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Preparing pre-service teachers to become effective future educators has become

increasingly complex in an environment of rapid change, economic uncertainty,

technological advancements, and cultural diversity. Contemporary initial teacher

education is evolving and adapting to the changing organizational environments and

cultures in organizations who partner in equipping pre-service teachers to become

knowledgeable, innovative, and professional in their teaching and skilled in effectively

connecting, interacting, and collaborating in professional communities. Professional

experience placements provide pre-service teachers with the opportunity to participate

in teaching in real-world settings guided by experienced teachers and supported by

university supervisors; however, the diverse approaches to professional experience

adopted by educational organizations, influence pre-service teachers’ experiences, and

outcomes. Cultural and socio-economic factors across different sites also impact on the

outcomes of students’ professional experience due to variations in the organizational

culture and settings. In this paper we explore the evolution of professional experience

from traditional to contemporary, the role of the third space in professional experience,

and the complexities in developing a unified approach in universities and early childhood

sites/schools, organizations that have very different cultures yet are committed to

developing effective teachers. We highlight the advantages of adopting a learning

community model for professional experience in which mentoring is central to success.

A theory-based model of professional experience, 3PEx, based on a learning community

approach and the merging of cultures in professional experience and learning contexts,

is introduced. This model is informed by the literature and results of a recent study

of professional experience in a university reimagining initial teacher education to meet

contemporary standards. The challenges of achieving cultural change in the professional

experience arena are explored, and a range of strategies suggested that can lead to a

deeper understanding of the cultural landscape and the needs of pre-service teachers

in their transition to teaching.

Keywords: mentoring, teacher education, theory and practice, collaboration, third space, professional experience,

professional community, culture
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INTRODUCTION

The evolution of pre-service teacher education and professional
experience over the last two decades is linked with a vast number
of changes in teaching and learning approaches, educational
technologies and innovative learning design, and is influenced by
the development of new educational policy and quality standards
established to meet the expectation of high quality graduates
(Darling-Hammond, 2006; McLoughlin and Nagabhushan,
2014; Adamson and Darling-Hammond, 2015; Le Cornu, 2015).
Teacher education currently takes place in a complex ever-
changing environment that is affected by policy reform, recurrent
organizational restructuring, increased cultural diversity in the
population and growing economic pressures (Stephenson
and Ling, 2014; Fitzgerald and Knipe, 2016). However, recent
changes have also created opportunities for enhancing the
learning experience with technological advancements expanding
communication, interaction, and providing an abundance of
resources and prospects for authentic learning and creativity in
learning and teaching (Andreas, 2015; Adams Becker et al., 2017;
Freeman et al., 2017; EDUCAUSE, 2018). When organizational
environments change, consequently this also brings changes
to both school and university cultures and the professional
communities in which pre-service teachers interact to
develop their capabilities as teachers (Ingvarson et al., 2014;
Masters, 2016).

Professional experience placements are a key aspect of pre-
service teachers’ preparation for teaching while completing
university-based teacher education courses. These authentic
experiences give students opportunities to engage in teaching
in real-world school settings with the guidance and support
of mentor-teachers, peer mentors, and university supervisors.
In the professional experience setting, pre-service teachers first
encounter the differences in how educational organizations,
universities, schools, and prior to school settings, approach
professional experience noting divergences in the organizational
cultures, variations in socio-economic and cultural settings, and
contrasts in the backgrounds of pre-service teachers, school
and university staff, and the learners in the schools (Rowan
et al., 2017). Professional experience is also influenced by a
wide range of factors dictated by organizations, through their
philosophical approaches to professional experience and their
specific settings and cultures, but likewise by the factors that vary
for each pre-service teacher such as their own cultural make-up
defined by their background, past experience, motivations, and
expectations. The combined impact of all of these factors can
influence pre-service teachers’ outcomes and therefore a deeper
understanding of the cultural landscape in the school settings can
provide student teachers with an awareness and adaptability that
will assist them in the transition to the workplace (Reese, 2012).

In a time where university-based teacher educators

are challenged by competing priorities related to research
expectations and teaching workloads, the need to strengthen
the professional experience partnerships in programs can
be challenging. Changing the culture toward contemporary
professional experience and the role of mentoring and peer
mentoring is explored in this paper. Finally, a conceptual

model of the Third Space in Professional Experience (3PEx),
informed by the literature, is provided which illustrates the
complex interplay of factors in professional experience settings.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Models of Professional Experience
The literature on professional experience documents a gradual
evolution from traditional apprenticeship approaches to more
contemporary models of professional experience (Le Cornu
and Ewing, 2008; Le Cornu, 2016a). However, the extent
of change from traditional to contemporary requires both
philosophical and cultural shifts in our institutions and a
common understanding and unified approach for a way forward
appears to be elusive, particularly as much of the professional
experience takes place in what has been described as the
“third space” and the challenges extend beyond university
and schools (Williams, 2014).

The literature refers to a wide range of approaches to
professional experience with different rationales, goals, and
activities (Cohen et al., 2013; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017;
Payne and Zeichner, 2017). Le Cornu and Ewing (2008) have
reviewed the multitude of professional experience approaches
and identified three main orientations to professional experience:
(1) the Traditional Teaching Practice Model, (2) the Reflective
Teaching Practicum Model, and (3) the Learning Community
Professional Experience Model, as described below.

The Traditional Teaching Practice Model
The traditional model, described as a “teaching practice model,”
where the focus is mainly on acquiring technical teaching skills
with students observed by practice supervisors (experienced,
practicing teachers). In this model, theory components are
acquired at university and practice teaching occurs in schools
and supervisors assess pre-service teachers’ progress. Traditional
approaches to professional experience, as described by Zeichner
(1983, p. 5), follow a behavioristic master-apprentice paradigm
where good teachers transmit “cultural knowledge” to novice
pre-service teachers. In the traditional approaches, professional
experience aims to provide a bridge between theory and
practice and pre-service teachers are required to master technical
skills of teaching and develop skills in instruction (Le Cornu
and Ewing, 2008). However, research has shown that the
traditional approaches to professional experience generally
provide insufficient integration of theory and practice and have
been criticized for resulting in a lack of classroom readiness
in early career teachers (Zeichner, 1990; Brady et al., 1998;
Korthagen and Kessels, 1999; Allen, 2009; Grudnoff, 2011; Allen
and Wright, 2014; Craven et al., 2014).

The Reflective Teaching Practicum Model
The reflective model is usually found in the form of the
“teaching practicum,” with a focus on professional decision-
making and providing opportunities for reflection on practice
(Zeichner, 1990, 1992). This approach promotes constructivist
views on learning and teaching and can be described as a
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practice mentoring model where pre-service teachers are guided
by practice supervisor-mentors.

The reflective model moves beyond attaining technical skills
in the master-apprentice model to a more holistic approach to
teaching including the consideration of different social contexts
and the moral and ethical challenges in teaching, with a move
away from the hierarchical supervising power structure present
in traditional model thus giving the students more autonomy and
control of their learning experience (Le Cornu and Ewing, 2008).
In this model pre-service teachers are required to engage in deep
reflection, not only about their teaching and teaching strategies,
but on wider educational issues including consideration of their
own beliefs and practices and the institutional and social context
of learning (Dobbins, 1996a).

The Learning Community Professional

Experience Model
The learning communities model is guided by constructivist
theories and is conceptualized as professional experience where
all parties collaborate to achieve the required outcomes by
engaging in reciprocal working and learning relationships with
pre-service teachers, colleagues and peers, mentor-teachers,
and university teacher educators with the focus on sharing
and collaborating to achieve optimal outcomes for all (White
et al., 2010). The learning communities model, informed by
the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998),
builds on the reflective model extending it from an individual
focus to a shared community focus where pre-service teachers
participate in a collaborative and supportive community of
learners acknowledging the collaborative nature of the teaching
profession (Le Cornu and Ewing, 2008). A shared community
focus would ideally be underpinned by the presence of a
Community of Practice (CoP). Wenger (1998) describes three
key dimensions of CoP which include: (1) mutual engagement,
formed by working together and developing a sense of belonging,
(2) joint enterprise involving a common purpose and shared
community values and visions, and (3) a shared repertoire
through negotiating a shared purpose, goals, and accountability.
According to Johnson et al. (2015) it is important for a
learning community to build a culture of belonging which
promotes a sense of belonging and social connectedness in its
participants. The key to achieving such a sense of community is
through authorities, school leaders, and communities developing
strategies that:

• Practice affirmation;
• Recognize and value diverse perspectives, practices,

and backgrounds;
• Foster trust and goodwill;
• Minimize isolation; and
• Take collective responsibility for teacher well-being and safety

(Johnson et al., 2015, p. 57).

The Learning Community can also include influences beyond
those directly associated with university and teaching such as
the wider community and service organizations (Harfitt, 2018);
however, this was beyond the scope of the study on which the

3PEx model is based and therefore excluded from the model at
this time.

The implementation of a learning community model in
professional experience can vary in structure and practices
according to White et al. (2010) but at the center of this
model is the formation of collaborative “learning partnerships”
with reciprocal working and learning relationships involving
teacher educators, mentor-teachers and other educational site
staff, and establishing peer support and mentoring learning
partnerships with other pre-service teachers. Peer mentoring can
be achieved through the formation of face to face “learning
circles” or social media groups in which pre-service teachers
engage in a professional dialogue and share their learning
experiences. White et al. (2010) suggest that such partnerships
encourage reflection and help in developing resilience with
pre-service teachers becoming more responsible for their
own learning and also for contributing to the learning of
their peers. The learning community model also involves the
strengthening of partnerships at the school-university level
with more collaboration and better working relationships.
The boundaries of a learning community can also vary. For
example, for some higher education institutions (HEIs) the
definition of community extends beyond the university and
school/early childhood site settings with pre-service teachers
engaging in service learning and experiential learning with work
experience or field placements in non-governmental community
organizations designed to broaden pre-service teachers’ horizons
and provide greater awareness in areas such as literacy and
literacy pedagogy (Brayko, 2013; Harfitt, 2018).

The Reflective and Learning Community professional
experience models can be considered the contemporary ideals
in professional experience; however, for many institutions
these are still aspirational models with elements of reflection
and learning communities being implemented in professional
experience settings that are mostly traditional in philosophies
and operational processes. Changes to initial teacher education
and professional experience design cannot be done in isolation
and must be done as a collaborative endeavor involving
the partner institutions and the teaching and support staff
(Grudnoff, 2011). The concept of Professional Development
Schools (PDS), as described by Darling-Hammond (2014),
can serve as an example of an implementation of the learning
community professional experience model as PDSs endeavor to
implement strong models of practice and collaboration sharing
cultural norms and practices to advance both teaching and
educational research.

However, the challenges in adopting new practices in
professional experience are multifaceted involving changes not
only at institutional levels, but also in the culture of the
workplaces and in the learning community, where much is quite
intangible, unformalized, and occurring in the “Third Space” in
teacher education as discussed in the next section.

The “Third Space” in Teacher Education
Traditionally, initial teacher education for pre-service teachers
was assumed to take place in two spaces: the formal teaching
environment at university or college and the professional
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experience placement sites within the school/early childhood
environment. However, a number of educators (Cuenca et al.,
2011; Williams, 2013, 2014; McDonough, 2014) have adopted
Bhabha’s concept of the “third space” (Bhabha, 1990) to describe
and identify a third space in pre-service teacher education,
the space in which pre-service teachers work with professional
experience supervisors, teachers/mentors, and others negotiating
complex multidimensional relationships (e.g., pre-service
teacher and school teacher, pre-service teacher, and professional
experience university supervisor, pre-service teacher, and
students/children in their classes) within institutional learning
environments that may have profoundly different working
cultures and physical environments. According to Sinclair
et al. (2005) pre-service teachers negotiate through “multiple
realities” while on professional experience where they reconcile
the differences between university and school, and theory
and practice and negotiate through their preferred realities of
teaching and what is actually possible in practice.

In effect, a merging of cultures in contemporary professional
experience takes place in this third space where university,
school, and related communities (students, parents, and
wider community) meet and the organizational cultures,
individual, and community cultures overlap. Williams (2014)
highlights the challenges faced by university-based teacher
educators (university supervisors) in the third space between
universities and schools/early childhood sites while supervising
and mentoring pre-service teachers and working with site-based
supervisor/mentoring teachers. In these complex environments
with changing perspectives on learning and teaching one of
the main challenges is the negotiation of problematic and
finely balanced relationships. According to Williams (2014, p.
4) there are three essential dimensions of teacher educator
learning and practice in the third space including: “(a) managing
shifting conceptions of their professional identities as teachers
and teacher educators, (b) identifying changing perspectives
on teaching and learning, and (c) negotiating complex and
sometimes difficult professional relationships.”

To support the theory-based notion of the third space
in professional experience settings, Williams (2014) draws on
the work of Engeström (2004) who, with an activity theory
perspective on learning, describes the horizontal movement
between sites of professional practice with learning taking place at
each site and in the “in between space” where the two sites overlap
and interact resulting in the formation of “hybrid solutions”
based on negotiations taking place in each context and the shared
space (Engeström et al., 1995). The complexity of the required
negotiation in the third space is further highlighted by Korthagen
et al. (2006) who propose that the teacher educator (University
Supervisor) holds three different perspectives simultaneously:
that of the pre-service teacher, the supervisor/mentor teacher,
and the teacher educator. The supervising educator needs to
reconceptualize their own identity to act as a mentor, rather than
an expert who offers solutions, as their role is to guide pre-service
teachers toward finding context specific solutions and developing
their own decision-making skills.

Taylor et al. (2014) also describe the need for continual
negotiation and reflection by teacher educators working in

the dynamic third space environments of pre-service teacher
education where developing collaborative relationships with
teachers is essential to facilitate reciprocal teaching and learning.
Similarly, McDonough (2014) documents the tensions of
working in the third space as a teacher educator and working in a
hybrid role encompassing multiple identities including that of a
teacher, supervisor and mentor. Common elements recognized
in the literature are descriptions of the complexity, messiness
and continually adapting environments and interactions in the
third space of teacher education which require educators to
experiment, take risks, and transform their practice.

The range of cultural challenges awaiting pre-service teachers
in practice are diverse and may depend on the location and
demographics of schools. A recent study by Rowan et al.
(2017, p. 87) identified that early career teachers in Australian
contexts were particularly challenged in practice with their lack of
preparedness to teach and support culturally, linguistically, and
socio-economically diverse learners, students with disabilities,
and students from Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander families.
Hence, the time spent in professional experience must provide
pre-service teachers with a broad range of teaching challenges
and opportunities for reflection and consultation with mentors.
This brings to the forefront the need for a different approach to
professional experience other than the traditional apprenticeship
model with the requirement to be able to be responsive to unique
situations, school cultures, student demographics and cultures,
and be able to access support and advice from a wide range of
experts with a broad range of perspectives.

Integration of Theory and Practice
As one of the main purposes of professional experience
placements is to provide opportunities for effective integration
of theory and practice in real-world teaching settings, insufficient
integration of theory, and practice is recognized as a significant
issue to overcome in professional experience programs (Allen
and Wright, 2014). For example, a study by Grudnoff (2011),
based in a New Zealand educational context, gathered pre-
service teachers’ perceptions of how their professional experience
placement prepared them for the transition from initial teacher
education to full-time teaching. The pre-service teachers reported
a mismatch between theoretical preparation and practice and
demonstrated a degree of “transition shock” (Corcoran, 1981)
when they enter the workplace as an early career teacher.
Although there were aspects of the practicum that helped
their transition to teaching, there were areas they felt where
they were inadequately prepared for the intricacies of the
real-life teaching environment. Adding to the problem, in the
professional experience placements pre-service teachers often
missed out on opportunities to experience the full complexity
of being a teacher, including the scope and demands of the
role at both the school and classroom levels. The outcomes
of the Grudnoff (2011) study highlighted the importance of
professional experience for transitioning pre-service teachers to
classroom teaching and for connecting theory and practice, but
also identified that there still remained a need to bridge a theory-
practice gap and for further development of realistic expectations
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for the profession in terms of workload issues and the differing
workplace cultures (Grudnoff, 2011, p. 232).

An important question relating to the theory practice nexus
is: where do pre-service teachers acquire their theoretical and
practical knowledge? Traditionally, the assumption was that the
theoretical components are acquired at university, whilst the
practical aspects are experienced in the school/early childhood
environment. In initial teacher education of the 21st century such
delineations are no longer true with both elements of theory
and practice being embedded in pre-service teachers’ university
studies and the practical site experience. For example, Whatman
and MacDonald (2017, p. 4) established in the key findings of a
recent NZ Council for Education Research review of high quality
practica that “the knowing and the being, practicing and learning
of a beginning teacher cannot be separated into different sites for
learning but will most profitably come together when learning
is embraced in a range of contexts that cohere.” Whatman and
MacDonald (2017, p. 5) further state that notions of a theory-
practice divide are unhelpful and learning in initial teacher
education should be reconceptualized to integrate learning and
overcome barriers with the help of online learning platforms
and shared portfolios for a shared understanding of purpose and
pre-service teacher assessment.

Mentoring in Professional Experience
Le Cornu and Ewing (2008, p. 1810) encourage a move
toward a learning community model in professional experience
to enable pre-service teachers to work with their peers and
mentor-teachers in more collegial ways and to foster capabilities
in critical reflection. They suggest that fostering a lifelong
engagement in learning communities will encourage pre-
service teachers to actively engage with other professionals
and become responsible for their own ongoing learning and
development. Mentoring in professional experience is highly
valuable especially when coupled with opportunities for pre-
service teachers to critically reflect on their teaching experience
(Le Cornu and Ewing, 2008; Ambrosetti and Dekkers, 2010;
Arshavskaya, 2016) and mentoring and support through a
learning community that extends beyond professional experience
for pre-service teachers through to early career teaching is highly
desirable (Kelly et al., 2014).

The role of mentor can be facilitated by supervising teachers
and the university supervisors, however, Ingvarson et al.
(2014) stress that it essential for success that mentors are
carefully selected and provided with professional development in
mentoring. Ambrosetti and Dekkers (2010) define mentoring in
a pre-service teacher education context as:

“Mentoring is a non-hierarchical, reciprocal relationship
between mentors, and mentees who work toward specific
professional and personal outcomes for the mentee. The
relationship usually follows a developmental pattern within
a specified timeframe and roles are defined, expectations are
outlined and a purpose is (ideally) clearly delineated” (p. 52).

Nevertheless, there can be challenges in achieving the
type of “non-hierarchical” reciprocal relationship described
by Ambrosetti and Dekkers (2010) in professional experience
settings where the mentor is in a supervisory role and responsible

for assessing the pre-service teacher. In professional practice
mentoring by a supervising teacher can be successful and
supportive but in some cases tensions may exist. Hudson and
Hudson, (2018 p. 26) identified three types of tensions present
in pre-service teacher mentoring (1) personal issues, including
incompatibility, and personality differences, (2) pedagogical
issues including lack of pedagogical or content knowledge,
behavior management, or variations in teaching styles and (3)
a range of professional issues such as conflicts around social
media use. A number of mentoring models and standards in
teacher education are now being developed and formalized
in Australia, but largely mentoring processes have not be
standardized across all states (Sempowicz and Hudson, 2012;
State of Victoria Department of Education Training., 2016).
A particular difficulty for pre-service teachers, which may
adversely affect their progress, is in dealing with the presence
of unstated requirements or mentor-teachers’ values that
are in conflict with the professional ideals expected in the
workplace (Buckworth, 2017).

School Culture and Professional
Experience
Johnson et al. (2015) define school culture as the diverse values,
beliefs, norms, assumptions, behaviors, and relationships that
characterize the daily rituals of school/early childhood center
life. The culture of the university and school/early childhood
environments can be quite diverse, including the cultural
perspectives, values, and expectations of their staff (Rowan
et al., 2017). Pre-service teachers may also have a cultural
perspective that contrasts with the cultures of the university
and sites. This is particularly of relevance in the case of
international students for whom the culture of schooling in
Australia is new andmay be quite different to their own schooling
experience (Bahr et al., 2011).

The complexity of this merging of cultures can create a
rich learning environment and a blending of perspectives
promoting creativity and deep learning, but can also result in
misunderstandings and conflict if such diversity in perspectives
is not embraced and supported in the learning community.
According to Groundwater-Smith et al. (2010) schools are
complex interpersonal workplaces with an array of roles and
interactions as such are rarely unproblematic particularly for
the pre-service and beginning teachers. Within the school/early
childhood site community complex group and personal
dynamics are continually underway and to be successful the
pre-service teachers need to develop an understanding of the
culture of the context of their professional experience with
support from the wider learning community.

RESEARCH STUDY: PERCEPTIONS OF
PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE

A study conducted in 2017, at a Faculty of Education in
an Australian University, aimed to capture teacher educators’
perceptions of the importance of professional experience in
initial teacher education. Teacher educators in this study were

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 5 March 2019 | Volume 4 | Article 22

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Broadley et al. Rethinking Professional Experience

university-based, often with an academic workload inclusive
of research outcomes, teaching responsibilities, and community
engagement. Their role had predominantly been to support pre-
service teachers while out on placement, but this had devolved
to occurring mainly when challenges and issues arose, in a
reactive manner.

The context of the study was a Faculty undergoing
significant change related to professional experience due to a
professional experience review and new Australian Institute for
Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) program standard
requirements linked to course accreditation. The professional
experience component of teacher education programs has been
implemented in its traditional form of the “Teaching Practicum”
or “Field Experience” and prior to 2016, had been referred
to in this university as Field Experience. Supervising teachers
in schools manage 100% of assessment in relation to the
achievement of a pre-service teacher while in the classroom.
University based teacher educators were typically only contacted
if pre-service teachers were at risk of failure or were experiencing
other challenges. A review of Field Experience in the Faculty
of Education was conducted by an external expert in 2016
and recommendations were provided. In the report, Le Cornu
(2016b) identified six areas of focus:

1. Addressing the nomenclature (field experience vs.
Professional experience);

2. Key teaching and learning issues to be addressed;
3. Management of professional experience to include specific

roles for optimal functioning;
4. The need for both academic teacher educators and faculty

leadership roles to value the vision;
5. Professional learning to be provided for faculty of education

teacher educators; and
6. Targeted professional learning for all staff supervising pre-

service teachers.

The focus on strengthening partnerships between stakeholders
has been a national focus in Australia, which was raised
explicitly in 2014 through the Teacher Education Ministerial
Advisory Group (Craven et al., 2014). Craven et al. (2014)
identified a number of recommendations for improving
initial teacher education by re-examining the theory
and practice components of initial teacher education,
in particular pedagogical approaches, subject content
knowledge, and professional experience. This led to an
extensive review of initial teacher education, particularly
focusing on the preparedness of pre-service teachers.
Updated accreditation requirements for initial teacher
education programs were released in 2015 in Australia by
the governing body, AITSL, as a result of this review. Within
the program standards, Standard Five relates specifically
to professional experience (The Australian Institute for
Teaching and School Leadership, 2011). Standard Five
requires professional experience programs to be conducted
within formal partnership agreements between educational
providers and schools, requiring these to be relevant to a
classroom environment and include no fewer than 80 days

in undergraduate teacher education programs and 60 days in
graduate-entry programs.

Initial teacher education is a tightly regulated space in
Australia, but amidst all the regulations and requirements it is
important Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) do not lose sight
of the core component of pre-service teacher education which
is professional experience and the opportunities for real-world
engagement, professional learning, and development that this
allows pre-service teachers.

Given the extent and impact of these recommendations and
changes, it was necessary to establish how teacher educators,
in a Faculty that was reimagining initial teacher education to
meet contemporary standards, saw the purpose of professional
experience, and how these views were reflected in practice. The
key research questions for the study were:

1. What are Faculty of Education teacher educators’ views
on the purposes of Professional Experience in Initial
Teacher Education?

2. How do these views impact on the role and work of
professional experience in the Faculty?

The study was guided by a mixed-method research methodology
informed by Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010). The study involved
two phases of data collection, however this paper reports on the
findings of Phase One in line with its explicit focus on cultural
change in professional experience. In Phase One, data were
collected via an anonymous interactive survey which included
a central question in Part 1, based on diamond ranking of 11
purposes of professional experience frommost important to least
important. The diamond ranking strategy is a commonly used
tool in Australian classrooms. Participants were provided with a
series of statements and are instructed to rank each statement
and arrange them in a diamond formation. Teacher educators
must place the statement with the highest priority at the top
of the diamond formation and the least important statement at
the bottom. The second, third and fourth rows of the diamond
consist of statements that are ranked with descending priority,
with each row having two, three and two statements, respectively.
In the second part of the survey, there were four text response
questions to ascertain the reasoning behind the ranking choices
made in Part 1 (Part 1 and Part 2 shown in Appendix 1), as
well as an open-ended question. The survey was completed by
30 teacher educators (n = 30) in the Faculty. Results of the
diamond ranking of the purposes of professional experience in
Part 1 are shown Figure 1.

As shown in Figure 1 the highest-ranking purposes were
A. Practicum aids student teachers to put theory into practice
and H. Practicum enables student teachers to meet real learners
and real situations, both reflecting the Faculty emphasis on
real-world teaching and authentic learning contexts. However,
while the Faculty has been investing in strategic approaches
to reframe the culture of the professional experience, this
data showed that teacher educators ranked items most closely
related to the learning community approach relatively low. The
purpose D: Practicum enables student teachers to become part
of a professional community ranked eight from teacher educator
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FIGURE 1 | Ranked purposes by total numerical value (n = 30).

participants (one being the most important and ten being
the least important). Purpose F: Practicum encourages student
teachers to engage in reflective practice ranked four by teacher
educators. These findings are important given the investment in
program changes and strategic initiatives the Faculty is making
toward the professional community approach for professional
experience. These findings would suggest that as a result of these
views, the success in transitioning to a community model and the
attempted reculturing of professional experience will take time to
change habits and behaviors embedded in a traditional view of
the “teaching practice model.”

As described earlier there are three orientations to
professional experience, a traditional teaching practice
approach (often referred to as an apprenticeship model), a
reflective approach and a learning community model (Le Cornu
and Ewing, 2008). The institution in this study, in light of
contemporary changes and standards related to professional
experience in initial teacher education, recognized that it was
necessary to move away from the traditional model toward the
professional learning communitymodel, which also encompasses
a reflective approach. However, through the implementation,
it became apparent from the participants of the study that
it was not always perceived by teacher educators as being
realized in practice. Survey data from Phase One indicated that
participants viewed aspects of community and philosophy to be
least important factors of engaging in the practicum experience
and reflective practice lower than may be anticipated (Figure 1).
In this case, the more traditional view of teacher education,
where theory occurs at university and the practice occurs in the
classroom is still held.

The importance of reflection was noted in the qualitative data
by one participant, who noted:

I guess the whole idea of being reflective and reflexive is, I think,

very important for professional decision-making. I would argue

that there has to be a certain dimension of reflexivity related to

knowledge context and knowledge, ways of knowing. But I think

that can be done in a community of learners very effectively,

so it becomes more of a dialogic framework for supporting that

reflection and reflexivity. So, it kind of takes reflexivity out of the

intra person or domain and into that group dialogic position.

Another participant then commented on this:

That would be ideal, to have this more of a dialogic approach, I

think, to allow for those things to occur. But in reality, there’s

a power imbalance, I think, between the supervisors and the

students that’s typically an apprenticeship model that actually

they’re exposed to straightaway. It would be lovely ideally to

reverse that . . . I think we’re a long way from that.

From the qualitative data, it became apparent that the traditional
apprenticeship model is current practice and at the forefront
of people’s minds as they discuss professional experience. This
apprenticeship model is perpetuating the theory/practice divide
that is prevalent in the initial teacher education literature, where
it is perceived that theory happens at university and the practice
happens during professional experience at sites and the two are
not explicitly connected:

You don’t have to go into too many schools to find a teacher

who will say this [schools] is where the real stuff happens. It’s

not happening at universities. Then students are getting there and

working with teachers like that, obviously that’s a stereotype and

it’s not true in every case, but it still exists. I think we have to be

careful about what happens in our teacher preparation courses to
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ensure that we’re not continuing that, that we’re trying to bridge

that link between practice and theory andmaking sure that we can

support them in that.

The practicum assessment model used in this institution could
be seen to perpetuate the divide between theory and practice,
university, and schools/early childhood sites. The qualitative data
indicated the complexity of supervising teachers undertaking
the assessment of the pre-service teachers, without input from
the university or a moderator while on professional experience.
This participant acknowledged there needs to be a shared
responsibility of assessment between teacher educators and
supervising teachers:

Also, we have teachers assess the students. We’re teaching the

students up to a point, you go to a school, and all of a sudden,

we’re not assessing them; we hand that over to the teachers. We

haven’t talked to the teacher to say this is what we expect for that

sort of assessment to happen. So, there’s a real gap in between what

happens here and our expectations and school expectations, what

they want to happen and how they would assess students

It becomes apparent when examining staff perceptions of the
purpose of professional experience and how this is enacted
in practice, that teacher educators need to understand the
reasons behind the necessity for change toward the professional
learning community model. The model that is proposed in
this paper, is critical in addressing this understanding and
communicating the purpose for change. The model assists in
understanding the complexity of professional experience in
involving all stakeholders to enhance the quality of pre-service
teacher graduates.

A MODEL OF THE THIRD SPACE (3PEx)

Guided by the literature, and more specifically by the work of
Le Cornu and Ewing (2008) and Williams (2013, 2014), together
with the findings from this study, we propose the following
Learning Community model encompassing the Third Space in
Professional Experience (3PEx) (Figure 2). This model illustrates
the complexity of the factors involved in professional learning
experience and includes cultural aspects and other elements
that impact on pre-service Teachers, university supervisors,
supervising/mentor-teachers, and support staffwhilst negotiating
multidimensional professional relationships. By making the
individual aspects explicit, it is then possible to address and
explore the various facets of professional experience and their
interactions with one another.

Overview of the Model
The 3PEx model (Figure 2), developed with reference to the
work of Williams (2014) and Engeström (2004), illustrates the
horizontal movement between the professional practice sites of
university and schools/early childhood sites with the university
environment shown on the left side, the school/early childhood
environment on the right side of the model and in the “in
between space” in the middle is the Third Space linking the two.

The Learning Community, as referred to in the literature by Le
Cornu and Ewing (2008), is represented in the model by a circle
which spans across all environments and the third space, and
defines the virtual and physical dimension in which the pre-
service teacher interacts and develops as a professional through
complex multidimensional professional relationships. Drawing
on the work ofWhatman andMacDonald (2017) the 3PExmodel
shows the integration of theory and practice as present in all
contexts and learning and teaching theory and practice are listed
in both the university and school/early childhood site aspects of
the model and ideally would be integrated throughout the pre-
service teachers’ learning processes in all contexts. Unlike the
traditional assumptions that theoretical knowledge is acquired in
university settings, the 3PEx model aims to show that theory and
practice is being addressed throughout the pre-service teacher’s
development in all spaces, and particularly in the third space,
whether in the university classroom, the school/early childhood
environment or whilst interacting in the learning community.
This model will assist in articulating the value of the collaborative
institutional partnerships in framing the learning community,
where cultures of each partner must coincide to support pre-
service teachers in their practice.

Learning Community
The Learning Community, shown as a central feature in the 3PEx
model, forms to support the negotiation of interactions in the
third space in an area of overlap, where the pre-service teachers,
university supervisors, mentor-teachers, and support staff all
interact and themerging of university and school/early childhood
environments and cultures occurs. The model shows that the
context of these interactions may be guided by government
regulations, teaching quality standards, and educational policies
(noted at the top of the diagram) and the process is underpinned
by collaborative institutional partnerships (noted below in the
diagram) working toward a common goal of fostering the
development of high-quality teachers.

In the 3PEx model it is expected that engagement and
participation in the learning community would be promoted
and supported by institutional leaders, teachers, mentors and
supervisors. A critical aspect of the 3PEx model is the merging
of the diverse organizational cultures of the university and
schools/early childhood sites with the pre-service teachers’
cultural perspectives, values, and expectations in the learning
community. The relationships in this community are complex
multi-faceted and multi-layered and involve pre-service teachers
and school/early childhood teachers, supervising teachers,
mentor-teachers, school students, administrators, and parents
(Johnson et al., 2015). The 3PEx model is based on a culture
of inclusion and belonging, valuing multiple perspectives, and
assumes that all parties aim to create the best possible learning
environment and achieve good outcomes, while acknowledging
cultural differences and overcoming the challenges of different
organizational cultures.

Different socio-economic settings and the cultural contrasts
between private and public schools produce different learning
community contexts which can change the nature of the
professional experience. Pre-service teachers may find that the
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FIGURE 2 | The Third Space in Professional Experience (3PEx): merging of cultures in a learning community model.

learning communities they encounter in different professional
experience settings can offer vastly different levels of support
which could be augmented by an independent online community
designed to support knowledge-sharing whilst at university and
beyond (Kelly et al., 2014). Early childhood pre-service teachers
also encounter both prior to school and school settings where
routines and expectations can be vastly different. Therefore,
we propose that the learning community also has a virtual
dimension that extends beyond the physical environments and
that such virtual learning and support communities should
ideally be utilized beyond university studies as professional
support communities.

The merging of cultures is not without challenges, particularly
as success can be dependent on interpersonal relationships and
mutual understanding. Pre-service teachers enter the education
community with many preconceptions of teaching and the
teacher’s role and will have to confront these ideas in practice;
and in interactions one or more parties will need to change
or moderate their beliefs and practices (Minor et al., 2002).
Achieving cultural acceptance may involve actively challenging
prior beliefs and assumptions which is suggested as best practice
by Ingvarson et al. (2014), namely by providing “explicit
strategies that help students to (1) confront their own deep-
seated beliefs and assumptions about learning and students,

and (2) learn about the experiences of people different from
themselves” (Ingvarson et al., 2014, p. x).

Curriculum and Hidden Curriculum
In the 3PEx model, we acknowledge the presence of both
the formal curriculum and hidden curriculum in professional
experience settings. Pre-service teachers will be introduced to
the formal curriculum which can vary by disciplines and usually
has an associated culture, for example, the culture of science
teaching. However, the hidden curriculum is the less obvious
element. According to White et al. (2010) when introducing
the notion of learning communities the “hidden curriculum”
of professional experience must not be overlooked. The hidden
curriculum is represented in the interpretations of the content
of messages transmitted both in formal content and in social
contexts and these interpretations can be misaligned in practice
leading to potential confusion for student teachers (Dobbins,
1995; White et al., 2010). This can occur, for example, where
pre-service teachers encounter widespread school practices that
do not reflect the school’s behavior management policies or
guidelines, or where the school philosophy on inclusion and
cultural diversity is not carried through into the classroom
environment. Such dissonance can be present in the teaching
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and assessment practices of groups and individuals that the pre-
service teacher is required to work with, yet rarely confronted
or addressed. The presence of the hidden curriculum in both
teaching and professional experience is an aspect of professional
experience pre-service teachers should be aware of and learn
to identify.

Mentoring, Peer Mentoring, and Reflective
Practice
The mentoring and peer mentoring aspects of professional
experience in the 3PEx learning community model are based on
an assumption that both university and school/early childhood
site staff undertake mentoring roles and pre-service teachers
engage in peer mentoring with a collaborative and inclusive
focus. As suggested by Le Cornu and Ewing (2008), the
collegial approach to working with peers, mentor-teachers, and
university supervisors in learning communities supports pre-
service teachers in becoming self-directed in their learning and
development and capabilities in critical reflection and reflective
practice. Hence peer mentoring also features in the model as
a central aspect of the learning community as it is vital to
encourage pre-service teachers to foster life-long collaborative
mentoring relationships with their colleagues and peers. Peer
mentoring can be provided by other pre-service teachers or
by learning community members, ideally in collaborative and
supportive face to face or online environments with suitable
resources and training (Kelly et al., 2014; Arshavskaya, 2016).

As noted in the literature, the non-hierarchical, and reciprocal
nature of mentoring can be at odds with the traditional
supervisory and assessment focused roles of the university
supervisor and mentor-teachers, therefore in contemporary
professional experience roles should be formally redefined as
mentoring roles and professional development in the skills
of mentoring undertaken (Ambrosetti and Dekkers, 2010).
Thus, the mentor reconceptualises their identity from that of a
supervisor and expert to a mentorship role.

Collaborative Partnerships
According to Zeichner (2010), the disconnect between university
and school-based components of initial teacher education can
be addressed in the third hybrid space, and this should ideally
by supported by strong university and school partnerships
(Allen et al., 2013). In the third space the concept of
“leveling” can take place where individuals can surrender
their professional status and engage and interact as equals
(Zeichner et al., 2015; Payne and Zeichner, 2017).

Consequently, an essential element in implementing
innovation in professional experience are collaborative university
and school/early childhood site partnerships, and strengthening
existing and developing new university-site partnerships is
an ongoing requirement (Allsopp et al., 2006; McLoughlin
and Nagabhushan, 2014). According to Allsopp et al. (2006),
for partnerships to be effective both the sites and universities
must engage in reciprocal working and learning relationships,
be open to new goals and operating structures and be willing
to redefine existing roles. Where partnerships are established
based on common needs and interests between universities

and schools/early childhood centers the result can benefit
not only the pre-service teachers, but provide professional
development opportunities for university and site staff. An
effective partnership arrangement, where there is a mutual
understanding of operational and pedagogical goals, a focus
on situated learning and genuine reciprocity in the third
space can support pre-service teachers in their development
from a university student to a professional (McLoughlin and
Nagabhushan, 2014). The successful partnership achieves this
by providing pre-service teachers with immersive authentic
learning experiences in real-world settings and participation in a
professional community with just in time support. Professional
Development Schools modeling collaborative community-
based approaches have been widely implemented with varying
levels of success in the US (Darling-Hammond, 2014). Other
international examples of effective partnership approaches
show collaborative arrangements that offer mutual benefits
including status through affiliation. For example, in Norway such
partnerships involve “university schools” similar to “university
hospitals” where staff have dual roles working in both the
school and the university, undertaking joint research projects
with shared resourcing (Lund and Eriksen, 2016; Smith, 2016).
An alternative Norwegian approach documented by Smith
(2016) has universities offering 3-year partnerships with mutual
commitments with “partner schools.” These collaborative
arrangements include providing accredited mentor training
for school teachers who will mentor the pre-service teachers
and 2-day seminars for school principals and coordinating
mentors. Both approaches require a longer-term commitment
to achieving shared goals and positive outcomes for all parties
involved. Similarly, Finnish models of university-school
cooperative partnerships center on research-based teacher
education and the integration of theory and methodology
throughout the course with teaching practicum taking place
in affiliated Teacher Training Schools that are governed by the
universities (McLoughlin and Nagabhushan, 2014). The Finnish
approach to teacher education also emphasizes collaborative
community research-based professional learning from initial
teacher education with ongoing academic development
throughout the teacher’s career (Niemi, 2015).

Development of the Pre-service Teacher
Many of the factors present in the professional learning
community in the 3PExmodel concern the ongoing development
of the pre-service teacher, such as their professional identity and
teaching philosophy. The professional experience component
of an initial teacher education course is where pre-service
teachers have an opportunity to engage with real-world teaching
environments and put into practice their professional knowledge
and decision-making in an, ideally, supportive environment.
Individual pre-service teachers bring into the professional
experience arena their prior experience, preconceptions,
motivation, initiative, and adaptability. Throughout their study
and professional experience opportunities pre-service teachers
develop their teaching philosophy which will continue to develop
throughout their teaching careers. While in the professional
experience settings pre-service teachers manage shifting
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conceptions of their professional identities, change perspectives
on teaching and learning and continually participate in complex
professional relationships (Williams, 2014) much of which
occurs in the third space. According to Dobbins (1996b),
fostering pre-service teacher self-efficacy is important in
achieving the educational potential of professional experience
and therefore professional experience should be based on a
belief of affirmation of self for the pre-service teacher instead of
creating self-doubts and therefore professional experience needs
to be based on the notions of empowerment, collaboration, and
reflection. The role of the learning community is to support the
development of personal and professional qualities required by a
pre-service teacher in their professional career.

Changing Perspectives on Learning
and Teaching
Preparing pre-service teachers for a career in teaching requires
the development of lifelong learning skills and the ability to
adapt to changing perspectives on learning and teaching across
the educational landscape and in their specific discipline areas.
Learning and teaching in the 21st century is guaranteed to
continue to evolve and change and the ability to continue to
grow professionally and academically will be a valuable asset for
all future career teachers. Starting their careers with supportive
professional learning community and ongoing interaction and
contribution in such a community will improve their experience
of teaching and allow them to contribute to the development of
the next generation of teachers.

We propose that professional experience in alignment with
new regulations include:

• Awareness of the third space;
• Better theory practice integration;
• Stronger partnerships with schools and communities;
• Awareness of the merging of cultures in each professional

experience setting.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Contemporary models of initial teacher education and
professional experience documented in the literature center
on strong institutional partnerships, extensive collaboration,
and community-based approaches. The research documented in
this paper highlights the difficulties in transitioning from long-
established traditional models of initial teacher education and
professional experience toward the contemporary community-
based approaches. Such changes are influenced by policies and
standards, fundingmodels, institutional approaches and cultures,
traditional teaching and learning approaches, high workloads,
and outdated understandings of the division of theory and
practice. In the professional experience arena of initial teacher
education, a merging of cultures takes place in a third space
which is usually undocumented, fluid and specific to contexts. In
order to meaningfully shift the culture of professional experience
it is important to identify the factors or groups of factors
that are critical to fostering a learning community approach
in professional experience. The purpose of the 3PEx model

introduced in this paper is to map and make explicit the factors
at play in the third space in professional experience in the
learning community, university, and school environments.

Learning community factors identified were:

1. Cultural values, expectations, and perspectives
2. The pre-service teachers’ background and cultures
3. The curriculum and hidden curriculum
4. Reflective practice
5. Mentoring and peer mentoring
6. Collaborative partnerships
7. The discipline area, lesson topics, and teaching strategies
8. Conceptions of professional identity
9. Developing a teaching philosophy
10. Changing perspectives on learning and teaching
11. Theory-practice gaps
12. Motivation and initiative
13. Prior experience, preconceptions, and adaptability
14. Professional decision-making
15. Socio-economic factors

University Factors Identified Were:
1. University culture
2. Lecturers and tutors (academic)
3. University supervisor (academic)
4. Partnership coordinator (admin)
5. Cultural backgrounds
6. Mentoring
7. Learning and teaching theories
8. Assessment
9. Values stated and unstated
10. Standards and policies
11. Physical environment
12. Socio-economic environment
13. Learning technologies
14. Workload demands

School Factors Identified Were:
1. School culture
2. Supervising mentor teacher
3. School students
4. Site coordinator (admin)
5. Cultural backgrounds
6. Mentoring
7. Learning and teaching theories
8. Assessment
9. Values stated and unstated
10. Standards and policies
11. Physical environment
12. Socio-economic environment
13. Learning technologies
14. Workload demands

In addition to these factors, the multidimensional, complex
professional relationships that exist between the key players and
stakeholders are acknowledged.

While the university in this study has invested significant
resources in leadership, innovation, and policy renewal to
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assist with changing culture, it can be seen from the findings
of the research study described in this paper that staff
perceptions still include traditional mindsets that support the
traditional practicum approach. Is the culture shift the greatest
challenge? Is the problem in getting school/early childhood
teachers, supervising lecturers, mentors, and support staff who
have workload and time pressures to be present in these
important conversations and a willingness to accept the joint
responsibility for implementing contemporary models? Another
consideration may be the shortage of Australian schools with
capacity to be innovative professional experience sites. Are
there enough incentives or professional rewards for schools/early
childhood staff to engage in developing pre-service teachers?
This research indicates that it may be difficult to achieve a
culture shift while staff find it problematic to move away from
the traditional practicum apprenticeship-based models. It may
be difficult because in contexts with limited resources we try
to implement innovations while in practice and operationally
through administration traditional approaches continue to
take place.

Do we learn from international models and are we able to
move toward such models in our society increasing the status
of initial teacher education and the institutional commitment
to working partnerships between schools/early childhood sites
and universities? Perhaps some of the solutions can be seen in
the successes in international contexts such as the “university
schools” and “partner schools” in Norway and Finland, referred
to in this paper, where there is a national commitment
toward supporting innovation in teacher education and suitable
resourcing for large scale collaborative endeavors. International
examples from Finland and Norway suggest a closer affiliation
between universities and schools with shared teaching and
research outcomes provides the basis for developing teaching
expertise and a collaborative community approach to achieving
advancements in both curriculum development and research.

We must acknowledge that the community model approach
also needs to be supported by suitable online community
infrastructure and participants, both staff and pre-service
teachers, will require the skills to effectively use any such

systems. Initially this may involve the implementation of
a contemporary community-based model of professional
experience at school/early childhood sites that support the
learning community philosophy and by creating opportunities
for teaching and academic staff who wish to engage in innovative
approaches to professional experience to apply to participate.
Successful working models will provide examples of best practice
which can be replicated at other sites.

Another approach is to achieve change through extensive
professional learning programs with ongoing mentoring and
close monitoring and evaluation of thorough observation and
reflective practice allowing teachers and mentor supervisors to
gradually transition from the long-established practices toward
the collaborative community models.

In conclusion, there is a clear need for successful models of
partnerships, working collaboratively, developing communities,
lifelong learning, and support to prepare high quality teaching
graduates. We envisage that the 3PEx model introduced here
may provide a starting point for further research, wider
discussion, and analysis of the issues in implementing a
learning community model of professional experience in initial
teacher education.
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