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This paper discusses the preservice teacher education practicum experience from the perspective of preservice teachers
at a regional Australian university. It locates the practicum in the broader context of work integrated learning and
associated principles of good practice. The paper argues that there are some perceived disconnections between the infield and on–campus components of the teacher education program as well as an endorsement of some aspects of the
practicum experience in closing the theory-practice gap. Our research adds to international debate about the balance
between theory and practice and contributes a much needed student perspective on these issues. The paper concludes
with suggestions on ways to improve the quality of the practicum experience. (Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative
Education, 2007, 8(1), 23-36).
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One of the major and long standing challenges of preservice teacher education programs has
been to strike a balance between the theory and practice of the profession. According to
Levine (cited in Hartocollis, 2005, p. 2) a widely-held concern is that “one of the biggest
dangers we face is preparing teachers who know theory and know nothing about practice.”
Others suggest that separating theory from practice creates a false dichotomy and that
teaching is a profession in which theory is embedded in and inseparable from practice
(Schön, 2003). A study of teacher practicums in Australia, New Zealand, and the United
Kingdom (Grainger & Taylor, 2004, p. 163) points to the value of the practicum but also
highlights tensions between a techno-rational view of teaching and teacher training and the
view that teaching is about “crafting individual solutions in response to the indeterminate
and infinitely variable problems of practice.”
This paper examines the role of the practicum in helping preservice teachers connect in-field
and on-campus components of their teacher education program and reports on efforts at one
university to respond to concerns expressed in the literature about significant inadequacies in
teacher education programs in enabling students to turn the knowledge of their preservice
training into action in the workplace (Bates, 2002; Ethell, 1997; Kalantzis, Cope, & Harvey,
2003; Levine, 2006; Louden et al., 2005; Marshall, 1999; Nelson, 2005; Smith, 2000; Sumara &
Luce-Kapler, 1996; Tasmanian Educational Leaders Institute, 2002).
This study adds to international debate in a number of ways. First, it examines the practicum
in a framework of principles of effective work integrated learning. Second, it contributes to
debate about the balance between theory and practice and in particular the place of the
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practicum in assisting preservice teachers to close a perceived gap between theory and
practice. Third, the study gives voice to preservice teachers and responds to the criticism that
“ironically, all over the world, candidates’ voices are rarely used to ascertain whether their
teacher education program achieves its goals” (Korthagen, Loughran & Russell, 2006, p. 20).
Our discussion starts by locating the practicum in the broader context of work integrated
learning and associated principles of good practice. Work integrated learning is a broad term
used in the Australian higher education context to describe “educational programs which
combine and integrate learning and its workplace application” (Atchison, Pollock, Reeders &
Rizzetti, 2002, p. 3). Feedback from participants in this study is then examined in relation to
the following principles of good practice in work integrated learning. That is, feedback is
examined to determine how effectively the practicum assists in the development of practical
skills and the capacity to deal with unfamiliar problems; the level and type of support
provided during practicum; the quality of the practicum assessment; and the perceived
authenticity of the experience. The paper concludes with suggestions on ways to improve the
quality of the practicum experience.
WORK-INTEGRATED LEARNING
As Australia confronts the realities of a skills shortage there is currently much debate in the
higher education sector about the importance of work integrated learning programs, how
they align with curriculum, how they should operate, and the terminology best used to
describe such experiences. For the purposes of this paper we have adopted the following
interpretation of work integrated learning. That is, it is an:
umbrella term used to describe all educational programs which combine and integrate learning and its
workplace application, regardless of whether this integration occurs in industry or in the university and
whether it is real or simulated. (Atchison et al., 2002, p. 3)

A critical aspect of the debate about work integrated learning is the question of
transferability and the blurring of boundaries between knowledge acquired within university
settings and knowledge acquired within the workplace (Brennan & Little, 2006). Linked to
this aspect is concern that universities must do more than simply prepare students for
employment. For example, Langworthy and Turner (2006) agree that work integrated
learning programs have potential benefits such as increased graduate employment, academic
achievement, progressions and retention, increased starting salaries, improved career
progression and the development of generic and professional skills. However, they also
caution that work integrated learning must do more. That is, work integrated learning
programs demand that universities and industry partners “embrace a wider understanding
of engaged scholarship that will enable students to develop skills as lifelong learners and
community contributors” (Langworthy & Turner, 2006, p. 10).
At a practical level Orrell (2004) claims that effective work integrated learning programs are
contingent on effective “partnerships among diverse groups: employers, students, academic
teachers, higher education managers, professional bodies and broker agencies (career offices,
external placement groups)” (p. 2). She also argues that quality programs give consideration
to program management, teaching and supervision, assessment, legal and ethical matters,
and partnerships with host organizations. Groenewald (2004) adds that core to successful
programs is an integrated curriculum, learning derived from work experience, cultivation of
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a support base, and the logistical organization and coordination of the learning experience.
The following list of principles of good practice in the design and management of workintegrated learning programs provides a useful guide for universities and industry partners
grappling with these issues (Atchison et al., 2002, p. 6):
1.
2.

Work-integrated learning activity is integral to the curriculum
Work-integrated learning activity is designed to accommodate the needs of different types of
learners
3.
Specific learning is targeted and assessed including learning how to learn and how to deal
with unfamiliar problems
4.
The experience is graded to include increasingly varied and novel tasks and problems
5.
High quality supervision and/or mentoring are provided
6.
Learning targets are both technical/professional and generic (including career exploration, key
competencies and/or graduate attributes)
7.
All parties are prepared for the activity and know and understand their roles
8.
The experience develops learners' career plans and transition management skills
9.
The activity is evaluated, involving all participants
10. The activity has high level support; and
11. The activity helps to build partnerships with enterprises, the industry and/or profession.

In this study we derived survey questions from these principles in order to gain feedback
from preservice teachers on the quality of their field experience and perceptions of the
connections between the in-field and on-campus components of the program.
In teacher education and in other discipline areas (see Thomas & Goc, 2004; Jones & Linn,
2004; Ferkins & Fleming, 2004), part of the problem in work-integrated learning or practicum
experience lies in the transfer of theory to practice and the connections or disconnections
between practicum experiences and university studies. Coll and Zegwaard (2006) point out
that the changing nature of the world of work and the capacity of universities to prepare
adaptable and innovative graduates is a concern to government. They add that there is an
urgent need to try and understand the future workplace into which graduates will emerge
and the skills that will be required. A radical rethinking and the development of new models
that acknowledge the relationships between all the participants is also required. The next
section describes the context of this study and the methods used to gather data about a new
model of teacher education introduced in an Australian university.
THE PRESERVICE TEACHER PRACTICUM
In 2001, a new model of preservice teacher education was introduced at a regional Australian
university in an attempt to challenge the view that theoretical underpinnings, provided
through on-campus work, will be automatically translated by student teachers and beginning
teachers into actionable sequences in the learning site (Lynch, 2003). This new program
attempts to provide a pedagogic scaffold that prepares future teachers with the foundational
knowledge, as well as the requisite skills, techniques and pedagogical strategies, necessary to
be able to teach effectively, upon graduation. The program relies heavily on partnership
arrangements with employers and schools and the shared understanding that teacher
education is no longer a university problem but a joint schooling and university
responsibility (Smith, 2000).
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The practicums are seen as gateways that are situated throughout the program to target a
range of standards against which students must demonstrate competence in order to proceed
in the program. They are structured in such a way that students must demonstrate their
understanding and ability to apply important knowledge, in particular, pedagogical
strategies. The program provides 111 days of embedded professional experiences,
comprising 100 days’ experience in schools (this exceeds the minimum requirements as set
down by the state authority). The on-campus component of the practicum (generally a two
hour, weekly tutorial) aligns with the principle that effective work-integrated learning is
integral to the curriculum and involves targeted and assessed learning.
THIS STUDY
This study used a qualitative case study approach to explore connections between the in-field
and on-campus components of the program by asking second-year students about their
recently completed practicum experience. Second-year students who had recently completed
the second practicum were invited to participate by completing a survey comprising six
open-ended questions. We targeted these students because we anticipated that they would
have clear memories of their recent field experiences. A verbal invitation to participate was
extended during lectures and tutorials. Students were advised of the voluntary nature of the
project and assured of anonymity (pseudonyms were used and any identifying details
removed from the transcripts).
Of 42 students enrolled in the course 34 agreed to participate - representing a response rate of
81%. Those who agreed to participate were given an information sheet and asked to
complete an informed consent form. The survey comprised open-ended questions derived
from principles of good practice in work-integrated learning programs (Atchison et al., 2002,
p. 6). That is:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

How did your recent practicum help you to put into practice strategies you had learned in
class?
In your recent practicum experience how did you deal with unfamiliar problems? Do you feel
more confident as a result?
Can you identify specific learnings that were targeted and assessed during your practicum
experience?
What evidence was there that all parties involved in the practicum experience were prepared
for the activity and knew and understood their roles?
How would you describe the mentoring and support that you were provided during the
experience?; and
The practicum experience is supposed to be an authentic learning experience. Was it? Why?

What follows is an analysis of student feedback in terms of key themes that emerged. Key
themes were the effectiveness of the practicum in helping students to develop practical skills
and learn to deal with unfamiliar problems; support of the practicum experience; assessment
of the practicum experience; and authentic learning.
PRACTICAL SKILLS
Teacher education studies attest to a disparity between the theory presented in preservice
programs and practice in the workplace (Cochran-Smith, 2005; Liston, Whitcomb & Borko,
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2006; Neville, Sherman & Cohen, 2005); “’knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’ can be worlds
apart” (McManus, 2002, p. 18). Critics of teacher education are quick to point out deficiencies
in program design and delivery when it appears that theoretical knowledge and
understandings have been prioritized over learning practical skills (Liston et al., 2006).
However, a number of participants in this investigation gave very positive responses when
asked how their recent practicum experience had assisted them in putting into practice
strategies that they had learned in class.
Of 34 students, 24 commented on how they valued the opportunity to practice strategies in
the classroom, as typified in this comment by one participant: “I felt the recent [practicum] I
completed allowed me a great opportunity to put into practice the strategies we have been
focusing on. I really enjoyed the experience.” Another student wrote that “I enjoyed ‘testing’
strategies throughout my practicum as it allowed me to determine which worked for me.”
Responses also revealed that some participants felt they gained new understandings of the
strategies learned on campus once they experienced them in the practical setting. As one
student noted,
Several strategies I had learnt in class, e.g., behavior management, I thought I would never get a chance
to use. But by being given the opportunity to go and teach in a school and use these things I had learnt in
class it only reinforced what I knew and improved my teaching skills.

Likewise, another student remarked that the practicum “allowed me to see the theory in
practice. I was able to use the strategies and practices also. It allowed a better understanding.
The light bulb went ping!”
This opportunity for experimentation with strategies hitherto confined to campus
discussions and assignments was clearly important for many participants. Grainger and
Taylor (2004) assert that if teaching is represented in the practicum as a technical-rational
occupation, learning from the practicum will be routinized and underpinned by behavior
learning theory. They further identify that, if the practicum is a time of creative
experimentation and risk taking, then an infinite number of strategies for problem-solving
will be developed and tried out. There is evidence in this study that preservice teachers
involved in this study developed their capacity to reflect on practice and to make connections
between the on-campus and in-field components of their program. Indeed, the issue of
reflective practice emerged as an important feature for participants in successfully
implementing strategies in the practical setting. One participant wrote that,
Prior knowledge that was learnt in class could be used in practice during [practicum] and the
[practicum] booklet provided the framework to reflect on the knowledge we had used in class. I was
thinking and developing on what I had learnt in class, I was better equipped for the [practicum].

Pursuing a similar theme, another student expressed his/her appreciation at being given the
freedom by the supervising teacher “to use my chosen strategies [so that] I was able to
critically reflect on what worked, what did not work, and why.”
The capacity and willingness to reflect on and subsequently adapt and modify practice is
documented in the literature as an important attribute in learners. Coll and Zegwaard (2006),

Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education, 2007, 8(1), 23-36

27

Allen, Peach – Student Perspective of Connections in Preservice Teacher Education

in their study of perceptions of desirable graduate competencies for science and technology
graduates, found that despite the emphasis on cognitive and technical skills, the single most
desirable skill is the ability and willingness to learn.
Several participants clearly valued the practical experience acquired during the practicum
experience over the theoretical component of their training. According to one student, skills
taught at university are “just imagined and planned for” while the practicum was “real life
practice.” Another commented that “I found that I learnt more from prac than I did at uni”
adding that the strategies and frameworks “had more relevance at school than they did in a
theoretical assignment.”
Two students however expressed dissatisfaction at the lack of freedom they were accorded
by their supervising teacher. One participant in particular expressed grave concerns about
this aspect of the practicum:
We have to toe the line in [practicum]; we have to follow that teacher’s routines, teaching style (usually
no group work), behavior management strategies, etc. We are just puppets in other teachers’ classrooms.
But there is no better solution so we persevere.

The literature is instructive in this regard. Yarrow and Millwater (1997) contend that the
professional teacher is one who exercises intellectual autonomy in reaching reasoned,
instructional decisions. According to these commentators, the best way to develop this in
preservice teachers is to join with them as equal partners, in the study of the many dilemmas
of teaching and learning that arise continuously in the real-life work setting of their schools,
with a view to arriving at a reasoned set of options for action.
Learning to deal with unfamiliar problems
Respondents in this study gave a variety of answers when asked how they dealt with
unfamiliar problems. However, the majority of participants mentioned that they sought
advice from their supervising teacher, either as their only means of dealing with problems or
as one of several strategies. Generally, they found this to be a positive way of dealing with
problems, in that they were able to benefit from the more experienced teacher’s knowledge
and proficiency to improve their own practice. Typical responses included:
I did the best I could in each situation and spoke to my teacher on how to improve, as he has much more
experience and knew many things about the field I want to enter.
I dealt with unfamiliar problems by discussing with the [supervising teacher] (or other teachers) possible
strategies. I offered my ideas and strategies which were usually the backbone to our final
solution/strategy.
I dealt with an unfamiliar problem as best as I could, being unfamiliar I usually directed a nearby teacher
to the problem. Afterwards I would ask the teacher what they did to diffuse the problem and why they
chose to use particular strategies. I would then implement these strategies if a similar problem occurred.

Some participants mentioned the university program and staff when relating ways in which
they dealt with unfamiliar problems. Several expressed feelings of dissatisfaction. For
example, one participant noted that the supervising teacher was “very easy to talk to unlike
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some lecturers.” Another felt that the program had not provided enough preparation for the
practicum: “Going into my prac I felt that I had no [behavior management] skills whatsoever
and this was evident in the first few lessons I taught.” Other respondents found the oncampus component helpful. One mentioned that problem-solving strategies studied on
campus were useful, while another found the material studied during campus tutorials to be
helpful when faced with unfamiliar problems.
Almost a third of the participants acknowledged the value of networking and sharing when
dealing with unfamiliar problems. This meant generating conversations with members of the
school community other than the supervising teacher alone, as captured in this statement:
“by having a go – trying, being persistent, then reflecting and networking with other
teachers/mentors to become more familiar.” Sharing problems, this participant realized,
provided a “solution that you may not have seen if you kept the problems to yourself.”
Respondents gave differing views about how much support should be provided in times of
difficulty. While one student teacher commented that “I had one really bad day where my
teacher just stood back and watched all unfold,” this respondent later acknowledged that it
was a valuable learning experience: “I really learnt the value of evaluating and reflecting
about teaching practices and the set up of the day.” Another respondent appreciated the
opportunity to deal with problems, stating that “at times my supervising teacher let me go to
see how I could handle it, and gave me great examples on how to deal with it.”
Many participants wrote that reflective practice helped them deal with unfamiliar problems.
One student noted that there were “times when I had to really stop and consider what the
best approach would be.” These comments suggest that despite some problems the
practicum experience enabled many students to develop a wider understanding of the
profession and the importance of life-long learning.
SUPPORTING THE PRACTICUM EXPERIENCE
According to Britzman (2003), the disconnection between field and on-campus components
of preservice programs can result in a devaluing by preservice teachers of aspects of their
theoretical learning. However Millwater and Yarrow (2001) found that preservice teachers,
supervising teachers and mentors value highly the on-site presence and active involvement
in school-based practicum programs of university teachers. The preservice teachers we
approached reported a range of experiences in relation to the level and type of support they
received from both university and school-based staff.
In relation to university support one participant commented that “many times during my
[campus-based] practicum course I can recall the tutor stating that the teacher would
understand the situation – which often at times they did not.” Another student reported that
both student and school supervisor felt lost and unsure of when a university representative
would make contact: “The university representative called the third last day of my prac
which we saw as useless because I had already been there for three and a half weeks without
contact [from the university].” One participant claimed that both student and classroom
teacher were unsure of what was expected and suggested that more time could have been
spent at university being “instructed or shown through the prac book more thoroughly.” In
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this comment the student’s disappointment regarding university support for the practicum
experience is evident:
NO support was forthcoming while I was on either prac and no feedback once it finished. All that effort
and work for [the prac] folder and uni don’t even look at it.

Another concern related to the balance between university and practicum demands on
student time: “I did not have any time between handing in assignments, doing pre-prac days
and starting with my [placement]. This made it difficult when designing the unit plan and
other lessons.” This student missed some university classes in order to prepare practicum
and suggested that workload requirements be made much clearer “so that everyone has
equal work to do.”
Most students (27 of 34 respondents) reported that the level of support they received from
staff at the practicum site was helpful using terms such as “very supportive,” “very
accommodating,” “extremely helpful,” and “very experienced.” For example:
I was fortunate enough to have a really great [practicum supervisor] who took the time to mentor me in
my teaching skills throughout my whole [prac].

However, another student claimed that the first two weeks of practicum were “hell”:
I basically sat in the back of the classroom observing. This was frustrating because it was obvious my
[supervising teacher] needed an extra pair of hands occasionally. We had a chat and so she gave me 5
LPs [lesson plans] to do for Monday and then on Monday morning she changed the structure so I started
with 2 lessons that I didn’t even have plans made up for. She set me up to fail and she loved it.

And for one student the supervising teacher was “often too busy to properly explain things.”
In another experience the student did not feel that the supervising teacher knew what to do
with her/him.
My teacher was very relaxed sometimes it wasn’t apparent they knew what to do with me! There were
never any set daily activities it was very ‘let’s see where the day takes us’. This was difficult at first.
However, it was also a great insight as to how to fly by the seat of your pants.

Clearly emerging from these data is the importance of the supervising teacher’s role in the
practicum experience. Yet whilst the contribution of the supervising teacher is extremely
powerful in the professional development of the preservice teacher these findings also point
to the importance of the role of university staff and the connections between both (Grainger
& Taylor, 2004).
ASSESSMENT OF PRACTICUM LEARNING
Any perceived disconnections between the university and the school augurs poorly for
effective work-integrated learning practice. Coll and Zegwaard (2006) acknowledge that
stakeholders in work-integrated learning programs may hold different views on desirable
graduate competencies but they argue that understanding these different views is an
essential prerequisite to pedagogical design. Some responses, however, point to a lack of
understanding by different stakeholders about desirable graduate competencies.
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In many cases, and perhaps inevitably, preservice teachers identified specific learnings as
those emphasized by their supervising teacher. As one participant stated succinctly, “my
[supervising teacher] called the shots” and another, “not a lot of practical examples are given
at uni so I relied a lot on my teacher’s suggestions.” Grainger and Taylor (2004, p. 161)
highlight that “it is vital not to underestimate the significance of the classroom teacher’s
contribution to the learning outcomes for student teachers or the range of complex issues
such as quality control and consistency.”
Hodges, Smith and Jones (2004, p. 62) argue that good assessment in cooperative education
(or work-integrated learning) provides tangible benefits to not only students but also
employers and educational institutions and that sound assessment practices focus on “what
students can do and what they subsequently do with what they learn: “Preservice teachers in
this study identified a wide range of specific learnings that were targeted and assessed
during their practicum experience. Half of the participants mentioned management skills,
such as time management, classroom management and behavior management. The latter
featured more than any other skill, with approximately one third of participants commenting
upon the behavior management strategies that they had implemented. Indeed, one
participant listed managing behavior as his/her primary objective:
My main focus for my most recent practicum was behavior management and keeping learners on task.
As I developed a rapport with the learners immediately there were only two learners who would test
me. By the end of the practicum I was able to keep them on task. I learnt to do this by constantly
reflecting on my behavior management skills and observing the [supervising teacher]. Every other aspect
of my teaching I felt confident with.

Interestingly, behavior management is not listed as one of the primary learnings targeted by
the university during this particular practicum. It is nonetheless an implicit skill in most
teaching tasks. Aligned with this skill is the development of a supportive classroom
environment and positive relationships with students, which was identified by some
participants as a targeted feature of their practicum experience. One participant wrote that
“building positive relationships with the students was something my teacher put a focus on
for me,” while another valued the opportunity to build ”relationship with students.”
The implications for work-integrated learning is that if assessment is to be authentic, it is
important that the employer and university representatives discuss their shared workplace
competencies as well as separate or complementary ones to ensure that experiences and
assessment from both perspectives are as authentic as possible.
AUTHENTIC LEARNING
The “gap” between the realities of teaching and on-campus courses becomes evident from
the first practice teaching session undertaken by preservice teachers (Smith & Moore, 2006).
It is little wonder then, as identified by Korthagen et al. (2006), that the evidence suggests
that, when making instructional decisions, teachers tend to devalue and, in many cases,
rarely draw upon the kind of theory that is presented to them in their preservice training.
However, in this study we found that many students actually found their on-campus
learning to be useful.
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Participants were asked about the authenticity of the on-campus courses and in-field
components of the practicum experience. Interestingly, several students explained how they
felt the practicum helped to close the gap between theory and practice:
…it helped cement my prior knowledge (theories and strategies learnt in class) through practice. Also I
came out of my prac feeling like I had made the right decision regarding my career.

And another noted,
I think that pracs make you see teaching close up and you are able to relate to it in your own way. Also I
feel that it has engaged me more with my current subjects as I have a context to relate it to.

Similarly,
The [practicum] for me put everything into perspective. Theories are not just written in books. I was able
to put everything into context.

However, for other students the experience appeared to widen the theory practice gap
between university studies and the “real world” of teaching:
Sitting in a tute room listening to theories means nothing to me. I need to be involved. I find I learn the
bare minimum in class (feels like that when doing assessment) but on site when a lesson is successful
you know you did well.

Similarly,
I feel a lot of the theory that we are taught and made to learn is not helpful at all and the time could be
used in a course that will help you when you are actually teaching e.g., resources, planning, tips from
real teachers.

One student suggested that teacher training should be apprenticeship based:
We need to be in the environment more! It should be an apprenticeship based course. The uni courses
are not a realistic approach to the classroom. We have no way to experiment with the knowledge we
learn.

Coll and Zegwaard (2006) agree that if students are to develop enthusiasm and be
acculturated into the chosen profession then they need to spend more time in communities of
practice such as schools. Boud (2001) cautions, however, that whilst spending considerable
time in the workplace provides opportunities it also presents considerable challenges for
learners. On the surface it is a “seductive option” but the reality is that learners have to deal
with the complexities of being both worker and learner and of having increased
responsibility in the learning process. Ewing, Grieshaber and McArdle (2006) add that if
preservice teachers are to gain deeper levels of engagement in the act of teaching and linking
this with theoretical perspectives then beliefs about what counts as learning, where learning
occurs, and how it occurs must be challenged.
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CONCLUSION
Principles of good practice in work-integrated learning were used to frame this study. The
effort required to establish effective work-integrated learning programs cannot be under
estimated. In the teacher education program referred to in this paper significant time, effort
and commitment have gone into the development of a model that “consciously and directly
attempts to bridge the theory-practice gap” (Smith & Moore, 2006, p. 20). With respect to the
practicum component of the program, students report both strengths and weaknesses in the
way that the in-field and on-campus components connect. Their comments are summarized
in Table 1.
Suggestions from participants on ways to improve the practicum experience related to
improved on-campus preparation (e.g. more thorough attention to the practicum book) and
better in-field organization and communication (e.g. daily overviews and meetings with
supervising teachers); regular communication between school, university, and student;
organized introductions to school and staff; and timetabling of preservice teachers with
school supervisor. The importance of establishing and maintaining connections between
university and school staff was a salient feature in the student responses. Findings from the
student feedback will be used to support changes in the preservice program that provided
the context for this study. Most notably, more attention will be given in university tutorials to
preparing students for practicum experiences and a renewed focus will be developed on
fostering links between university and school staff.
Clearly evident from the students’ responses is that the preservice program aligns well with
some principles of work-integrated learning, but falls short of conforming with some others.
For example, respondents were generally satisfied that specific learning had been targeted in
their practicum experience and also that the practicum experience helped them learn to deal
with unfamiliar problems. Conversely, they were critical of the quality of supervision
provided by university staff and believed that the assessment of their experience in schools
was hindered by a lack of meaningful communication between the university and school
staff. What emerges clearly from the literature and our study is that the issue of the theorypractice gap is neither minor nor benign. This study lends support to a number of other
studies that call, first, for more empirical evidence to demonstrate the link between student
teachers’ learning and their practices in the classroom and, second, for ways of better
preparing and supporting students for and during the practicum experience.
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TABLE 1
Summary of students' responses regarding the connections between in-field and on-campus components of the preservice program

Practical skills

Learning to deal with
unfamiliar problems

Supporting the practicum
experience

Assessment of practicum
learning

Authentic learning

Very positive response
Opportunity to “try out,” “test” strategies learned on campus and “to see theory in practice”
Gained new understandings of strategies learned on campus
Importance of reflective practice emerged
Valuing of field experience, “real life practice” over on-campus learning, “just imagined and planned for”
Generally sought advice from supervising teachers
Found this a positive way of dealing with problems and believed their own practice improved accordingly
Acknowledged value of networking and sharing; collaborative practice
Some dissatisfaction with university program and staff involvement
Importance of reflective practice
Significant “yes” to whether they had improved in confidence
A range of experiences
Positive response regarding support from staff in schools; “very supportive”; “extremely helpful”
University staff should spend more time acquainting students with practicalities of the practicum, such as the prac book
Lack of university support in schools
A wide range of learnings
Management skills, in particular, behavior management; catering for diversity; pedagogical strategies
Concern about lack of connectedness between learning on campus and in the field; what’s the relevance if the schools aren’t
using it?
For some, it helped to close the theory-practice gap; for others the gap between university studies and the “real world”
became wider
Contextualized learning
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