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Lead in Literacy Case Study: Aligning Teacher 
Candidate Preparation and Mentor Support Experiences

THE LEAD IN LITERACY NETWORK
At the beginning of the 2023-24 school year, four Tennessee educator preparation programs (EPPs) and three school 

district partners committed to working together to support strong early literacy educator preparation in Tennessee. 

To ensure an integrated approach to achieving the shared goal of literacy success for all of Tennessee’s students, 

partnerships intentionally include EPP faculty and district staff who support literacy, multilingual learners, and students 

with disabilities.  

Known as the Lead in Literacy network, these partners are working toward a shared set of outcomes:

•	 Collectively constructing a shared vision for literacy instruction

•	 Building candidate knowledge and skills around the research on reading (foundational literacy skills instruction) 

and high-quality instructional materials (HQIM) 

•	 Ensuring best practices from these efforts translate to improved support for diverse learners (students receiving 

special education and multilingual learner supports) 

 

Partners spent the first year focused on constructing a shared vision for literacy instruction through collaborative 

professional learning experiences, including full-day structured site visits in partner elementary schools. Grounded 

in lesson preparation with adopted HQIM, co-observations of literacy classrooms, and debrief conversations around 

educator practice and candidate preparation experiences, these site visits laid the foundation for application of this 

learning in year two of the network. 

In addition to these partnership opportunities, EPP literacy faculty also began focusing on building candidate knowledge 

and skills by piloting foundational skills modules developed by Deans for Impact (DFI) and engaging with their colleagues 

around candidate performance. This gave faculty an opportunity for increased collaboration around literacy content in 

their programs and began conversations around how to continue to improve coursework. 
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To build on the work from year one, two parallel but connected strategies were enacted to further achieve the second 

shared outcome of building candidate knowledge and skills: 

As a result of this effort, all partnerships in the Lead in Literacy network are on track to pilot refined candidate field 

work experiences in early literacy by fall 2025-26, inclusive of collecting data to support continuous improvement. The 

following case study highlights one early pilot of a refined candidate field work experience that is yielding promising early 

results.

See SCORE’s 2024 paper Leading in Literacy: Building Early Literacy Partner Teams for additional details on the Lead in Literacy 

Network.

TN TECH-PCSS APPROACH TO CONNECTING EARLY LITERACY 
COURSEWORK AND FIELDWORK
Through the Lead in Literacy network, Tennessee Technological University (TN Tech) and the Putnam County School 

System (PCSS) have begun to partner more deeply. Together, they are constructing a shared vision for literacy 

instruction and improving candidate knowledge and skills around the science of reading and HQIM. 

In fall 2023, two faculty members from TN Tech, Dr. Amber Spears and Mrs. Lindsey Braisted, began to consider revisions 

to undergraduate literacy methods coursework to ensure elementary preservice teachers were systematically and 

comprehensively learning how to support students in both reading foundational skills and building knowledge through 

texts. In summer 2024, their K-5 literacy coursework was formally reviewed by an external expert, Dr. Stephanie Stollar 

of Mt. Saint Joseph’s University. In response to those results, they began developing an aligned sequence of learning 

between the methods courses and practicum experiences to ensure preservice teacher candidates have strategic 

opportunities to practice knowledge and skills gained in classrooms.

In fall 2024, they designed and launched a pilot and research study for a newly developed structured mentorship and 

training framework called the Spears-Braisted BRIDGE (Building Reflective, Intentional, & Dynamic Guided Experiences) 

Framework. This model is grounded in:

•	 Collaborative planning meetings between preservice teachers, faculty, and mentor teachers 

•	 Structured training phases for preservice teachers and mentor teachers

•	 Co-teaching models

 

The model is further supported by the use of consistent HQIM across partner schools to facilitate aligned candidate 

preparation efforts and a shared vision for high-quality implementation across mentor teachers and literacy faculty.

EPP Faculty Teams EPP/District Partnerships

Complete an in-depth review and revision of 

undergraduate literacy methods coursework to ensure 

preservice teachers have a comprehensive literacy 

preparation experience that is reflective of both the 

Tennessee EPP Literacy Standards and the nationally 

recognized International Dyslexia Association (IDA) 

Standards.

Engage in a series of facilitated learning and planning 

meetings to identify opportunities to improve and align 

candidate field experiences in partner schools.

https://tnscore.org/resources/leading-in-literacy-building-early-literacy-partner-teams
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LAYING THE GROUNDWORK WITH COURSE REVIEWS AND SHARED 
VISIONING
In summer 2024, Spears and Braisted submitted two courses for review: 

•	 READ 3320: A literacy methods course intended for undergraduate preservice teachers covering K-2 early literacy 

foundational skills and reading comprehension in grades K-2

•	 READ 3325: An advanced literacy methods course intended for undergraduate preservice teachers covering read-

ing comprehension and writing in grades three through five (advanced decoding and morphology)

 

The goal of these reviews was to ensure comprehensive coverage of the Tennessee EPP Literacy Standards while also 

looking for coverage of the nationally recognized IDA Standards. 

Stollar used the Course Alignment Planning Tool 3.0 (CAPT) to review the courses.1 This tool allowed her to not only look 

for alignment to the standards but to also catalogue the format in which the standards are addressed. Standards may 

be addressed through reading, an assignment or evaluation, a lecture, or a field experience. Ideally, preservice teachers 

would have multiple opportunities to engage with the standards and in a variety of formats.

As this review was getting underway, faculty and leadership from TN Tech and the district team from PCSS met for their 

first strategy meeting to ensure that changes in EPP literacy coursework translated to strong practice experiences for 

preservice teachers in classrooms. With facilitation support from education nonprofit TNTP, the team met in person for a 

half day to learn more about the coursework being reviewed and to connect it to the vision of strong literacy instruction 

in PCSS. The strategy team included district staff from human resources, new teacher induction, professional learning, 

and elementary supervision, as well as literacy faculty and the department chair of curriculum and instruction from 

TN Tech.

The first conversation focused on identifying the ideal characteristics of a strong K-5 literacy undergraduate from TN 

Tech. The group next discussed potential barriers and opportunities to strengthen preservice practice experiences. As 

a key point of reflection, they discussed varied field experiences preservice teachers were having in PCSS. While some 

practicum students were spending time teaching whole group instruction every time they were in a mentor teacher’s 

classroom, others were grading papers, observing, or working with small groups. 

After analyzing potential root causes, the team left the meeting with three clear problems of practice:

1.	TN Tech’s upcoming changes in practice experiences for preservice teachers need to translate to the classroom 

through stronger communication from the TN Tech and PCSS district leaders to the classroom teachers.

2.	School leaders need to understand “why” and “how” aligned candidate experiences will be achieved in their 

schools. 

3.	Mentor teachers in PCSS need aligned professional learning experiences to build skills and capacity for this work.

 

By the end of the summer, the literacy course reviews were complete, and the literacy faculty began to identify a similar 

problem of practice within the coursework — preservice teachers needed more strategically sequenced field experiences 

and more practice opportunities within those experiences. Additionally, they believed that mentor teachers needed clear-

er guidance on the frequency and timing of when those opportunities should occur. They also began to hypothesize that 

some of the variance in candidate experiences was connected to the need for deeper support for and collaboration with 

mentor educators and aligned expectations with school leadership.

https://tnscore.org/assets/article-images/CAPT-3.0.pdf
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By August, the strategy team was acting on next steps. To increase strong communication and support for school lead-

ers, TN Tech was invited to the PCSS administrator professional learning meeting to share their programmatic changes 

and make connections to the literacy vision and implementation work in Putnam County. Additionally, the TN Tech literacy 

faculty began to draft a reimagined vision for candidate field experiences and mentor support.

DESIGNING A NEW EXPERIENCE FOR PRESERVICE TEACHERS AND 
MENTOR TEACHERS
The strategy team met again in fall 2024 to share feedback on the evolving program design, and to concretely plan for the 

logistics of a spring 2025 pilot with PCSS mentors, preservice teachers, and school leaders. Their conversations stayed 

grounded in the shared vision developed during their first meeting around the ideal characteristics of a TN Tech graduate. 

Working backward from this vision, and considering what they could control, they named a shared goal for the work:

To better prepare new teachers for excellent literacy instruction on day one, we will train and support 
mentor teachers in alignment with the literacy coursework progression and expectations of the assigned 
preservice teachers.

Their program design was guided by three key questions: 

1.	How do we create equitable experiences for preservice teachers throughout their field experiences? 

2.	How do we establish a growth mindset for mentor teachers when it comes to their practicum students? 

3.	How do we support practicum students and mentor teachers through the practice of co-teaching while still estab-

lishing the mentor as the leader in the classroom? 

 

Over the course of the fall, the literacy faculty more deeply fleshed out the proposed BRIDGE model and associated 

research study that the team could leverage during the pilot to support implementation fidelity and measure and improve 

the program over time. The BRIDGE Framework is a structured mentorship and training framework designed to support 

preservice teachers in a K–2 literacy methods course and related field experience, or practicum. Through structured men-

torship, collaborative meetings, and targeted training phases, mentor teachers and preservice teachers are supported to 

apply research-based instructional strategies within a co-teaching model using the adopted HQIM in the buildings.

The Spears-Braisted BRIDGE Framework is organized around four phases. Throughout the phases, mentor teachers are 

provided with aligned resources including articles, rubrics, and guided activities, all delivered asynchronously to accommo-

date the demands of teaching schedules.

•	 Phase 1: Relationship building and expectation setting. Recognizing the importance of a strong foundation, the 

framework prioritizes structured initial meetings to establish rapport, clarify expectations, and provide necessary 

time for all participants to acclimate to the mentorship process.

•	 Phase 2: Modeling and guided engagement. This phase introduces a structured approach to gradual release, where 

mentor teachers model instructional strategies, and preservice teachers engage in guided participation.

•	 Phase 3: Co-teaching. In alignment with the guided release model, preservice teachers collaborated with their 

mentors to deliver instruction, reinforcing pedagogical strategies in a supported, authentic context.

•	 Phase 4: Independent teaching with intentional feedback. In this phase, preservice teachers take on primary teaching 

responsibilities while receiving targeted, actionable feedback focused on one key next step for improvement.

Once the program was designed, the remainder of the fall semester was spent preparing for the launch of the pilot in 

spring 2025. This included finalizing research questions, identifying capacity to support data collection, sharing the vision 

and launch plan with school leaders, identifying a funding source to pay substitute teachers for the first meeting with 

mentor teachers, and coplanning logistics for the launch meeting.
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LAUNCHING THE PILOT
To achieve their shared goal and to learn from the pilot, the strategy team planned the major components for both 

mentor and preservice teachers, which would include a half-day of training, ongoing professional learning and support for 

mentors, and data collection to refine the approach. Prior to the launch of the pilot, preservice teachers engaged in nine 

hours of course session meetings to prepare for the practicum experience with a focus on setting expectations around 

professionalism in the field and introducing them to the adopted literacy HQIM in PCSS.

TN Tech and PCSS Pilot Components for Spring 2025

Mentor Teachers Preservice Teachers

Attend an in-person half-day meeting with preservice 

teachers to build rapport, establish expectations for 

the coaching cycle, and discuss effective instructional 

practices tailored to the specific needs of the 

classroom.

Attend an in-person half-day meeting with mentor 

teachers to build rapport and establish expectations 

for the coaching cycle, and to learn about effective 

instructional practices to implement in their 

classrooms.

Engage in three professional development cycles 

aligned to the phases of the framework, including 

reviews of key resources and meetings with 

administrators and other mentor teachers in pilot 

partner schools to discuss learning just prior to the 

launch of each phase (e.g., just-in-time training to 

support mentor teachers).

Complete course requirements related to the field 

experience.

Participate in pre/post surveys and at least one focus group to provide feedback on the program and its 

effectiveness.

The in-person, half-day training aligned to Phase 1 of the model was hosted at the PCSS central office and focused on the 

following objectives: 

•	 Creating opportunities for connection

•	 Establishing expectations for the literacy experience, including in-classroom practice opportunities

•	 Building a shared understanding of co-teaching principles 

The agenda included time for a breakout session for mentor educators to build a shared vision for the work with TN Tech 

faculty focused on expectations for literacy practice during the semester. During this time, preservice teachers spent 

time with PCSS district leadership to learn about their vision for excellent literacy instruction using HQIM and focused 

on foundational skills and knowledge building. The remainder of the day was spent in shoulder-to-shoulder planning 

between mentor teachers and preservice educators to begin working together on an upcoming foundational skills lesson 

using the district’s adopted HQIM. The full agenda is displayed on the following page.

https://tnscore.org/assets/article-images/Putnam-TTU-Introductory-Meeting-for-Mentors-Candidates_January-2025_v2.pdf
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Introductory Meeting for Candidates & Mentors 
TN Tech and Putnam County School System January 2025 
Session Objectives: 

A. Establish expectations for the practicum in literacy including in-classroom practice opportunities 
B. Create opportunities for connection 
C. Build a shared understanding of co-teaching principles 

Mentors: Bring a charged laptop, Intellectual Prep folder, and Skills Teacher Guide for upcoming Unit(s). 

Time  Topic Presenter/Resources 

7:30 a.m. Breakfast and Coffee  

7:45-8:30 a.m. Welcome and Purpose 
● Introduction to Our Work/Agenda 
● Developing Shared Expectations 

PCSS staff & TN Tech faculty 
 

8:30-9 a.m. Mentor-Candidate Connection Activity  
Video: Creating Positive Practicum Experiences 

TN Tech faculty 

9-9:45 a.m. 
 

Transition to Break-Out Groups 
 
Break-Out Groups: 
➔ Candidates with PCSS:  

PCSS Leadership and the Vision of 
Strong Instruction, an Introduction to 
PCSS HR and Teacher Benefits, Q&A 

➔ Mentors & administrators with TN Tech:  
TN Tech Expectations for Literacy 
Practice Opportunities this semester, 
Overview of the Candidate Coursework 
Progression, IRB, and upcoming module 
content 

Candidate breakout led by 
PCSS staff  
 
PCSS mentor and administrator 
breakout led by TN Tech faculty 
& a PCSS staff member  

9:45-9:55 a.m. Break and Transition back to the Boardroom  

10-10:30 a.m. ● Introduction to CKLA & a Discussion Guide 
for developing instructional knowledge and 
ongoing practice opportunities 

● Complete steps A-B together on the  
Co-Planning Discussion Guide 

PCSS staff  
 
Mentor-Candidate Co-Planning 
Discussion Guide 

10:30-10:45 a.m. Check-out Activity Completed via QR code 

 

 

MEASURING IMPACT AND REFINING THE MODEL
Using a multimethod approach to collect qualitative and quantitative data, participants quickly got to work on observing 

instruction and building an understanding of mentor and preservice teacher perspectives on the new approach. Data col-

lection included classroom observations, meeting recordings from the mentor teacher/school administrator professional 

development cycle meetings, focus groups, surveys, and preservice teacher course assignments. 

While the initial spring pilot is complete, TN Tech faculty are engaged in a more thorough analysis of all collected data 

and have plans to share a comprehensive assessment in fall 2025. However, the existing data analysis provides early 

insights into the mentorship framework’s effectiveness and is informing potential areas for refinement. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UfYkAuvEshU
https://tnscore.org/assets/article-images/Mentor-Candidate-Discussion-Guide.pdf
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TN Tech faculty have shared preliminary insights from this work aligned to the following 
components:

Collaboration and communication

•	 The collaborative space created for preservice teachers, mentors, and administrators allowed them to clarify 

goals and instructional expectations.

•	 Mentor teachers noted stronger professional connections with preservice teachers through structured 

collaboration.

•	 Mentor teachers valued the structured training modules, particularly the clear expectations and practical 

strategies.

•	 Time constraints were a common barrier to fully implementing mentorship strategies.

•	 Preservice teachers felt empowered to ask questions and seek guidance from their mentors.

 

Classroom instruction and co-teaching implementation

•	 Strong instructional alignment was observed between lesson planning discussions and implementation.

•	 Mentors modeled effective instructional strategies in 100% of observed lessons.

•	 Preservice teachers were actively engaged in instructional activities in 64% of observed lessons.

•	 Preservice teachers practiced mentor-modeled strategies in 50% of observed lessons.

•	 The most commonly observed (53% of observed lessons) co-teaching strategy was One Teach, One Support.

PCSS district partners have also shared early insights on this approach aligned to the 
following components: 

Improvements in instruction and mentoring

•	 Principals noticed improvements in the instruction of mentor teachers.

•	 Principals noticed increased skill of mentor teachers in coaching preservice teachers and implementing  

co-teaching strategies. 

Improvements in partnership capacity

•	 District staff shared that this pilot has facilitated dramatic improvements in the flow of information.

•	 District staff noted an improvement in the quality of their partnership.
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NEXT STEPS
Spring 2025 was the inaugural pilot of the Spears-Braisted BRDIGE Framework. Spears and Braisted are working to 

refine the model based on the data and feedback they have received. They are also brainstorming potential next-level 

learning for mentor educators who have been through one semester of support. This is to ensure the phases and profes-

sional development cycles are not repetitive but instead continue to build their skills to support preservice teachers in 

literacy classrooms. Finally, Spears and Braisted have been awarded a $20,000 Faculty Research Grant through TN Tech 

to continue to refine the program and are eager to continue sharing about the final model and results with the field.

The TN Tech and PCSS partnership is excited to leverage their learnings from this year to continue to improve mentor and 

preservice teacher experiences throughout the 2025-26 school year. As their work continues and as additional promising 

practices emerge from the Lead in Literacy Network, SCORE will support their efforts to share their work more broadly 

as Tennessee continues to prioritize excellent literacy preparation and instruction.   

Questions about the Lead in Literacy Network? Contact us at info@tnscore.org. Questions about the Spears-Braisted BRIDGE 

Framework or ongoing research efforts outlined in this case study? Contact Dr. Amber Spears at aspears@tntech.edu or Mrs. 

Lindsey Braisted at lbraisted@tntech.edu.

Spears and Braisted have also been accepted to publish their BRIDGE Framework in an international journal: Braisted, L. & 

Spears, A. (2025). The BRIDGE framework: A structured approach to mentorship in teacher preparation. Literacy Information 

and Computer Education Journal, 16(1). ISSN: 20402589.
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