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Chapter 2: Student teachers’ preconceptions, expectations and needs
2.1 Introduction
“When beginning teachers embark on training, they are no more empty vessels than are children as they enter classrooms. It is now widely accepted that the personal knowledge and beliefs they bring with them are both complex and influential” (Hagger and McIntyre, 2006: 42).

For some time research has suggested that, like all learners, student teachers view and interpret new information and experiences through their existing network of concepts, experience and beliefs (e.g. Fosnot, 1996; Richardson, 1997). 
Feiman-Nemser et al. (1987), in the United States, and Wubbels (1992) and Korthagen et al. (2001), in the Netherlands, have shown that trainees’ preconceptions about teaching and student learning can impact on their experience of ITP and their early professional development. 
It is important to recognise however, that the task of modifying the beliefs and prior conceptions of learners in general and student teachers in particular is an extremely difficult undertaking due to their entrenched nature (Zeichner and Liston, 1987; Duit, 1996).
2.3 Student teachers’ preconceptions and expectations of teaching and ITP

A number of English studies have explored in some detail the expectations that trainees may ‘bring’ to their ITP. Pendry (1997) found that some student teachers come to their training with pre-existing ideas about pupils as learners, about ways of learning and the complexities of classrooms. 
Research suggests that many trainees (especially those without friends or family in the profession) may have based their conceptions of teaching and learning on their own experiences as ‘consumers’ of education, either as pupils themselves or, for some older trainees, as parents of school-age children. Indeed, Lortie (1975) suggested that young people’s long ‘apprenticeship of observation’ during their schooling may have a greater influence on them than their subsequent formal preparation to be professional teachers.

In a small scale study, Younger et al. (2004) comment that while their interviewees had some understanding of models of classroom practice, their grasp of its essential characteristics was relatively unsophisticated at this early stage of their ITP. These student teachers expected their university-based learning to focus on subject knowledge (around half of them were concerned about their own deficiencies in this respect); they were often less certain of the value of ‘theory’. Almost all placed great value on learning from observation, but many were uncertain as to how exactly they would make use of what they had observed in their own practice. Members of the group expressed general enthusiasm for ‘learning through teaching’, but some expected to learn directly from engaging in the activity itself, while others thought their learning would result rather from the subsequent analysis of their successes and failures, and / or the supportive ‘feedback’ of experienced teachers.

Younger et al. (2004) conclude that the trainees studied were unable to understand the interrelation between the various components of their course, or to translate knowledge of their own skills and strengths (at this stage still related more to individual characteristics than to teaching skills) into personal strategies for good classroom practice. These authors argue that more priority should be given during ITP to helping trainees to understand both what they need to learn in order to become effective teachers, and how that learning process will take place.

Drawing on their work with primary phase trainees, Edwards and Ogden (1998) found that many trainees come into schools with ready-made identity projects they want to enact, being essentially concerned with presenting an appearance of competent performance to pupils, mentors and tutors. 

2.4 Student teachers’ individual identities

Younger et al. (2004) stress the need for teacher educators to help trainees understand and cope with the complexities of teaching, while at the same time forging a professional identity built on their own personal experiences and skills. Hawkey (1995) argues that courses which focus predominantly on teaching programmes, core tasks and activities prescribed for all, may pay insufficient attention to the range of individual prior experience and different learning styles. She argues that reflective practice is more likely to be promoted by approaches that acknowledge the individual’s social or emotional context, and so offer opportunities to integrate public with personal knowledge. As Vallance (1997) points out, there is no single personality type that characterises a teacher: different students may learn differently and relate best to different types of learning stimuli. 

Chapter 3: Student teachers’ experiences of Initial Teacher Preparation

3.4 Student teachers’ accounts of ‘theory’ versus ‘practice’

Much of the literature discussing student teachers’ accounts of their experiences during ITP has focused on their differential evaluations of various components within their training programmes. Studies conducted before the statutory requirement for partnership working between HEIs and schools was introduced, tended to suggest that trainees placed high value on the practical and school-based components of their programmes while holding negative attitudes towards higher education-based components, particularly the study of the academic ‘foundation disciplines’ of history, psychology and sociology of education (e.g. Williams, 1963; Taylor, 1969; Lomax, 1973; HMI, 1979). This dichotomy of views is not limited to teacher preparation in the UK: in Switzerland for example Hascher et al. (2004) found that many of the student teachers they studied differentiated between theory (considered as ‘useless knowledge’) and the learning experiences of their practicum, to an extent that could be summed up by the title of their article, ‘Forget about theory, practice is all’.

Smagorinsky et al. (2003) offer an extensive exploration of the relationship between theory and practice by proposing a construct based on Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of concepts, which distinguishes between spontaneous concepts, learned through cultural practice and tied to specific contexts, and scientific (or, in an alternative translation, academic) concepts, learned through formal instruction, grounded in general principles and readily applicable to new situations. According to this distinction, instruction in scientific concepts is sterile unless the abstract knowledge taught is confirmed and given life by direct experience, through empirical demonstration, observation or activity. It is the interplay between formal knowledge and knowledge gained through activity that enables people to consider issues beyond their direct experience.

This construct of concepts given life by experience suggests a scenario in which exposure to theory is followed by some personal experience of the theory in action. However, the possibility of an alternative sequence is implicit in a question posed in the course of Hutchings et al.’s (2006) evaluation of the Teach First scheme: “at what point in teacher training and professional development are trainees and teachers most receptive to theoretical insights about, for example, the nature of teaching and learning? How could teacher training courses best enable such ideas to have a maximum impact?” (p.87). This question arises naturally from Hutchings et al.’s own findings that “while in the early stages, the trainees see little value in ‘theory’ … at a later stage when they have had substantial experience, many of them begin to look for and appreciate theoretical insights” (p.30). One element contributing to this greater appetite for theory is the fading, to some extent at least, of a very natural focus on the need to ‘survive’ in the classroom; another is the accumulation of direct personal experience on which to reflect, and a corresponding need for some external input into this reflection.

It has been suggested (Goodlad, 1990; Smagorinsky et al., 2003) that student teachers’ failure to see the relevance of theory is due in part to the ‘fragmentation’ resulting from the conflicting perspectives inherent in most teacher education programmes. 

It is also possible that trainees’ continuing perceptions of a dichotomy between theory and practice may be unconsciously reinforced by the teachers tasked with their support. In a study of four postgraduate training programmes, Evans and Abbott (1997) found that many mentors perceived ‘theory’ in terms of professional studies and subject / methods studies, as distinct from classroom-based practice, and appeared to lack the confidence to incorporate such elements into their work with trainees. As Hascher et al. (2004) point out, reflective teaching also needs to be learned, and it is the mentor’s duty to support this, as it is to promote attitudes that foster lifelong learning:
“As long as mentors and student teachers focus exclusively on experience, essential learning aspects are lost during practicum and the gap between theory and practice persists or even deepens” (p.13).

Hagger and McIntyre (2006) strongly advocate that the core of beginning teachers’ professional learning should be located in schools (though closely integrated with a supporting HEI curriculum), arguing that “learning that is primarily work-based has an enormous … advantage in that it need not incorporate problematic distinctions between theory and practice” (p.46). However, findings from the initial studies of these authors’ action research project on structured observation established that “experienced teachers take for granted the expertise and thinking embedded in their day-to-day teaching, do not easily … recognise its complexity and importance, and often find it difficult to unpick in any detail” (p.86). Nevertheless, Hagger and McIntyre suggest that the true potential of the schoolbased element in ITP will not be realised until student teachers are enabled to gain access to the craft-based knowledge of experienced teachers, the “knowledge in use” (p.35) that is “largely tacit and embedded in practice” (p.37), and thus only to be understood “in a way that takes account of the particularity of practice” (p.33). This recalls Tomlinson’s (1999a) comment that:
“Teaching is purposeful and therefore, to be useful, exemplification of teaching probably also needs to give access not only to the external events of classroom process and strategy, including the formative and summative evaluation of pupil learning, but also to the teacher’s internal perspective, including their conscious thoughts, decisions and reflections in the course of action, situated within the context of their longer-term planning, evaluation / assessment and reflective analysis” (p.541).

In both cases, what is important is that trainees are enabled to experience through observation not just the modelling of behaviour, but the workings in real time of theory-in practice; and that, to be fully effective, this process should be supported by a clearly defined focus and subsequent follow-up (Hagger and McIntyre, 2006), or intensified through frequent and regular repetition and some form of interactive support (Tomlinson, 1999a).

3.5 The role of reflection in initial teacher preparation

Reflecting on some of the tensions between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ discussed in the previous section, Totterdell and Lambert (1998) urged the need for a reconceptualisation of ITP programmes that takes a more organic approach to the integration of theory and practice. The authors argue that theory should be conceived less as informing or driving practice, and more as a way of educating practitioners who are attempting to study and manage their own practice. 
However, as LaBoskey (1993) concluded, “the meaning of reflection [is] not consistent among the theoreticians, researchers, or teacher educators who employed the term” (p.23). Her own initial attempt to construct a conceptual framework on the basis of an extensive literature review leads her to conclude that at the beginning of their ITP, students occupy a range of locations along “a continuum that extends from ‘Common-sense thinkers’ at one end to finished ‘Pedagogical thinkers’ at the other” (p.24). LaBoskey suggests that “perhaps only those who begin closer to the pedagogical end of the continuum” (whom she identifies by the term ‘Alert Novices’), can benefit from a reflective education program’ (p.24), though ‘Common-sense Thinkers’, when provided with very powerful reflective experiences that directly challenge misconceptions, may develop the capacity for pedagogical thinking” (p.25). An empirical application of this framework to student teachers enabled her to further refine her projected categorisation:
“The two groups could also be differentiated by the nature of the questions they asked: Alert Novices tended to ask ‘why?’ questions – ‘Why am I doing what I am doing?’ whereas the Common-sense Thinkers tended to ask ‘how to’ or ‘what works’ questions. In addition, results seemed to indicate that half of the Common-sense Thinkers were unreflective because of a cognitive inability and the other half because of an emotional interference. Thus, both ability and aptitude appear to be necessary for reflective thinking” (p.30).

LaBoskey finds that her study lends support to the view expressed by Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985) that the “reflective process is a complex one in which both feelings and cognition are closely related and interactive” (p.11). She suggests that without the internal motivation to reflect, ‘Common-sense Thinkers’ may need to rely on the external stimulus of a specific assignment if they are to engage in reflection at all, but will also need help in developing internal spurs to reflection such as learning to ask ‘why’ questions: “An implication of this research is that structural aids to reflection matter” (p.33).

The work of Totterdell and Lambert (1998) also extends the concept of the reflective practitioner, this time by emphasising the importance to beginning teachers of reflecting both individually and within a communal context. Course features could include profile tasks; pair work to plan, implement and evaluate a context-sensitive curriculum package; and tutor- or mentor-guided frameworks for reflection. An advantage of the communal element in this process is its power to widen the available frame of reference. As Hagger et al. (2008) point out, “[t]here are limits. to what beginning teachers with little accumulation of practice can learn from simply looking back on what they have done”. As a result, their future ability to learn “in new and diverse contexts” will be hampered unless they have also “learned how to go on learning” (p.174). 

Interestingly, Lunenberg and Willemse (2006) found that their work with teacher educators on forms of self-study research encouraged participants to become more self-aware, because (in their words) “it gave us a chance to reflect in the same way we always encourage our students to do” (p.88). As a result, as one participant explained, some became “more conscious about the differences between my frame of reference and those of my students” (p.88). 
3.6 Student teachers’ concerns

Kagan (1992) reviewed 40 research studies on professional growth among trainees and newly qualified teachers, and found that, in general, most trainees appear to be intensely concerned with the image of self-as-teacher at the outset of their training, but that, as their most urgent self-related concerns are resolved, their attention tends to shift towards concerns about situation and task, and the impact of their teaching on students (see also Nias, 1989; Burn et al., 2000; Conway and Clark, 2003).

Capel (2001) surveyed trainees at different stages of a secondary PGCE programme and found that at the beginning of their programme, they were most concerned with ‘maintaining the appropriate degree of class control’ whilst, over time, there was a rise in the incidence and importance of other concerns, such as ‘meeting the needs of different kinds of students’. However, throughout their training, ‘getting a favourable evaluation of my teaching’ and ‘doing well when a supervisor is present’ were all ranked amongst trainees’ top six concerns. Capel concludes that students do not pass through a sequence of concerns as previous research (e.g. by Fuller) has proposed, but only become concerned about the actual process of their teaching and its impact once they have addressed concerns about their ‘self-survival’ in the classroom. 

3.7 Student teachers’ experiences of school-based mentoring
Research has found that the school-based mentor or teacher tutor is one of the most powerful sources of influence on student teachers undergoing pre-service training (e.g. Su, 1992). Nettle (1998) identified evidence of an association between changes in trainees’ beliefs and the beliefs held by their supervising teachers, whilst Hobson (2002) found that trainees perceive school-based mentoring to be a, if not the, key element of the ITP experience. 
The ideal mentor, for Feiman-Nemser, is the ‘cothinker’, who scaffolds the mentee into self-awareness and deeper levels of thinking. For many student teachers, the perceived value of their school experience is affected by the degree to which they feel able to act independently, as teachers, in the classroom. McNally et al. (1997) found that trainees felt a need to be in charge, and suggested that they found it difficult to take control of a class in the presence of a teacher, and hard to accept a situation in which the transfer of control from the supervising teacher is partial, such as where the teacher stays in the room. The worst kind of experience, from the trainees’ point of view, was when the teacher actively intervened during the lesson. Trainees preferred teachers to allow them a period of solo teaching to settle in before being observed, were concerned about being over-observed, and indicated that they preferred more informal modes of observation such as ‘dropping in’ (even unannounced) rather than formal observation (especially where the latter involved note taking).

Hobson (2002) notes that the quality of mentoring they experienced appeared to be variable, and some mentors did not appear to provide ‘safe’ and supportive environments within which the trainees they were mentoring could learn. Reflecting on these findings, Hobson and Malderez (2002) make a case for:

• 
more effective selection of teachers who are potentially good mentors
• 
providing teacher-mentors with more time to work with student teachers and to prepare for such work
• 
providing training, or more effective training, for teachers who are or who wish to become mentors
• 
careful matching of mentors and student teachers to avoid potential clashes of personality or approach.
Evans and Abbott (1997), in another study of four postgraduate training programmes in England, found that one of the difficulties with mentoring in ITP was that mentors often took a role which resembled a traditional supervisory role (cf. Hargreaves, 1994). This, together with evidence from elsewhere of a lack of reflectiveness on the part of some teachers (Desforges, 1995; Klaassen, 2002; Korthagen, 2004), has important implications for the issue, highlighted in Section 3.4 above, that trainees sometimes fail to appreciate the connections and interrelations between ‘theoretical’ knowledge and practical teaching. Evans and Abbott (1997) contend that school-based mentors need to go beyond their traditional role as mere supervisors and engage more fully in the professional development of their trainees, while HEIs need to provide mentors with support, and direct them towards appropriate research that will underpin their mentoring activities. 

Maynard and Furlong ‘the reflective model’, mentors themselves pass through a series of stages as their trainees develop the techniques and habit of reflection. Beginning in the role of guide, they later become instructors and finally “establish themselves as co-inquirers, with the aim of promoting critical reflection on teaching” (Maynard and Furlong, 1993: 82; cited in Vozzo et al., 2004). Similarly, Feiman-Nemser (2001) classifies mentors first as ‘local guides’, then as ‘educational companions’, and finally as ‘agents of change’ (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; cited in Vozzo et al., 2004: 336) whose role is to promote reflective practice and challenge preexisting images of teaching. However, as Vozzo et al. (2004) comment, “progressing to this last stage can be problematic, as it requires a lessening of control” (p.336); indeed, Feiman- Nemser (2001) found that few mentors saw their function as actively to promote reflective practice. Rather than this sequential model, Vozzo et al. prefer the analogy put forward by Fairbanks et al. (2000) that mentoring is like a dance, with the mentor leading and the student following, or Orland’s (2001) image of mentoring as being “like reading a text interactively” (p.79). Vozzo et al. (2004) go on to discuss the alternative concept of a ‘web’ of mentoring, as described in some of the literature, which is based on the premise that more than one individual is needed in order to fulfil adequately the different stages and mentoring roles discussed above.

There is some evidence that the performance of the assessment role can impede the effective performance of the others, and in doing so may impede the development of the student teacher’s learning, the very object of the assessment. However, the research on this point, and also as it applies to the induction of NQTs, is not conclusive (see, for example, Foster, 1999; Heilbronn et al., 2002; Martin and Rippon, 2003; Yusko and Feiman-Nemser, 2008).

Hascher et al. (2004) argue that the quality of student-mentor relationships is crucially important because student learning is in part dependent on “the socio-emotional climate during practicum, which is mainly influenced by the mentors” (p.634). 
3.8 The role and impact of trainees’ emotions in ITP

Hayes (2003) identified a mix of anticipatory emotions combining eagerness, excitement and ‘stage fright’. Of all the student teachers who reported such fears, none made specific reference to any help or reassurance gained through talking to their tutors; indeed, their accounts suggest that tutors were unaware of the extent to which some of their trainees were in need of support.

A particular source of emotional conflict during both school placements and the induction phase occurs where the pedagogic approach and priorities of the placement class teacher, or the culture of the school itself, are at odds with those instilled at other stages of the ITP programme (Schluk and Segal, 2002; cited in Loughran and Russell (Eds.), 2002; Hayes, 2003; Smagorinsky et al., 2003). More common in schools is a form of ‘strategic compliance’ (Bathmaker and Avis, 2005: 59), in which trainees defer to the class teacher’s approach but without in any way giving it their intellectual assent. 
McNally et al. (1994) argue that initial teacher education (ITE) needs to take more account of the dominant emotional needs of student teachers, while Hayes (2003) calls for far more attention to be paid to their emotional welfare, especially during their preparation for school placement, a time when they have little control over the unknown professional and social contexts that they are entering. As Haritos (2004) observes:
“Teacher candidates, who are guided by naïve, idealistic, and unrealistic teaching beliefs, resistant to change, have been found to feel overwhelmed, shocked and disillusioned by the realities of the classroom” (p.15).

Conversely, novice teachers will be far better equipped to experience “easy beginnings” (Huberman 1989: 42) if they leave their ITP programme equipped with “a clear and well developed set of expectations about the day-to-day realities of teaching and schools, student behaviour, and the time demands [they] would face” (Hebert and Worthy, 2001: 903). 

Hayes (2003) urges that trainees should be helped to identify and deal with specific areas of concern (including any resulting from previous placements) in such a way that this becomes a constructive part of their experience, part of the “necessary groundwork” (p.168) that prepares them for the stresses of teaching itself. This is the kind of ‘realistic approach’ recommended by Korthagen (2002), one that is grounded in concrete problems and trainees’ own experiences and concerns, and seeks to address the affective as well as cognitive aspects of the student teacher’s learning process: an approach in which attention must be paid to less rational forms of information processing, to the influence of role models, and to the function of reflection. 

3.9 The importance of relationships during ITP

As McNally et al. (1997) comment,
“The paradoxical nature of the [teaching] experience is perhaps best appreciated as a dynamic kind of equilibrium, controlled unequally by the individual student and others, the balance shifting between solitary reflection and practice, and a strongly felt need for the support of others” (p.497).

3.10 Conclusions

Hawkey (1995) argues that reflective practice is more likely to be promoted by approaches that acknowledge the individual’s social or emotional context, whilst Korthagen (2002) urges teacher educators to address the affective as well as cognitive aspects of the learning process through an approach grounded in concrete problems and trainees’ own experiences and concerns. As adjuncts to such an approach trainees will need to be exposed to contexts and methodologies that support individual reflection, but they will also need support in acquiring appropriate language in which to discuss their experiences (Totterdell and Lambert, 1998). Finally, and most importantly, trainees will need to develop interpersonal skills, for these will enable them to assert their rights to the reasonable satisfaction of their individual needs. Such skills should also prepare them to interact successfully with their peers, with teacher colleagues and mentors in their placement schools (Hardy, 1999; Martin and Rippon, 2003), and subsequently with professional colleagues and parents (Davies and Ferguson, 1997). Thus equipped, they will be better placed to move forward into their first year as qualified teachers.

