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Abstract
There is a perceived “disconnect” between university theory and the reality of the
classroom which has led to criticism of the efficacy of pre-service teacher
preparation. Additionally, it is now acknowledged that the practicum experience
for pre-service teachers is not fully preparing them for the demands of a 21*
century education system. In this paper, the authors revisit the practicum
experience and propose that mobile technology, with its ability to provide instant
communication and immediate access to resources, could minimise the
“disconnect” between theory and the classroom and improve the pre-service
teacher practicum experience for all parties involved.

Background

It has been acknowledged for some time that practicum experience for pre-service
teachers is not achieving the requirements of a 21* century education system. As
the Australia’s teachers: Australia’s future Report (DEST, 2003, p. 142) stated,
“it 1s time to rethink practical experience.” Financial limitations, heavy classroom
teacher workloads and a perceived disconnect between university theory and the
reality of the classroom has led to dissatisfaction with pre-service teacher
preparation (Beck & Kosnik, 2002; Dyson, 2005; Loughran, 2007; Ure, 2009).

The solution proposed by both Ramsey and the Australian Education Union
(DEST, 2003) is to develop a more comprehensive practicum that also provides
for more time in the classroom. The two major limitations to this solution are
finances and a lack of willing and capable supervising teachers: neither of which
is likely to change in the short term (Ure, 2009). Therefore, any improvement to
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this situation will require an innovative approach to learning and teaching in
regard to the pre-service teacher practicum.

Method

The study was designed as an analysis of the experiences of 30 pre-service
student secondary teachers in an undergraduate arts/education degree in their final
semester of study at a private Australian university located in Sydney, Australia.
The survey consisted of seven broad open-ended questions. This paper reports on
the section of the survey which dealt with student beliefs around the professional
experience. The responses to the questions were captured using an online survey
instrument that was distributed at the end of the participants’ final academic year.
All participants had recently completed their final 10 week school-based
professional experience.

Responses to the survey questions were examined using thematic analysis which
was informed by theoretical perspectives derived from Crotty’s (2003)
constructionism theory. Thematic analysis focused on identifiable themes and
patterns across the data set collated from the participants’ responses rather than
within data items (Braun & Clarke 2006). This approach emphasised the context
of the text (Riessman, 2002). Reliability and validity of the categories were
supported by relevant data responses. Only those themes and patterns relevant to
the professional experience component were drawn from the research for this

paper.

The assumptions that underpin this analysis are that the participants’ views and
beliefs about their experiences in their course are based on both socially
constructed and interpretative epistemology. Therefore it is recognised that
“meaning is constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are
interpreting” (Crotty, 2003, p. 43). This theoretical view places the pre-service
teachers as an active participant in the learning process constructing meaning
through personal and social experiences (Vygotsky, 1978). With this in mind, it
was important to understand how the pre-service teachers constructed and
interpreted beliefs of the ‘value added’ nature of the extended professional
experience as they developed understanding as secondary teachers.

Students were encouraged to respond based upon their own experiences and
perceptions. This approach allowed them to answer in an open conversational
manner and is consistent with the social constructivism research methodology.

Survey Questions
The survey questions this paper draws upon were:

» Can you describe for me what has been the most important
aspect of this course in terms of developing you professionally
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for your career as a teacher (coursework, professional
experiences, etc.)?

» This University is unique in that it has 150 days of professional
experience built into its Bachelor of ARTS/Education degree. I
am interested in getting an understanding of how effective or
not effective this extended professional experience has been in
developing your pedagogical and professional skills as a high
school teacher.

« Can you comment on the type of scaffolding and support you
received for your professional experience placements?

The Practicum

The practicum has an acknowledged central place in pre-service teacher education
programs (Ryan, 1996). Practicum provides an opportunity for pre-service
teachers to:

» apply knowledge and skills in a practical setting;

« progressively develop competencies through participation in a
range of practical experiences;

» test their commitment to a career;

+ gain insight into professional practice; and

+ evaluate their progress and identify areas where further
personal and professional development is needed.
(Daresh, 1990)

Although there is reported dissatisfaction with the pre-service teacher practicum
(Beck & Kosnik, 2002; DEST, 2003; Dyson, 2005; Loughran, 2007; Ure, 2009),
the students truly value the experience. When asked about their practicum, student
comments were overwhelmingly positive:

Professional experience was most significant, having real life experience
that is not removed from the theory learnt through course work, helped
put into practice what works and what doesn’t. It also helped with
development of personal style of teaching and exposed me to different
and diverse teaching situations.

skskeoskoskosk
Professional experiences were definitely an important part of becoming
a teacher. It was while physically teaching that I learnt the most.

skskeoskoskosk
Professional experiences have enabled me to apply the theory 1 learnt in
the coursework to reality. This enabled me to work out what worked and
what didn't as an up and coming teacher. The practicums were the most
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beneficial because the length of them allowed me to become a real
member of the school, therefore enabling the students to become

comfortable with me as a teacher and begin to truly test myself.
sokskkok

The experience i gained on all three of my ten week practicums changed
the way 1 approached teaching as I worked through each prac. By the
end of my internship i felt 1 had grown into my full potential as an up
and coming teacher.

skskeoskosksk
The professional experiences helped me the most. By the time I started
my internship I was very comfortable with being in a school and being
responsible for students’ leaning, which left me open to try new things
and learn as much as possible.

Increasing the Effectiveness of the Practicum Experience

Although most pre-service teachers value their practicum experience, many could
gain much more from the experience. The opportunity for pre-service teachers to
reflect on their classroom experiences in light of their current knowledge and
understanding is crucial to an effective practicum experience (Boud, Keogh, &
Walker, 1985; Lyons, 2010). They need the time and space to make connections
between the theory they have studied and the experiences they have had in
practice. The pre-service teachers themselves recognise there is a disconnect
between university theory and the reality of the classroom which has led to
criticism of the efficacy of pre-service teacher preparation. When surveyed, a
number of the pre-service teachers commented on the gap between the theory
(provided by the university) and the practicum (provided by the schools):

[I would like] more emphasis on teaching method courses that allow us

to bring together our learning in education subjects and our learning.
skskeskskosk

Teaching methods [instruction by the university] needs to be extended to

allow for a more thorough understanding of our KLA and what

strategies our colleagues are implementing in their classroom.

Using Mobile Phones on Practicum

It is the immediate exchange of reflections, ideas and materials between pre-
service teachers and their peers, mentors and/or university lecturers, regardless of
workplace learning locations, that might bridge the gulf between formal
classroom-based and informal, experiential workplace learning (Hoekstra et al.,
2009; Sharples, 2005). By introducing a culture of collaborative problem solving
and exposing pre-service teachers and their mentors to the practice of reciprocal
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peer coaching, the school/university partnership could be strengthened and would
explicitly illustrate the synergy between theory and practice (Beck & Kosnik,
2005; Dyson, 2005; Ure, 2009; Zwart, Wubbels, Bergen, & Bolhuis, 2009). This
process would be most effective if communication between stakeholders was
immediate.

Using mobile technologies, communication could be made allowing the pre-
service teachers to ask questions, collaborate with others, seek out new
knowledge and plan new activities (Sharples, 2005; Zwart et al., 2009). This
communication could be in the form of a phone call, text message, an e-mail
message or a forum post. In this way, they could actively share their experience,
learn about those of their peers, discuss differences, and establish shared
meanings. This type of collaborative consultation improves problem solving
skills, facilitates understanding and promotes academic achievement (Meyers,
1995) and can be used to directly draw relationships between their theoretical and
practical knowledge.

As pre-service teachers are continually on the move during practicum, choosing
an appropriate technology that would facilitate the essential role communication
plays in learning has the following general requirements:

» highly portable, so that they can be available wherever the pre-
service teachers need to learn or communicate;

* unobtrusive, so that the pre-service teachers can describe
situations and retrieve knowledge without the technology
obtruding on classroom activity;

+ available anywhere, anytime any place to enable
communication and data exchange with supervisors, experts
and peers despite institutional barriers, e.g., school network
firewalls and site blocking filters (DEEWR, 2009);

+ adaptable to the context of learning and the pre-service
teacher’s evolving skills and knowledge; and

+ casy to use and suited to everyday needs for communication,
reference, work and learning.
(adapted from Sharples, 2000)

Students state the appeal of using a mobile phone is its convenience, mobility and
portability (Herrington, 2008). For this reason, using phones is deemed preferable
to larger mobile technologies (e.g., iPads). A preference for portability (i.e.,
phone) over screen size (i.e., iPad, tablet) is becoming increasingly reported by
regular users (Capobianco, 2010; Shane, 2011; Tofel, 2011; Weintraub, 2010).
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Australia has one of the highest rates of mobile phone ownership in the world
(DFAT, 2007). In fact there are significantly more mobile services than people,
due to a growth in the number of people using two mobile subscriptions — one
for personal use and one for business (BuddeComm, 2009). The frequency of
usage for calling and texting by both university staff and students suggests that
the mobile phone has become largely ubiquitous (Kennedy, Dalgarno, Bennett,
Judd, Gray, & Chang, 2008).

The majority of mobile phones currently sold combine the functions of phone,
camera and multimedia wireless computer and meet all of the criteria above.
Using a mobile phone and an appropriate network plan and software, the pre-
service teachers are able to access an information network at their precise moment
of need, even when they are physically separated on their practicum (Seppilad &
Alaméki, 2003). It can provide them with immediate access to quality curriculum
materials to guide lesson planning, examples of exemplary teaching and access to
communication with peers and/or supervisors (Herrington, Mantei, Herrington,
Olney, & Ferry, 2008).

In a University of Wollongong study with early career teachers (Herrington et al.,
2008) one of the benefits of mobile communication was these teachers were
relieved of the sense of isolation so often experienced when they are separated
from the support structures of their university and their peers. There have been a
number of studies that have reported that online communities can provide much
needed emotional support and encouragement while diminishing feelings of
isolation and helplessness (DeWert, Babsinski, & Jones, 2003; Herrington et al.,
2008). Having immediate access to online communication encourages the pre-
service teachers to share with and support each other and generally extend the
cohort community and program into the practicum environment (Beck & Kosnik,
2002).

Seppéld & Alaméki (2003) found that having access to mobile phones meant pre-
service teachers were able to use their waiting moments to conduct educational
activities. They wrote notes, uploaded pictures and provided feedback to their
peers and/or supervisors. The ability to take digital photos and short videos was
regularly used and highly regarded. They changed titles of pictures and wrote
messages about what was happening in the photo and shared it for discussion.
This helped both the pre-service teachers and their supervisors analyse and reflect
on their experience.

Pre-service teachers stay connected with their peers and lecturers by seeking out
popular social media sites such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and Wikipedia.
Moreover, they are being increasingly encouraged to engage in these practices by
their university lecturers. However, schools have a fundamental duty of care to
their young students, so site blocking is a necessary and key component of every
school’s overall cyber-safety strategy serving as front-line protection of students,
denying them access to illegal and inappropriate Internet sites and content
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(DEEWR, 2009). Site blocking is also used as a method to limit download of
bandwidth-heavy rich media content for schools with limited bandwidth which
also limits what materials the pre-service teachers can access and upload. In this
case, a short video of a classroom activity cannot be shared and discussed with
their peers or supervisors. These policies are extremely limiting to our pre-service
teachers conducting their practicum at these schools and it is something the school
systems will need to address in the near future.

Mentorship

However, not all practicum experiences are effective, or even considered
beneficial. A regularly reported problem is that of poorly structured and/or poorly
supervised experiences (Ryan, 1996). A student quoted by Ehrich, Hansford and
Tennent (2004) stated

My mentor never has time; he is always so busy that I feel acutely
embarrassed if [ need to bother him. (p. 527)

It is perhaps unrealistic to suggest that all supervising teachers will have the time,
knowledge and skill in all areas to fulfil all the pre-service teacher’s needs. With
the introduction of mobile communication, a support team approach is possible.
A professional support team can include other mentor teachers from the same
school or another school, a school district administrator, a university lecturer or
any other interested professional with the desired expertise (Jones, 2009; Kajs,
2002). The team approach can reduce the time commitment of the supervising
teacher by sharing the mentoring responsibilities. This also has the advantage of
building a network of expertise that could be maintained throughout the pre-
service teacher’s career, and introduces the concept of online collaboration with
peers and mentors, which is likely to be a typical part of a teacher’s career in the
21% century.

Introducing a culture of collaborative problem solving and exposing pre-service
teachers and their mentors to the practice of reciprocal peer coaching, it is
expected will strengthen the school/university partnership and will explicitly
illustrate the synergy between theory and practice (Beck & Kosnik, 2005; Dyson,
2005; Ure, 2009; Zwart et al., 2009).

By employing mobile technologies and incorporating mentorship principles into a
structured program, the practicum could be designed to be mutually beneficial to
both the pre-service teacher (mentee) and the supervising classroom teacher
(mentor). For mentees, practicum provides opportunities to develop
competencies, skills and knowledge and to improve performance. For mentors, it
promotes professional and personal development. For both groups, it can improve
overall skills, provide exposure to new ideas and promote an environment of
collegiality (Ehrich, 2004).
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All stakeholders could be given the opportunity to co-create the practicum
experience by developing scaffolded but flexible mentoring guidelines that help
all involved understand the practicum experience. With the implementation of
mobile technology, this can be a continually iterative process.

The Need for Change

The introduction of an innovative utilisation of technology to improve the
practicum has the potential to facilitate the promotion of quality teaching and
learning in many disciplines throughout the higher education sector. The
Australia’s teachers: Australia’s future Report (DEST, 2003) concluded there
was an urgent need for change in how the pre-service teacher practicum is being
conducted and it welcomed the development and testing of innovative new
approaches. By using an increasingly common mobile technology, we will be
developing an innovative new approach to teaching and learning and testing its
feasibility.

The mobile technology will enable practicum postings to be made in culturally
diverse regional communities that currently have low teacher retention and
participation rates, often due to issues of isolation and/or the remote location. This
approach has the potential to develop deeper and sustained pre-service teacher,
teacher and university engagement in those communities.

Conclusion

In this paper the authors have revisited the pre-service teacher practicum
experience — a practice that is now acknowledged as not fully preparing students
for the demands of a 21* century education system. The authors have used wide-
ranging current research to underpin their proposal that mobile technology, with
its ability to provide instant communication and immediate access to resources,
could minimise the “disconnect” between theory and the classroom and improve
practicum for all parties involved. It has been suggested that by establishing a
culture of collaborative problem solving, made possible by the introduction of
mobile phones, the school/university partnership could be strengthened and the
synergy between theory and practice explicitly illustrated. Additionally, it will
allow an exploration of the concept of a mutually beneficial practicum and
effective mentorship strategies. It is hoped this paper will serve to facilitate a
broader discussion that can begin to explore how mobile technologies can most
effectively be used by practicum students out in the field.
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