be encouraged to take a turn leading these prayers.  Prayer emphasizes that all members of each community strive to follow the model of Christ the Teacher as opposed to focus on any one Christian denominational form of prayer.

LEAPs teachers are also strongly encouraged to grow and develop within their own religious traditions, continuing to build their own spiritual relationship with Christ the Teacher.  Ministers of each denomination represented in each community of LEAPs teachers are available to assist with spiritual growth and development.  Each LEAPs teacher within a community is strongly encouraged to participate in weekly church services offered at churches of their own religious affiliation or preferences.  LEAPs teachers will live in ecumenical communities with the understanding that all members of the community will respect each LEAPs teacher’s religious affiliation.

All LEAPs teachers also participate in several Christian, and otherwise nondenominational, retreats during the two-year program.  Through retreats and development of their own personal and community prayer lives, LEAPs teachers are continually called to reflect upon and deepen their commitment to the ongoing development of their spiritual lives.

