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1          Introduction 

 In 2014, the report of the Australian Federal Government’s Teacher Education 
Ministerial Advisory  Group   ( TEMAG  ,  2014 ) found that during the Professional 
Experience (PE) component of  initial teacher education  , “quality is limited by a 
lack of integration of theory and practice, and by a lack of integration of the work of 
providers and schools” (p. 31). It subsequently identifi ed the establishment of for-
mal PE  partnerships   with stronger links between theory and practice as a strategic 
area for the improvement of  initial teacher education  . 

 This chapter reports on one university’s response to the  TEMAG   ( 2014 )  chal-
lenge   to bridge the  theory-practice gap   in  initial teacher education   through better 
integrated PE  partnerships  . It focuses on an innovative  school-university partner-
ship   model designed to improve the quality of early “observation-focused” 
PE. Specifi cally, the  partnership   aimed to develop shared understanding between 
school and university partners about how to teach  pre-service teachers   about teach-
ing in this context. With this shared understanding, school-based and university- 
based teacher educators collaborated to develop and implement a structured PE 
 curriculum   for two 5-day observation-focused PE blocks for  pre-service teachers   in 
their second year of a  Bachelor of Education   program. The chapter reports on the 
effectiveness of that program from the perspectives of the mentors who delivered it.  
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2     Aims 

 Recognising the crucial role that mentors play in assisting  pre-service teachers   to 
connect theoretical concepts to their daily practices in schools (Goodnough, 
Osmond, Dibbon, Glassman, & Stevens,  2009 ), the study sought to develop a model 
for early PE. The aim of the model was to encourage theory-practice integration 
amongst  pre-service teachers   by cultivating quality mentoring practices grounded in 
mutual understanding of how best to create educative PEs at the early stages of 
 initial teacher education  . Specifi cally, the purpose of the study was to:

•    counter the traditional allocation of one mentor to one  pre-service teacher  , 
instead exploring the educative possibilities of a community of mentors working 
with a cohort of  pre-service teachers  ;  

•   develop, implement and evaluate a structured PE  curriculum   for two 5-day 
observation-focused PE blocks in the second year of a  Bachelor of Education   
program; and  

•   understand the infl uence of university-led mentor professional  learning   on men-
tors’ approaches to working with  pre-service teachers   during the PE.     

3     Background 

 The following section elucidates the background to the study. It includes both the 
research background (key literature and conceptual frames) and the contextual 
background to the  partnership   at the centre of the study. 

3.1     Literature 

 According to Clarke, Triggs and Neilson ( 2014 ): “although [mentors] have a con-
siderable infl uence on the ways in which [ pre-service teachers  ] come to know and 
participate in the profession, they are not always fully aware of the extent and 
strength of this infl uence” (p. 31). The  TEMAG   ( 2014 ) report similarly recognised 
the fundamental role of quality mentoring in ensuring educative school-based PEs 
for  pre-service teachers  . At the same time, it emphasized both the uneven quality of 
individual mentoring and the systemic “lack of structured training to ensure that 
[mentors] have the necessary skills to supervise, provide support and feedback, and 
assess [PE] placements” (p. 32). Lack of preparation for mentors is identifi ed as a 
key problem across a range of international teacher education contexts (Clarke et al. 
 2014 ), leading to calls by researchers for more and better preparation for their roles 
(see, for example, Graham,  2006 ; Leshem,  2012 ; Maynard,  2000 ). 

 Professional learning has been shown to improve mentors’ understanding about 
how to teach  pre-service teachers   about the more complex aspects of  quality   
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  teaching  . Collaborative, university-led professional learning is especially  productive 
as an approach to changing and improving practices (Graham,  2006 ; Maynard, 
 2000 ). Ongoing mentor professional  learning   situated during the PE itself is par-
ticularly powerful since it provides an immediate context to explore and apply new 
ideas, thus offering immediate benefi ts to  pre-service teachers   as well (Forgasz, 
White, & Forsyth,  2015 ). 

 The Community/Cohort  partnership   model at the heart of the current study is 
premised on engaging the signifi cant involvement of tenured university-based 
teacher educators in the PE as a fundamental strategy to bridge the divide between 
school and university based learning (Allen, Ambrosetti, & Turner,  2013 ; Beck & 
Kosnik,  2002 ). The  partnership   arrangement refl ects the kind of work undertaken in 
some Professional Development school contexts, such as Graham’s ( 2006 ) work in 
which mentors and university based teacher educators collaborated to develop a 
“formal experiential  curriculum  ” (p. 1122) for the PE.  

3.2     Conceptual Frames 

 This study is signifi cantly infl uenced by Zeichner’s ( 1990 ) categorisation of six 
obstacles that hinder  pre-service teachers  ’ PE learning. Despite speaking from the 
US context some 15 years ago, many of these obstacles persist and continue to 
apply across a range of international contexts (including in Australia):

    1.    The tendency to understand the PE as an “unmediated and unstructured 
apprenticeship.”   

   2.    The absence of a structured PE  curriculum   and the attendant lack of connection 
between school-based and university-based learning about teaching.   

   3.    Lack of professional learning for mentors about how to enact their roles.   
   4.    Poor resourcing of the PE by universities, including low status within the univer-

sity of PE related work.   
   5.    Similarly poor resourcing and low status of the PE in schools.   
   6.    The confusing and discrepant framing of teachers as refl ective practitioners on 

one hand and as technicians on the other (Zeichner,  1990 ).    

  In order to respond meaningfully to these  challenges  , Zeichner ( 1990 ) called for 
PE reform on three levels: organizational, curricular, and structural. More recently, 
Zeichner ( 2010 ) outlined a range of models and approaches as examples of power-
ful  innovation   and reform. A unifying feature of what are otherwise quite disparate 
approaches is the focus on creating hybrid, third-spaces that offer theory-practice 
integration by reimagining the relationships between universities and schools. 

  Third    space   theory (Bhabha,  1994 ) has been enthusiastically taken up in teacher 
education research (see, for example Martin, Snow, & Franklin Torrez,  2011 ; 
McDonough,  2014 ; Williams,  2013 ; Zeichner,  2010 ). As its metaphorical associa-
tions imply, it offers a powerful alternative to the problematic binaries that plague 
teacher education discourse: in particular, theory/practice and university/school. 
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Instead,  third    space   theory offers the alternative view of teacher education  transpiring 
in hybrid, third spaces that “bring practitioner and academic knowledge together in 
less hierarchical ways to create new learning opportunities” (Zeichner,  2010 , p. 92). 
The PE model that is the focus of the current study was designed to respond to 
Zeichner’s obstacles and offers one example of this new kind of  third space   PE 
 partnership   in action. 

 Another key concept is Graham’s ( 2006 ) categorisation of mentors’ understand-
ings of their roles in one of two ways. She captured the essential difference as that 
of  maestro   versus  mentor  . According to Graham:

   Maestros are excellent teachers who provide models of practice , [ whereas ]  mentors incor-
porate the role of teacher educator into their vision of cooperating teacher. Mentors con-
sciously and carefully structure the clinical experience to nurture the professional growth 
and development of the    intern   . (p. 1122) 

   Graham’s distinction between  maestro   and  mentor   is helpful because it articu-
lates the infl uence of the mentor’s role perception on how the PE will ultimately be 
enacted, as either Dewey’s ( 1904 ) apprentice (maestro) or laboratory (mentor) 
model. A key aim of the Community/Cohort PE model designed for the current 
study was to engage mentors in professional learning about their roles in order to 
consciously engender a “mentor” mindset.   

4     Context 

 The  partnership   pilot study involved  pre-service teachers   enrolled in their second 
year of a secondary  Bachelor of Education   double degree program at a research- 
intensive university in Melbourne, Australia. The nature of the double degree pro-
gram means that  pre-service teachers   undertake fi ve days of PE per semester in each 
of their fi rst three years of study, fi nishing off with 25 days of PE in each of their 
fi nal two semesters in their fourth year of study. Pre-service teachers are tradition-
ally placed in schools that are geographically close to their homes, and allocated to 
mentors on a one-to-one basis. In their fi rst year,  pre-service teachers   are placed in 
primary school settings. In their second year, they are placed in secondary schools 
but they are not necessarily placed with a mentor who teaches in their method area. 
The  curriculum   and focus for the second year PE is, therefore, somewhat unclear. 

 The school partner, Keymore Secondary College, 1  is situated across two cam-
puses (A and B) in Melbourne’s southeast. It is a government school with a high 
proportion of students from non-English-speaking and refugee backgrounds. The 
school is strongly committed to  pre-service teacher   education and provides PEs to 
large numbers of  pre-service teachers   from multiple Victorian universities each 
year. 

1   Pseudonyms are used throughout the chapter to maintain the confi dentiality of school and indi-
vidual participants. 
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 The Community/Cohort model that is the focus of this study was the second PE 
pilot undertaken between the school and university partners. The fi rst pilot project 
was conducted in 2014 and involved mentor participants in a structured and ongoing 
mentor professional  learning   program and has been reported elsewhere (see, for 
example, Forgasz et al.,  2015 ). 

 The mentors who participated in the Community/Cohort pilot study were also 
involved in the mentor professional  learning   pilot program. As such, they had 
already undertaken some professional learning about their roles as mentors. There 
were eight mentor participants in total, four from each Keymore College campus. 
Six of these eight participated in the research interviews that form the basis of the 
current study. There were three males and three females. Two research participants 
were from the Campus A community of mentors. They were Jona (Sciences, Maths, 
and Investigate 2 ) and Peter (Maths). Four Campus B mentors participated in the 
research interviews. They were Linda (Sciences), Stuart (Maths, Game Design, and 
Daily Organiser), Greta (Visual Arts and Year 10 Coordinator), and Emma (Drama, 
English, Investigate and Year 8 Coordinator).  

5     The Community/Cohort Model 

 The Community/Cohort model piloted an approach to early observation-focused PE 
which would break with the traditional allocation of one mentor to one  pre-service 
teacher  . Instead, a  community of mentors  would collectively mentor a  cohort of    pre - 
 service teachers    within a single school site. Although each mentor was allocated a 
pair of  pre-service teachers   for whom they would be primarily responsible, the 
model was premised on the notion of a mentor community working collaboratively 
to support the entire cohort of  pre-service teachers   allocated to their campus (and 
occasionally, across campuses). 

 The Community/Cohort model began with two days of professional learning and 
 curriculum   design during which mentors and university-based teacher educators 
collaborated to develop a PE  curriculum   framework and the content for a  pre- service 
teacher   handbook. It included induction information, mentor timetables, co- 
curricular event calendars, observation protocols, and a daily diary with data entry 
fi elds structured according to the  Australian Professional Standards for Teachers 
(APSTs).   

 With the handbook as a  curriculum   resource,  pre-service teacher   pairs were able 
to autonomously plan a 5-day timetable for their own PE learning, with pairs work-
ing at different times with different mentors. Pre-service teachers also assigned 
themselves to participate in co-curricular activities, and occasionally to observe 
teachers and classes outside the mentor community. Participation in classes often 
involved combinations of structured observation (using observation protocols from 

2   ‘Investigate’ is a compulsory, integrated humanities subject that is taught at Keymore College to 
students from Year 7 to Year 9 in large open learning spaces. 
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the handbook) and one-on-one and small group student interactions. Every day, 
  pre- service teacher   pairs met with their assigned mentor to debrief their experi-
ences, reviewing their observations in an extended refl ective dialogue. 

 The PE  curriculum   also included several whole-group information sessions 
which were overseen by mentor community members according to their expertise. 
These covered topics such as student welfare, innovations in Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Maths (STEM), teaching in open learning spaces, and opportuni-
ties to complete coursework tasks such as mentor interviews.  

6     Research Approach 

 With its interest in developing a deep understanding of participants’ experiences 
and evaluations of the Community/Cohort PE pilot, a  qualitative    research   design 
was deemed most appropriate for the current study. 

6.1     Data Generation 

 Qualitative data for the study were collected from mentor and  pre-service teacher   
participants in a range of forms. 3  Three data sets related to the mentor experience 
were generated. Open-ended questionnaires were completed at the end of the 2-day 
professional learning program to capture participants’ evaluations of the purpose 
and quality of the professional learning program. One-hour focus groups were con-
ducted on each campus during each semester’s 5-day PE and captured the collective 
experiences of each mentor community. Extensive semi-structured interviews of 
30–45 min were conducted with six out of eight participants 2–3 weeks after the 
conclusion of the PE pilot in order to generate an in-depth understanding of each 
mentor’s individual experiences, including their evaluations of the Community/
Cohort model. 

 Individual interviews were deemed important on top of focus groups in order to 
provide time and space for each participant to share more fully their individual 
experiences. Given its constraints, this chapter draws exclusively on data from those 
interviews in which participants responded to the following questions:

    1.    What is your understanding of the purpose of this second year Community/
Cohort pilot?   

   2.    What is your sense of what and how PSTs can learn about teaching/learning 
through their PE in schools? And has it changed in any way?   

3   The project and all data collection processes were approved by the Monash University Human 
Ethics Research Committee and by the Department of Education & Training. 
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   3.    What were the implications of working in this model for your role and approach 
as a mentor?   

   4.    What were the  challenges  /benefi ts/surprises of working as a community of 
 mentors with a cohort of PSTs?   

   5.    What were some of the key learning experiences that impacted the PSTs? What 
was it about those experiences that affected them?   

   6.    What advice can you offer us about improving this model and/or implementing 
it in another setting?      

6.2     Data Analysis 

 Full transcripts of the interviews were inductively coded and categorised according 
to the substantive content of each participant’s individual interview responses 
(Gillham,  2000 ). Themes were then sought across categories from the six partici-
pants’ responses. Three key themes emerged in relation to participants’ perceptions 
and experiences of the Community/Cohort model: structure,  curriculum   and peda-
gogy, and emotional experiences. Data were then further categorised into subsec-
tions under each broad theme.   

7     Outcomes 

 There can be a tendency when reporting this kind of research to summarise the 
essence of multiple participant perspectives in order to leave more space for pre-
senting and theorising the fi ndings. But this study is philosophically premised on 
Zeichner’s ( 2010 ) third-space notion of fl attening the traditional hierarchy of aca-
demic over practitioner knowledge, of university over mentor authority. I aim to 
support this philosophical end in the reporting of the fi ndings by foregrounding 
participants’ voices through the  inclusion   of extensive direct quotations. In doing 
so, it is my intention to visually represent the philosophical rebalancing of partici-
pant and researcher voices. 

 This commitment to highlighting participant voice limited the space available to 
report the fi ndings. As such, fi ndings are presented below in relation to the fi rst two 
of three broad themes, the fi rst being participants’ views of the model’s structure, 
and, the second, its  curriculum   and pedagogy. Key fi ndings related to participants’ 
emotional experiences with the Community/Cohort model are presented within the 
discussion of each of the other two themes as appropriate. 
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7.1     Structural Features of the Community/Cohort Model 

 Participants refl ected on two key structural features of the Community/Cohort pilot: 
the community of mentors and the cohort of  pre-service teachers  . In the following 
section, each of these is explored in turn. 

7.1.1     A Community of Mentors Sharing the Work of Mentoring 

 The fi rst key structural feature of the Community/Cohort model was the notion of a 
community of mentors working collaboratively to engage  pre-service teachers   in PE 
learning. Given that mentors nominate lack of time as the “biggest impediment to 
an effective practicum” (Hastings,  2004 , p. 144), a signifi cant aim of the Community/
Cohort pilot was to investigate whether this approach could reduce the workload 
associated with one-to-one mentoring, without compromising the quality of experi-
ence mentors were able to offer. This aim was certainly achieved for Elana who 
described being alleviated of the mental exhaustion she would typically feel when 
she had a  pre-service teacher   following her around “like a shadow” all day long. 
While working in the Community/Cohort model meant that any number of the 
cohort of  pre-service teachers   might attend a mentor’s classes at any time, Elana 
explained that the fact that they would soon move on to another experience was 
liberating. 

 Individual mentors’ daily time commitments were further reduced by sharing 
responsibility for debriefi ng  pre-service teachers  ’ observations. Elana explained:

   Other teachers were doing that as well ,  so it didn ’ t seem so intense  …  I felt that I didn ’ t 
have to share so much because everybody was sharing things ,  so I could just pick a few 
things that I thought were important . 

   In this sense, the value of the community of mentors was not only pragmatic, but 
also pedagogical. Sharing the work of refl ective debriefi ng meant that mentors felt 
less concerned about the quantity of ideas they should discuss, instead focusing on 
the quality of each conversation. For Elana, this meant engaging in less transmissive 
and more dialogical exchanges about teaching. She explained:

   Normally ,  I ’ m like  “ ok ,  I ’ ve got 40 minutes ” [ to spend with the    pre - service teacher   ]  and so 
I end up talking at them because I ’ m in a hurry ,  whereas I felt like my chats to them ,  it was 
much more two - way and we could have a proper discussion ,  which was a lot more helpful . 

   While responsibility for these kinds of conversations fell to the four teachers who 
comprised each campus’ mentor community, the model also opened up the PE 
beyond the immediate community of mentors, encouraging  pre-service teachers   to 
observe teachers across the whole  school   over the course of any given day. Paul 
described this approach as “really critical” because it meant that  pre-service teach-
ers   could “learn so much more rather than just working with one person, which has 
always been the historical way of doing it.” 
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 This aspect of the Community/Cohort model was benefi cial not only for 
  pre- service teacher   professional learning, but also for the mentors themselves. 
Linda explained:

   I also love when my student teachers go out to other teachers ’  classes and come back and 
say  “ this teacher is doing this awesome stuff ,  they ’ re doing this and this and this ”…  I love 
the insight into other people ’ s practice and also their ideas about teaching too . 

   But not all participants were initially so positive about sharing the work of men-
toring. Jona was very clear about the fact that “I wouldn’t feel comfortable [about 
 pre-service teachers  ] seeing particular teaching styles that I would deem, say, inef-
fective.” Furthermore, the idea of sharing responsibility for mentoring amongst the 
community of mentors created a confusing shift in role perception for him. Jona 
explained:

   I ’ m used having someone follow me …  I ’ m quite stubborn. I ’ m a stubborn person in gen-
eral. So ,  when I ,  because I ’ ve had so many    pre - service teachers     before ,  and I ’ ve selected a 
particular way or method ,  and I ’ ve seen that it ’ s ,  so to speak ,  worked for me ,  to see this  
[ Community / Cohort model ]  and see ,  like ,  a completely different approach ,  initially for me 
it was quite  “ Whaaat ?” 

   Jona and the other mentors in the Campus A community had, in fact, more or less 
ignored the Community/Cohort model during the fi rst 5-day PE and approached it 
as a traditional placement. But when the mentor communities from the two cam-
puses met to refl ect and refi ne the model at the end of the fi rst week, Jona heard 
about the positive experiences of the Campus B mentors and reconsidered his 
position:

   So the second time round  –  because I ’ ve heard that the other group went quite well  –  this 
time I just thought , “ You know what ?  What the hell  ! ”  I ’ m always open to new ideas. I am 
stubborn ,  but I am open to listening and at least giving it a go ,  and this time it was just like , 
 it ’ s more freedom for  [ the    pre - service teachers   ],  so they can actually observe different 
aspects. So just changing my frame of mind ,  which is tough to do ,  I ’ m not going to lie ,  it 
ended up working for the best ,  not just for me ,  but for them ,  because they were able to get a 
much better experience. And I found the second round was a lot smoother for them ,  they 
enjoyed the second round a lot more and I myself enjoyed it a lot more because I was able 
just to say  “ You know what ?  Go for it .” 

   This evolving understanding about how to teach  pre-service teachers   about 
teaching represents precisely the shift from a maestro to mentor mindset that the 
project set out to explore and develop. And with a mentor mindset, Jona began to 
recognise the value of offering his  pre-service teachers   a range of learning experi-
ences beyond simply observing him at work in the classroom. 

 No less signifi cant than the shift in mindset is the sense of how challenging it is 
for mentors to make this leap. As evident in Jona’s early reaction to the model, it 
might be understood as a reconsideration of questions of power and authority in the 
PE relational dynamic of “powerlessness and surveillance” (Bloomfi eld,  2010 , 
pp. 229–30) between  pre-service teachers   and their mentors. In this regard, having 
the community of mentors share responsibility for the cohort of  pre-service teachers   
created what Linda described as something “more fl attened, more egalitarian, more 
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democratic” than Bloomfi eld’s “conditions of hierarchy [in which] power is com-
monly conceptualised in terms of contested possession” ( 2010 , p. 228).  

7.1.2     A Community of Mentors: Feeling Like Part of a Community 

 For Linda, being part of the Campus B community of mentors engendered a strong 
sense of belonging and connectedness and these feelings extended beyond the life 
of the pilot. She attributed this shift to the sense of professional trust that developed 
within the mentor community:

   We don ’ t see each other that much. We ’ re like ships passing in the night but I knew that I 
could trust them. And that ’ s the thing :  I could trust them to do what they said they were 
going to do and there was  ( sic )  no issues. And I think that ’ s part of it too is that it just builds 
trust between people and from that also comes respect and it ’ s just a really good ,  a positive 
thing . 

   Greta too described her participation in the community of mentors as positively 
infl uencing her sense of connectedness to her colleagues. The collaborative process 
of designing the  curriculum   for the Community/Cohort model was particularly sig-
nifi cant in this regard:

   Sometimes I used to think , “ oh my goodness ,  I feel so different from the way this teacher 
teaches ”  and then I ’ m thinking , “ hang on a second ,  now I ’ ve got to know you and now 
we ’ ve really got to unpack what we think teaching is all about ,  and now I ’ m really listening 
to your value system, perspective ,  philosophy  –  whatever  –  of teaching ”…  I think I ’ m dis-
covering other teachers and I ’ m realising that our differences are reasonably superfi cial 
compared to the things that we share in common at the core …  I feel more  “ belonged ”  and 
confi dent in being different in the way that I ’ m different ,  which is really a nice feeling . 

   As Greta’s comments suggest, collaborating as a community of mentors pro-
vided a platform for the mentor community to share deeply their values and philoso-
phies of teaching and in that process, signifi cant shifts in professional relationships 
were evident. 

 But while two of three female  mentor teacher   participants who were interviewed, 
Linda and Greta, experienced a strong and enduring sense of belonging, all three 
male participants, Stuart, Paul and Jona, expressed something of the opposite senti-
ment. Stuart refl ected:

   When you say  “ community of mentors ”  it brings up this image of we ’ re sort of really work-
ing together ,  but we ’ re not …  really we ’ re all different people working at different year 
levels in different subjects and because of our timetabling situations ,  we don ’ t get a chance 
to get together . 

   Paul had a similarly functional understanding of what it meant to be part of a 
community of mentors and, like Stuart, associated the sense of community with the 
idea of time spent working together. For Paul, to feel more of a sense of community, 
“we needed to have a bit more opportunity for us as a team to get together and work 
out how we were doing things.” 
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 But even if they did not all feel themselves to be part of a tight-knit community 
in practice, even their interest in working as a community to collaboratively mentor 
 pre-service teachers   marks a signifi cant shift in thinking about how to approach the 
mentoring task. It certainly  challenges   the traditional one-to-one model of the PE as 
an unmediated and unstructured apprenticeship (Zeichner,  1990 ) and not all partici-
pants were initially open to it. As discussed, for Jona, for example, there was some-
thing ideological at stake in sharing responsibility for the  pre-service teachers   in his 
charge and he acknowledged that he was initially resistant to the Community/Cohort 
model because of what he described as the  challenge   of “letting go of that 
control.”  

7.1.3     A Cohort of Pre-service Teachers 

 The second key structural feature of the Community/Cohort PE model was the 
deliberate placement of a cohort of  pre-service teachers   at a single school site. 
Within each Keymore College campus cohort,  pre-service teachers   were paired up 
and each pair was allocated to a “home” mentor within the community. Mentor 
participants shared their experiences of both pair and cohort groupings. 

 The pairing of  pre-service teachers   was, at least in part, a pragmatic design fea-
ture of the Community/Cohort model which, if successful, would effectively halve 
the number of mentors required to work with  pre-service teachers   during these early 
PEs. But pairing also offered the additional effi ciency of relieving mentor workload. 
Elana explained, “When I do get busy, they’re not just waiting for me to give them 
some guidance, they’ve got each other to sort of talk to and to have those discus-
sions.” In this sense, from the mentor perspective, the benefi t of pairing  pre-service 
teachers   was as much pedagogical as it was pragmatic because pairs of  pre-service 
teachers   were able to engage with each other in refl ective sense-making of their 
observations. 

 These conversations offered an alternative when mentors were too busy to talk 
but they also had the effect of lifting the level of refl ective dialogue with mentors 
since, as Greta explained, “the conversations are being discussed [in pairs] and 
maybe even unpacked and refi ned a little bit before the question is posed [to the 
mentor].” Jona likewise found that conversations with his  pre-service teacher   pair 
were more focused because, “They knew what they wanted to discuss with me” and 
that having “two different [ pre-service teacher  ] perspectives” further enhanced the 
quality of their refl ective dialogue. 

 If pairing  pre-service teachers   was effective, so too was placing multiple pairs 
together as a cohort. Indeed, the degree to which the cohort placement encouraged 
 pre-service teachers  ’ sense of belonging at each campus was an unanticipated out-
come of the model. PE can often be a daunting experience for  pre-service teachers   
who must quickly acclimate to an unfamiliar environment. The  challenge   is often 
exacerbated in one-to-one placements which do not encourage  pre-service teachers   
to form broad relationships or to get a sense of the workplace except from the per-
spective of their mentor. In contrast, Linda explained that the Community/Cohort 
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model offered  pre-service teachers   an opportunity to “experience the complexity of 
school life without it being confrontational. They get to experience it in a very 
gentle way in some ways because they’re together.” 

 Linda explained further the way in which the cohort approach encouraged  pre- 
service teachers   to experience a sense of belonging:

  [ Y ] ou ’ re already orientating the right way into a school ,  you ’ re not the outsider ,  the out-
sider coming to be a voyeur or an intruder. You ’ re part of the school …  And I think that the 
group dynamic was just lovely to see. I never saw a long face or a stressed out person or 
someone who looked embarrassed ,  it was just a lot more gentle . 

   These feelings of belonging to a cohort were made tangible for the  pre-service 
teachers   who were physically housed together in the main staffroom. Elana noted 
that while, “in the past, I always thought it was so important that a  PST   have their 
own desk,” the cohort had shared with her that, “it was really good having the staff 
room because if they went there, there were always other people there from their 
community.” 

 These benefi ts of being part of a  pre-service teacher   cohort may be understood in 
terms of Zeichner’s ( 2010 ) notion of the PE transpiring in a  third    space   between the 
school and the university. In this case, the in-between-ness of that  third space   
enabled the  pre-service teachers   to inhabit simultaneously their student and teacher 
 identities     . They were gently being eased into a sense of belonging to the broader 
teacher and school communities, at least partly because of the confi dence and com-
fort of concurrently feeling a part of the cohort as its own independent community 
of practice. Paul described powerfully the sense in which those feelings of belong-
ing infl uenced the  pre-service teacher   cohort’s engagement with whole school 
community:

   They were really seeing themselves as part of the staff of the school fi rst of all ,  they weren ’ t 
just visitors they were here ,  and belonged ,  and were welcome …  They just seemed a lot more 
confi dent about even themselves just going up to someone else on the staff ,  not part of the  
[ mentor ]  team ,  saying , “ I believe you teach this class this subject and this is who I am - 
would you mind if I observed .”  And that seemed to be again a refl ection that they felt really 
comfortable and welcome in the place . 

   In all, the reorganisation of relationships in the Community/Cohort model, 
including its mentor community and  pre-service teacher   pair and cohort dimen-
sions, refl ects Le Cornu’s ( 2010 ) learning communities approach to PE in which 
PSTs are expected to work together with their peers and to actively contribute to all 
of the learning relationships in which they are engaged.   
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7.2      Curriculum   and Pedagogy 

 Participants identifi ed three signifi cant  curriculum   features of the Community/
Cohort model: the whole-school focus for the PE, the use of structured observation, 
and engagement in refl ective dialogue. The research fi ndings in relation to each of 
these is now discussed in turn. 

7.2.1     Broadening to a Whole School Focus 

 The 2-day professional learning program that preceded the implementation of the 
Community/Cohort pilot was very much focused on engaging the community of 
mentors in an exploration of questions around what, and how,  pre-service teachers   
can learn about teaching during early PEs which are not necessarily teaching- 
focused. This professional learning focus broadened participants’ understandings of 
the purpose and learning potential of the PE. Stuart refl ected:

   Often there ’ s a lot of emphasis on content and less about the pedagogy. Here ,  the emphasis 
has been about  “ What does a teacher do ?”  not  “ What does a teacher teach ?”  and I probably 
hadn ’ t really thought of that so much before this . 

   This comment by Stuart marked a signifi cant change in his thinking, one that was 
critical in contributing to participants’ shifts in mindset from maestro to mentor. 
Mentors who had previously been unable to imagine how  pre-service teachers   could 
learn anything except by practising teaching now began to reconceptualise both 
what they might learn and how that learning might be achieved. Even the most fun-
damentally taken for granted assumptions about PE learning were open for rethink-
ing, as seen in Paul’s comments about placing the  pre-service teachers   outside of 
their method areas of specialisation:

  [ Y ] ou learn so much more when you ’ re actually observing someone where ,  frankly ,  you ’ re 
not that interested in the subject but you ’ re really learning about the teacher ’ s method. And 
that ’ s I think one of the big benefi ts of the way we ’ ve done it this time . 

   Having established a shared vision to focus PE learning on the question, “What 
does a teacher do?” mentors and university based teacher educators set about devel-
oping a  curriculum   by collaboratively answering it. In this way, the community of 
mentors developed ownership over the PE  curriculum   design to which they were 
actively and collaboratively contributing. Linda explained:

   We were having quite interesting debates about what was important ,  what wasn ’ t impor-
tant ,  what should be valued ,  what shouldn ’ t be valued and so on …  So there was a bit of 
debate ,  a bit of soul searching …  and hearing other people ’ s opinions and ideas  …  moves 
the conversation along to a different point . 

   Having invested themselves in determining what was important for the  pre- 
service teacher   cohort to learn and to consider about teaching and the fullness of 
teachers’ work, mentors were sensitised to drawing out these ideas during the PE. In 
doing so, they understood through their own experience the degree to which their 
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knowledge of practice is tacit (Polyani,  1958 ) and needs to be explicitly unpacked 
in order to be seen and appreciated by  pre-service teachers  . Jona refl ected:

   I think many of them are quite amazed ,  so to speak ,  of  ( sic )  what is actually involved in the 
teaching profession. It ’ s not just standing up in front of a class for 40 minutes and just 
imparting information. There ’ s lots of other things you do …  So it ’ s just trying to give them 
the whole aspect of teaching as much as I possibly can . 

7.2.2        Focused Dialogue About Practice 

 Having  pre-service teachers   observe their mentors teaching is a common pedagogi-
cal strategy for PE learning, especially during early PEs. Despite this, Loughran 
( 2006 ) observes:

   There is little to suggest that students of teaching are encouraged to unpack the    professional    
  knowledge     or beliefs of their teaching mentors … or that their teacher mentors themselves 
see that unpacking their    professional knowledge      and     beliefs comprises part of their role in 
teaching about teaching  (p. 45). 

   As part of the mentor professional  learning   that preceded the Community/Cohort 
pilot, mentors explored these ideas around unpacking teacher  professional knowl-
edge   and pedagogical reasoning as a dimension of  initial teacher education  . With a 
newfound appreciation of the problematic absence of this kind of conversation, 
mentors agreed to engage their  pre-service teacher   pairs each day in what Graham 
( 2006 ) describes as “focused dialogue about practice” (p. 1126). This daily refl ec-
tive dialogue would aim to surface both  pre-service teachers  ’ and mentors’ under-
standings of the knowledge underlying the various teacher actions that the 
 pre-service teachers   had observed throughout the day. 

 The idea of unpacking practice as part of mentoring work was new for the men-
tor participants. Linda observed, “I was more self-conscious as far as the tacit, being 
able to explain what I was doing and why. That’s what was really the big difference 
for myself as a mentor, I think, through this whole process.” Having come to under-
stand that the pedagogical reasoning underlying their decisions and actions was not 
apparent unless it was deliberately surfaced, they developed various strategies for 
engaging in this daily dialogue. Stuart explained:

   People aren ’ t going to necessarily see  [ the pedagogical reasoning that underlies decisions 
and practices ]  unless both people ,  the    PST     and the mentor ,  are aware that that ’ s what we ’ re 
looking for so that afterwards you have your conversations and say , “ Well I did this 
because  – ”  or the PST says , “ Why did you do that ?”  or  “ I like the way you did this ,”  and 
then the mentor ,  such as myself ,  says , “ Oh yeah ,  I didn ’ t even realise that. I ’ m glad you told 
me that. I ’ ve got to actually think about that in future .” 

   Stuart’s openness to his  pre-service teacher   pair being able to offer him new 
insights about his teaching is noteworthy. It suggests a repositioning of roles and a 
redistribution of authority that enabled genuinely two-way professional learning 
between mentor and  pre-service teacher  . 
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 Jona refl ected similarly that focused dialogue about practice surfaced aspects of 
his  professional    knowledge   in ways that contributed to his own refl ection and pro-
fessional learning: “It’s been really, really good for me to see specifi cally things that 
I naturally do, without trying to sound cocky, things that I naturally do without 
noticing it and then seeing, hey, that really works.” Like the mentors in Nguyen’s 
( 2013 ) study, mentor participants in the current study took seriously their  pre- 
service teachers  ’ observations and drew on them as opportunities for ongoing pro-
fessional learning and refl ection. In this sense, making explicit their tacit knowledge 
of practice was useful to both mentor and  pre-service teachers   alike.  

7.2.3     Structured Observation 

 If unmediated observation is a problem for PE in general then it is particularly prob-
lematic in the case of early PEs in which  pre-service teachers   spend much of their 
time “observing” classes in action. In the absence of refl ective dialogue, much of 
this experience is uneducative since  pre-service teachers   don’t know what they are 
looking at or what to look for. Worse still, PE observation may also prove miseduca-
tive since, according to Loughran ( 2006 ), when  pre-service teachers   observe, they 
tend to see what they expect to see and “interpret classroom events in light of their 
own experiences as learners” (p. 45). 

 As discussed, to counter this problem, the Community/Cohort PE  curriculum   
required that  pre-service teachers   refl ected with their mentors on their observations 
during daily focused dialogue about practice. But this approach assumes that men-
tors themselves know what  pre-service teachers   should be looking at and what to 
look for, an assumption proven grossly unfounded in light of these candid com-
ments by Paul:

   For a lot of years ,  really until now I think ,  even though I ’ ve had lots of PSTs I really haven ’ t 
been able to guide them as to  “ this is what you need to look at ”…  I think we were just saying  
“ right ,  you follow the teacher around and you observe some classes and you try and observe 
as many different people as you can .”  But we weren ’ t really guiding them as to what they 
should be looking for . 

   To scaffold both  pre-service teachers  ’  classroom observations   and mentors’ daily 
focused dialogue about them, the Community/Cohort handbook included a series of 
observation protocols which had been collaboratively adapted/designed by mentors 
and university-based teacher educators during the initial 2-day professional learning 
program. Even when  pre-service teachers   chose not to use the protocols themselves, 
Elana observed that simply including them as a resource “gave them some ideas of 
what things they could notice” which in turn “opened up what they could write 
about, whereas I think in the past they weren’t really sure what to write.” 

 Greta also noted that the observation protocols lifted the quality of  pre-service 
teacher   refl ections. She explained:

   I ’ ve really been impressed with the quality of conversations that we ’ ve been having …  A 
deeper level of conversation. And I think it ’ s because of the structure that ’ s been put in 
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place encouraging the    pre - service teachers     to look at  “ this ”  and then to ask questions about  
“ this ”  and then it gives you the opportunity to have  [ these conversations ]  with everyone 
rather than just with the ones that it seems to naturally evolve with . 

   In this regard, structured observation was a valued pedagogical strategy used to 
create distinct learning opportunities as opposed to relying on the “natural” refl ec-
tive capabilities of individual  pre-service teachers  . 

 Structured observation and focused dialogue about practice in the context of a 
broad focus on the fullness of teachers’ work offered the community of mentors a 
distinct pedagogical approach,  curriculum  , and set of practices which they were 
able to enact in order to offer a powerfully educative PE for the  pre-service teacher   
cohort.    

8     Implications and Conclusion 

 It is, perhaps, unusual for a study of a PE  partnership   model to focus exclusively on 
the mentor experience with no reference at all to the  pre-service teachers   them-
selves. And indeed,  pre-service teacher   experiences and evaluations will be the 
focus of future reporting on this Community/Cohort  partnership   pilot. But aside 
from the limitations of space for this chapter, the stated aims of the study also make 
sense of this exclusive focus on mentor perspectives. 

 Accusations of a  theory-practice gap   in  initial teacher education   abound 
(Loughran,  2006 ; Zeichner,  1990 ) and they are, arguably, felt most strongly during 
the PE (Darling-Hammond & Bransford,  2005 ) when  pre-service teachers   fre-
quently report being encouraged by their mentors to let go the apparent abstractions 
of theory in order to handle the “realities” of practice. This goes some way towards 
explaining Zeichner’s sixth obstacle to PE learning in that teachers are framed as 
refl ective practitioners by teacher educators in the university space while being dis-
crepantly framed as technicians by their mentors during the PE. The current study 
sought to dissolve this problematic theory-practice divide by creating a  third space   
of shared vision and purpose. Aligning teacher educators’ and mentors’ understand-
ings about the aims for PE learning and how best to achieve them was a foundation 
upon which this  third    space   was built. 

 Shared understanding was largely achieved through professional learning about 
the purposes and pedagogies of teacher education (Loughran,  2006 ) and how these 
can fi nd expression in the PE. With a sense of the educative value of PE beyond 
merely providing opportunities to practise teaching (Graham,  2006 ), mentor partici-
pants collaborated with university-based teacher educators to determine how best to 
teach about teaching during the PE. Structurally, a learning communities approach 
(Le Cornu,  2010 ) in which a community of mentors shared responsibility for a 
cohort of pairs of  pre-service teachers   was essential to shifting away from the tradi-
tional master-apprentice model for PE learning towards the laboratory approach of 
exploration and experimentation encouraged by Dewey ( 1904 ). With a laboratory 
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approach in mind, mentors aimed to make explicit some of the tacit dimensions of 
teaching practice (Polyani,  1958 ). They achieved this largely by focusing  pre- 
service teacher   observations and then modeling and encouraging refl ection as a 
strategy for understanding and improving practice (Graham,  2006 ; Loughran,  2006 ; 
Nguyen,  2013 ). 

 Shifting mentor mindset from a maestro to mentor approach (Graham,  2006 ) is 
diffi cult but without this shift, a Community/Cohort approach to PE cannot succeed. 
Such shifts require university-led professional learning for mentors. The current 
study makes a strong case that embedding mentor professional  learning   as a feature 
of quality PE  partnerships   goes a long way towards addressing all six of Zeichner’s 
( 1990 ) obstacles to PE learning by:

    7.    Explicitly challenging common mentor conceptions of the PE as an unmediated 
and unstructured apprenticeship;   

   8.    Jointly constructing a structured PE  curriculum   that draws deliberate connec-
tions between school-based and university-based learning about teaching;   

   9.    Offering university-led professional learning for mentors about how to enact 
their roles;   

   10.    Better resourcing the PE with academic support which also serves to raise the 
status of PE related work;   

   11.    Similarly raising the quality of resourcing and the status of PE work in schools; 
and   

   12.    Redressing the discrepant framing of teachers as refl ective practitioners on one 
hand and as technicians on the other.    

  Policy reforms such as those fl agged by  TEMAG   ( 2014 ) can be understood as 
bureaucratic impositions that reduce the autonomy of teacher education providers 
and can be responded to in panicked reactions to sign up schools as “partners.” 
Theoretical constructs such as the  third space   might then be cynically invoked to 
smokescreen these “ partnerships  ,” effectively disguising the failure to respond 
meaningfully to calls for reform. Alternately, such calls for reform can be viewed as 
opportunities for teacher education providers to review, refl ect on, and genuinely 
renegotiate the terms of their PE  partnerships   with schools in order to develop stron-
ger connections and coherence in purpose. As the current study evinces, authentic 
 third space    partnerships   have the potential to do far more than simply  reform  
PE. Much more compellingly, they have the potential to  transform  PE learning 
(Martin et al.,  2011 ) by creating and enacting a shared vision for engaging  pre- 
service teachers   in learning about teaching.     
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