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Supporting student teachers through their first attempts at teaching:
Possibilities and limitations afforded by school-based and campus-
based models of support

Lee Rusznyak
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Moeniera Moosa

University of the Witwatersrand

Abstract

Student teachers’ first attempt at teaching a lesson is a crucial step in their professional development. This
paper compares the potential pedagogical learning opportunities and limitations afforded by school-based
and campus-based support programmes that are designed to support student teachers in their early attempts
at teaching. We use a qualitative analysis of interviews with university lecturers and a quantitative analysis
of written feedback provided to student teachers within each of these models. The analysis of our data
shows that during the school-based model, students receive retrospective feedback on many diverse issues
relating to their lesson, particularly their management of learners. In contrast, the campus-based model
offers student teachers an explicit opportunity to work collaboratively on the management of the content
knowledge for their first lesson. The campus-based model, despite its numerous limitations, offers
possibilities for developing students’ understanding of teaching as a complex cognitive practice from their
early attempts at teaching.

Keywords: student teacher, lesson planning, lesson delivery, teaching practicum, teacher educator, initial

teacher education

Introduction

At some point during their initial teacher education, student teachers teach a lesson to a class of learners for
the first time.* In order to promote students’ professional development, it is not desirable for students’ first
experience of teaching a lesson to be one in which they feel overwhelmed by the complexities of teaching,
nor is it desirable that it provides them with a false sense of confidence from a seemingly ‘successful’ lesson
that is conceptually and pedagogically weak (Joram & Gabriele 1998). This step in their professional
development provides teacher educators with a unique opportunity, when students are particularly receptive
to guidance, to explicitly guide them through the complexities of teaching. This study was prompted by a
concern that many student teachers in South Africa may be receiving inadequate support in what we
consider to be a crucial step as they start engaging in classroom teaching.

A recent review of teacher education programmes in South Africa found that many institutions experience
a ‘lack of human resources to enable academic staff to visit students on teaching practice with sufficient
frequency and duration’, which results in ‘generally inadequate professional supervision’ of student teachers
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during their teaching practicum (Council of Higher Education 2010:94). Where limited staffing capacity
exists, the supervision of senior students who are nearing graduation is often
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prioritised over the provision of support for students who are teaching lessons for the first time. Junior
student teachers are thus often exclusively reliant on a school-based supervising teacher for support and
guidance. Supervising teachers who are able to ‘demonstrate how to organise productive learning activities
and respond to both predictable and unexpected problems that arise in the classrooms’ would arguably
provide adequate support for student teachers (LePage, Darling-Hammond & Akar 2005:353). However,
within the South African context, the ‘history of authoritarianism, inspections and hierarchy in schools’ has
in many instances ‘actively discouraged [teachers] from engaging in any form of dialogue about why they
were doing what they were doing, what the alternatives might be in their teaching’ (Robinson 2000:214).
This concern is exacerbated by recent studies (National Education Evaluation and Development Unit
[NEEDU] 2012; Spaull 2011) within the South African context that have revealed that a widespread
concern ‘is a lack of [pedagogical and subject] knowledge on the part of teachers’ (NEEDU 2012:30). These
factors have ‘severe implications for the depth of inquiry offered by [supervising] teachers to student
teachers’ during sessions of teaching practicum (Robinson 2000:216). It is untenable that student teachers
are placed for practicum sessions in schools without rigorous attention to the knowledge and pedagogical
reasoning that underpins their lessons. As long as this cannot be assured within the context of South African
classrooms, student teachers need intentionally directed university support, especially during their early
practicum experiences.

This paper considers the potential pedagogical learning opportunities and limitations afforded by two
models that intend to provide student teachers with support as they begin planning and delivering lessons
to learners.? In the first model (henceforth, school-based model), lecturers travel to students’ school
placements and observe two of their initial lessons. The second model (henceforth, the campusbased model)
requires that students on the cusp of teaching a lesson for the first time return from their practicum to
participate in a two-day support programme held on campus. We present a quantitative analysis of lesson
observation reports written by lecturers for two cohorts of student teachers. One cohort undertook their first
attempts at teaching within a school-based model, whereas the other cohort participated in a campus-based
support programme. To obtain a more textured understanding of trends from the quantitative analysis, we
draw on interviews with six lecturers who have supervised student teachers within both models. The main
claim of this paper is that the affordances offered by these two models of support for students through their
first experiences of teaching enable teacher educators to open up or close down different possibilities for
students’ pedagogical learning.

Review of the literature and conceptual framework

In 1987, Shulman observed that few studies on what constitutes effective teaching gave ‘careful attention
not only to the management of [learners] in classrooms, but also to the management of ideas within
classroom discourse’ (p. 84, emphasis added). Since then, the international ‘learning to teach’ literature has
engaged much more substantially with what it takes to enable student teachers to manage ideas effectively
in teaching conceptually strong lessons (for example, Ball, Thames & Phelps 2008; Darling-Hammond
2006; Grossman 1990; Loughran, Mulhall & Berry 2008).

While we acknowledge that both the management of ideas and the management of learners are required for
effective teaching, we are concerned that with inadequate attention to the substantive concerns about
mediating subject content knowledge in conceptually appropriate ways, student teachers may quickly learn
to manage learners effectively, without necessarily having understood the complexity of managing ideas in
the lessons they teach. Managing knowledge and enabling learning appears deceivingly straightforward and
student teachers often assume that they will teach effectively once they learn the skills of managing a class
of learners (Joram & Gabriele 1998). The tendency for many student teachers to assume that teaching
merely involves the acquisition and application of routine procedures has been termed the ‘problem of

complexity’ (Hammerness et al. 2005:375).
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Complexities with managing ideas and managing learners

Part of the complexity associated with lesson preparation is that student teachers have to learn to draw
simultaneously on different knowledge bases of teaching, for example content knowledge, curriculum
knowledge, learner knowledge and pedagogical knowledge (Grossman 1990; Shulman 1987). Student
teachers need to learn to organise the knowledge by distinguishing between the core ideas of a concept,
important things to know and peripheral details (Wiggins & McTighe 2005). By the time they graduate,
they need to be able to manage ideas at different levels and within different time frames: each lesson needs
to be internally coherent and there needs to be conceptual progression between successive lessons that
together cover a curriculum over the course of a year (Lampert 2001).

In addition to the complexities related to planning, there are complexities that arise during lesson delivery.
Kennedy (2004:30) identifies common concerns that arise during class time as those that involve making
knowledge understandable (content coverage and the use of methods that enhance learner understanding),
pacing of learners through the knowledge (maintaining lesson momentum and promoting student
participation) and creating safe environments for learning. Teachers make ‘momentby-moment tradeoffs’
as they weigh up conflicting priorities depending on their professional judgement of what constitutes ‘the
most prominent concern’ at a particular time.

Pedagogies that reveal the complexities of practice to students

While many student teachers assume that enabling learning is straightforward, the ability to plan coherent
lessons that both meet the demands of the content and are responsive to the needs of learners is ‘not
something that most people know how to do intuitively or that they learn from unguided classroom
experience’ (Darling-Hammond et al. 2005:176). Grossman et al. (2009) identify three educational
pedagogies that they argue are invaluable for introducing students to the complexities of professional
practices that seek human improvement (such as teaching). The first of these pedagogies involves the
analysis of representations of practice which are used to make particular features of the practice visible to
novices, although they hide others (e.g., the study and analysis of narrative accounts of classroom dilemmas;
live or video observations of practitioners; samples of learner work and so on). Secondly, students learn
about complexity in practice by working with decompositions of that practice. Decompositions of practice
enable novices to focus their attention on constituent parts of a practice and work intensively with fewer
components at a time before amalgamating them into a coherent whole. Thirdly, by using approximations
of practice, novices are provided with opportunities to engage with aspects of the practice within situations
of various degrees of authenticity and complexity (Grossman 2011; Grossman et al. 2009).

Grossman’s framework provides us with a way of analysing how each of the two models of support for
students’ first teaching practicum offers lecturers opportunities to work with students using representations
of practice, the extent to which the models enable a decomposition of teaching practice and the possibilities
they offer for providing student support within contexts of varying authenticity and complexity.

Context of the study

Student teachers registered for a four-year Bachelor of Education course in our institution are assigned to
primary schools around Johannesburg for their first teaching practicum session. Until recently, students
taught their first lesson within a school-based model of support. Our institution now requires students to
participate in a campus-based support programme before they teach their first lesson to learners. The
arrangements for the school-based and campus-based models are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1: Summary of arrangements in the school-based and campus-based models of support for student teachers
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School-based model of
support Campus-based model of support
First teaching - 3 days of observation - 3-week observation assignment, and
practicum_ session . Prepare and teach 1-2 assistant to teacher
(3 weeks in lessons per day . One day on campus mid-week to discuss
April/May) thereafter observations and lecturers check draft
. 2 lecturer observations assignment
- Continuous supervising
teacher observations
Second teaching . 3 days of observation . First four days: attend school, obtain a
PraCticum_ session - Prepare and teach 1-2 lesson topic, read up on topic and prepare
(3 weeks in lessons per day lesson with guidance from supervising
August/ hereafter teacher
September) therea .
. 2 lecturer observations - Day 1 of campus-based support pro-
. Continuous supervising gramme (Friday of first week): student
teacher observations teachers present rationale for lesson
design for peer and university lecturer
feedback
- Weekend: students work to strengthen
lesson based on feedback received
. Day 2 of campus-based support pro-
gramme (Monday of second week): stu-
dents rehearse prepared lesson for peer
and lecturer feedback
. Tuesday onwards: return to school and
teach lesson prepared at campus-based
support programme

The school-based model

Students in our institutions were prepared to teach their first lesson with school-based support by attending
lectures on generic aspects of teaching such as the use of classroom management routines and the use of
learning support materials, and practising their writing on a chalkboard. They were shown how to complete
a lesson plan in the required university format. In the weeks preceding their first practicum session, they
prepared a given lesson topic and they taught parts of it to a group of peers in a simulated lesson.® During
their first practicum, students observed lessons for three days, after which they were expected to teach one
or two lessons per day. During the practicum, two lessons were formally observed by a lecturer who visited
them at the school on at least two occasions.

The campus-based model
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The campus-based model was introduced with two aims: to provide students with formative feedback on
the conceptual structure of an authentic lesson that will assist them in strengthening that lesson so that their
first experience of teaching is more likely to be successful, and to enable student teachers to rehearse their
planned lesson so they are more confident when they teach it to a class of learners. A campus-based support
model (scheduled during students’ second teaching practicum session) supports students to prepare and
rehearse their first lesson to be taught at school. In university coursework, students are introduced to
teaching as a complex practice that draws on different knowledge bases and requires pedagogical reasoning
and action (Shulman 1987). In tutorial classes, students work with classroom artefacts (such as lesson plans,
textbook extracts and classroom transcripts), analysing how knowledge has been organised for learning.

During their first practicum session, students are not permitted to teach, but an observation assignment
draws their attention to how teachers enable knowledge acquisition. By their second practicum session,
students have completed several modules of a school content subject and its associated pedagogies and are
required to teach a fully prepared lesson to primary school learners for the first time. Having spent the first
four days of the practicum observing, they return to campus bringing a lesson topic obtained from a
supervising teacher, around which they should have read extensively. On the Friday, they present a rationale
for their lesson design for peer and lecturer feedback (Rusznyak & Walton 2011) as shown in Appendix A.
Over the weekend, they are encouraged to rework the lesson in light of the feedback received. On Monday,
students rehearse their lesson for further feedback. Some peers act as learners participating in the lesson,
while others make notes for feedback in response to prompts (see Appendix B). They then return to their
allocated school where they reteach their rehearsed lesson to an assigned class of learners, ideally for
supervising teacher observation and feedback.

Methodology

This paper is written in the tradition of practical inquiry, where we seek to understand the impact of an
aspect of our practices within the field of teacher education through research (Richardson 2005; Venkat &
Osman 2012). As teacher educators who seek to contribute to a scholarship of teaching, we are interested
in ‘helping prospective teachers begin the life-long process of learning to teach’ and ‘taking our own
professional work as a research site and learning by investigating our own practice ... in ways that are critical
[and] rigorous’ (Cochran-Smith 2005:220). Practice-based inquiry can be regarded as a form of action
research in which practitioner-researchers review their current practices, identify an aspect for
improvement, investigate alternative way of doing things, implement changes, reflect on the effects of these
changes and modify in light of the evaluation (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2007; McNiff 2008). We
acknowledge that much of the practice-based inquiry research has been criticised for merely producing
local knowledge that has little broader value beyond the specificities of the contexts in which it is generated.
We seek to address these concerns in the research design of our study. Firstly, we maintain that supporting
student teachers through their first attempts at lesson planning in ways that include explicit attention to both
their conceptualisation and performance is not merely a local concern. By being explicit about the different
ways in which the practicum for student teachers in our institution has been structured, we hope to present
a case of practice-based research that is both rigorous and replicable. While the cumulative knowledge
contribution of many small-scale studies may be difficult to assess (Sleeter 2001), there have been calls for
South African teacher educators to undertake research that ‘focuses more introspectively on understanding
the experiences and understandings of pre-service teachers in order to provide insights into the effectiveness
and impact of specific teacher education programmes’ (Green 2012:v). In response to this call, we hope to
contribute towards discussions about how teacher education in South Africa can be strengthened through a
research-led approach (Osman 2010; Venkat & Osman 2012).

This study analyses lesson observation reports written by lecturers for two cohorts of student teachers who
undertook their first attempts at teaching within one of the models under consideration. The first set of
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lesson observation reports was written in 2006 for 66 student teachers by 38 lecturers when student teachers’
initial attempts at teaching took place in a school-based model. The second set of reports was written over
two days during the 2012 campus-based support programme. A total of 448 student teachers participated
in the campus-based support programme and 311 gave their consent for their work to be analysed in this
study. There were 45 lecturers who were assigned to the programme as part of their teaching practicum
supervision load, each working with a group of 10-12 first-year student teachers over the two-day
programme. All gave consent for their reports to be used in this study.

We read through the written reports and identified comments that gave guidance to student teachers about
improving their teaching. The categories used for the quantitative analysis were those that emerged
inductively from the data analysis. We discounted categories where less than 15% of students received
guidance in both sets of reports.

Our second dataset comes from a set of responses to questions asked of six lecturers who were purposefully
selected because they had experience observing students teaching for the first time in school-based settings,
and had worked with students in the campus-based support programme. The questions probed what they
had found more or less visible in the school-based observations compared to the campus-based
observations, and how this had opened up or closed down opportunities for them to provide support to
student teachers during their first attempts at teaching. We probed their perceptions of the benefits and
drawbacks of arrangements when student teachers were required to undertake their first teaching practicum
in a school-based lesson with lesson observations by a lecturer, and with the campus-based support
programme. Some (Sibongile, Claudia) chose to participate in an interview that was audio-recorded and
transcribed, whereas others chose to respond to the same set of questions in writing (Emma, Steve, Betty
and Lesley).

By asking for individual responses, we were able to ensure that each participant’s views were considered
equally, and there was not a dominant voice, as sometimes occurs in focus group interviews. \We remain
mindful that as organisers of the teaching practicum in our institution, there may have been pressure on the
participants to produce answers that were collegial, rather than honest. In order to increase the reliability of
our findings, we considered data useable where the same point had been raised by at least three of the six
lecturer participants.

Table 2 shows which of the lecturer participants in our study contributed to our analysis under the various
categories of findings we present. We make liberal use of quotes obtained from lecturer responses to our
questions is order to ensure that we present their views in their own words as far as possible.

Findings

While the school- and campus-based models have similar aims, the analysis of our data suggests that they
offer support in very different ways. This section will present the quantitative analysis of two sets of lesson
observation reports, and the perceptions of lecturers who supervised student teachers within both models
of support during students’ first attempts at teaching. We organise the analysis in two parts. Firstly, we
consider how aspects of student teaching are more or less visible to lecturers in the schoolbased and campus-
based models of support. In this section, we draw on data from the lecturer responses and the written
feedback reports. Thereafter, we consider the extent to which each model opens up or closes down
possibilities for student teacher development beyond what is observable. In this section, we rely exclusively
on the qualitative analysis of the responses from lecturers. We then briefly consider other limitations
associated with each model.
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Table 2: The lecturer participants in our study who contributed to our analysis under the various categories of findings
we present

What is more or less visible about student Provision of student support Other
teaching in each model? significant limitation
@ g
P = &0
o =
e w E- E '-6 'E - E
S B e £ 3 =0 =5
=) - =] Q9 o
50 ] = = 2 Z28 o~
@ EG = O =c &g @ o =i 2 g
o 3 & 2 4 2s @ w5 oz g
<] - 2] = (=] o =]
=] o= 73 @5 = £ 2 =
- — Q 2 Q .2: 17} =] 1= 8 E E 3
&0 &0 an o 2 =g £5 £5 S8 g 3
g £ E £ &b =k =2 £ - o S0
o 08D g=-! ga S8 =B S bp— o=
& a 3 e = 52 E3 =E- zEL o 8
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= = E < 2 [ [taEs] p=gd no E = 2
Emma X X X X X X X
Sibongile X X X X X
Claudia X X X X X X
Betty X X X X
Steve X X X
Lesley X X X X X X X

1. Aspects of practice that are more or less visible

In comparing the guidance provided to student teachers in the school-based observations compared
with the guidance provided during the campus-based programme, we notice patterns that suggest some
crucial differences (see Table 3) in what university lecturers found most visible in each of the models.

The table suggests that while the school-based model and the campus-based model both intended to
provide support to student teachers during their first attempts at teaching, they open up or close down
different possibilities for the kinds of feedback that lecturers provide. This in turn implicitly or explicitly
conveys to students different criteria about what constitutes effective teaching. The themes emerging
from the analysis of our data are the provision of opportunities for students to focus on the management
of ideas in a lesson; understanding the relationship between knowledge, planning and effective teaching;
the creation of an environment in which discussion about their teaching practice is normalised; the
development of a critical lens on practice; and responsiveness to feedback. Each of these will be
considered below, after which the logistical implications and the limitations associated with the campus-
based support programme will be analysed.

(i) Opportunities for drawing students’ attention to the management of ideas

In school-based lesson observations, students engage in more authentic aspects of lesson delivery. Students’
planning is not often made visible to others (although available for perusal if requested). Students’ grasp of
the content knowledge becomes evident to an observer as the lesson unfolds. From Table 3, we see that
33% of the lesson observation reports analysed gave student teachers feedback about their understanding
and organisation of knowledge. Lecturers interviewed indicated that providing feedback to students about
their understanding and organisation of knowledge is possible to some
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Table 3: Analysis of lesson observation reports written for student teachers during their first attempt at lesson planning
and delivery, showing the percentage of student teachers who were provided with guidance about this aspect of their
teaching

School-based Campus-based

model model
Understanding, organising and explaining content 33 71
knowledge
Formulating outcomes (2006) / Articulating 30 17
purpose (2012)
Use of teaching/learning resource materials 22 16
Appropriate examples 19 25
Teaching strategies 17 21
Interaction with learners during the lesson 42 13
Monitoring of learner understanding 35 5
Class management and routines 59 17
Coherence and sequencing of lesson steps 16 14
Consideration of learner needs and level 19 32

Note: Quantitative data for the school-based model has been taken from Rusznyak (2008).

extent in school-based observations, but as Claudia notes, ‘we also have to talk about class management,
discipline and how [the students] are getting on with supervising teachers’. Because of the complexity of
teaching, sometimes the urgent matters are prioritised, leaving deeper epistemological matters for later
intervention.

An ‘overwhelming benefit’ of the first day of the campus-based support programme is the ‘exclusive focus
on the lesson content and how to organise and present it, using appropriate examples and explanations’
(Emma). Whereas 33% of reports written in response to a school-based lesson observation gave guidance
to students about their understanding and organisation of content knowledge, 71% of reports written during
the campus-based programme did so. The presentation of a rationale for one’s lesson design is not a normal
part of the day-to-day work that teachers do. As an approximation of practice, this activity is far removed
from the authenticity of classroom reality. The dedicated focus on the lesson’s content knowledge, its
organisation and its transformation into a teachable form on the first day of the campus-based support
programme offers opportunities for a decomposition of practice in which students’ attention is drawn
explicitly to the often invisible cognitive work required for coherent lesson conceptualisation that forms
conditions of possibility for effective practice.

Part of managing ideas during a lesson is how teachers manage learner understanding and misunderstanding
during the lesson. The quantitative analysis shows that 35% from the school-based model included guidance
to students on monitoring learners’ understanding of content knowledge. In contrast, only 5% of reports
written during the campus-based model referred to this aspect of teaching. Dealing with learners’ errors is
difficult to see on the campus-based programme because ‘students usually provide each other with correct
answers, so we don’t see much of how students are able to work with learners’ errors’ (Sibongile). The
campus-based programme therefore reduces possibilities for lecturers to provide guidance on this aspect of
students’ developing teaching practice.
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(if) Managing learners, managing classrooms to manage learners

Being observed and assessed in a classroom for the first time can be a daunting prospect for students.
According to Betty, ‘many students feel devastated when they find that teaching a lesson is not as easy as
they thought it would be. Once a class has seen their lesson fail, they struggle to rebuild their authority and
rapport with the class, and regain credibility in the eyes of their supervising teacher’. This often results in
an inclination for students to use teaching strategies that are ‘safe’, ‘fun for learners’ and ‘easy to manage’,
regardless of their pedagogical appropriateness or the quality of learning opportunities they present. Emma,
for example, recalls a lesson she observed in which a student made cardboard spiders with her class of
Grade 2 learners. Learners were expected to design a spider that had only a head and an abdomen, with legs
coming out of the abdomen. ‘The student was devastated that | took issue with errors [in her knowledge of
the body structure of a spider], because the learners had so clearly “enjoyed” the activity’. The tendency for
students to conflate enjoyable activities with learning tasks, and focus on class management rather than
conceptual richness of content, seems more prevalent in school-based contexts than in the campus-based
lessons, where the students are required to give account of the conceptual strengths of their lesson. Students
are in a better position to understand the relationship between their grasp of the content knowledge, planning
and a successful lesson when they have had a positive first experience of teaching a well-conceptualised
lesson. This seems to reduce the likelihood of students ‘struggling for survival’ (Maynard & Furlong 1995)
through their first attempts at teaching.

The quantitative analysis shows that 59% of lesson observation reports written in school-based contexts
provided student teachers with guidance about managing learners. In contrast, only 17% of student teachers
received guidance about classroom management and routines during the campus-based model. Lecturers
believed there was good reason to engage with conceptual structure ahead of classroom management
concerns. Sibongile, for example, explains that ‘because students go back to the school with a much clearer
sense of how to manage the lesson content’ there is much less likelihood of ‘learners being quiet or
disruptive because the lesson is not going anywhere’. Claudia concurred with this point: ‘If knowledge is
what teachers teach, then the clearer that is before they go into the authentic context which is also
complicated by so many other things, the better. Even when students say they don’t know how to discipline
learners, | tell them the key is interesting knowledge. So the focus on lesson structure and clear explanation
in lessons is of primary importance, and their classroom management follows’. Claudia’s comments here
confirm Sibongile’s perception that learners are more difficult to manage when a ‘lesson is not going
anywhere’. These comments suggest that the effective management of ideas during a lesson establishes
logical conditions necessary for effective management of learners, but does not necessarily ensure it.

(i) Adapting lessons to the learning needs of children

It seems intuitive that lecturers should be able to provide more feedback on how students pitch their lesson
at the level of learners within a school-based context. However, the data in Table 3 show that whereas 19%
of lesson observation reports written in a school setting gave students guidance about being responsive to
learner needs, 32% of reports written during the campus-based support programme mentioned this aspect.
There are two possible reasons for this pattern. Firstly, consideration of learning needs of children in the
class (such as learners’ prior knowledge, language competence, and socioeconomic context) in relation to
the lesson topic is an explicit requirement of the presentation of the lesson design. (Point 4, Appendix A).
Peers are expected to provide feedback on the way the student has considered such needs. Secondly,
analysis of the interview data suggests that students rehearsing the teaching of their lesson on the second
day of the campus-based support programme may take more for granted in the university context than when
they are at their allocated school. As Sibongile explains, ‘At [the] campus-based programme, students
sometimes teach to [the] level of their classmates.
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Explanations and questions can be pitched too high. Students teach knowing that the peers have a much
deeper content level, and probably understand more of the terminology’. This may explain why adjusting
the lesson for the level of learners is a more prevalent concern in the campus-based support programme.

(iv) Coherent lesson conceptualisation

When students present their rationale for lesson design, Sibongile feels more empowered to ‘help [students]
ensure that their purpose is clear ... [because] the appropriateness of strategies and resources can only be
assessed in light of a clear purpose’. In this sense, she explicitly draws students’ attention to what it takes
to make their lessons coherent. In the analysis of the two cohorts we see that in 2006, 30% of lesson
observation reports mentioned outcomes, whereas in 2012, only 17% contained reference to the way
students articulated the lesson’s purpose. This appears to contradict Sibongile’s claim, unless one considers
that in 2006 under outcomes-based education, the emphasis was on a rather mechanical copying out of
learning outcomes from the national curriculum policy, whereas in 2012, students are required to identify
the main concept/s and skill/s which they intend to teach learners during a particular lesson.

2. Developing spaces to talk together about practice

Classroom spaces are often private spaces where teachers work in isolation from one another. When
students return to campus for two days with a draft lesson, they are ‘all grappling with the same task’
(Emma). Student teachers benefit from opportunities to ‘talk about knowledge and explaining ideas with
each other’ in relation to the lesson they will have the opportunity to teach to an actual class of learners
(Claudia). By ‘articulating their thoughts, ideas, fears and intentions’, lecturers are better able to ‘create a
communal space’ in which student teachers at the same stage of their development do not feel as if they are
embarking on their first attempts at teaching in isolation (Lesley). The opportunity to share their intentions
on learning and the organisation of knowledge with one another ‘normalises shared experiences’ (Lesley)
within a ‘safe and collegial space’ (Betty). The early engagement of student teachers in this kind of practice-
based dialogue creates possibilities of learning from pedagogically focused conversations that Robinson
(2000) observes have been absent in many South African schools.

Students are often more able to ‘identify shortcomings in their peers’ lessons than their own’ (Betty). This
creates a ‘greater openness to receiving feedback and working collegially’ on the management of ideas
within the lessons they teach. The opportunities for students to be ‘scrutinised by an audience [of peers]’
and in turn to participate in the scrutiny of the lessons of others contributes to the development of students’
own critical lens on practice (Steve). Furthermore, the provision of opportunities for pedagogically focused
discussions during the campus-based programme in which students are deeply invested provides
opportunities for them to use and listen to a language with which they can describe and analyse practice.

During the campus-based support programme, Emma and Sibongile indicated that they spend more time on
feedback to students and less time on observing actual lessons. However, in a school situation, lecturers
spend more time observing students’ lessons. Although they acknowledged that feedback to students is
crucial for their development, they conceded that there is limited time to spend reflecting with each student
due to the scheduling of other students whose lessons they also need to observe.

Furthermore, schools can sometimes be ‘unhappy places’ and lecturers recounted instances of students who
found it intimidating to speak openly about some of the teaching and discipline practices they had observed
their supervising teachers using in the school context. One student had ‘waited until the end [of their
practicum] and whispered to me that she saw a teacher hit a learner. On one hand, the student knew it was
wrong, but on the other, she felt intimidated by exposing what was going on to me’ (Claudia). Although
there is no quantitative data to support these perspectives, it seems like there is greater potential for the
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creation of an open environment for honest discussion in a campus-based programme than there is when
lecturers meet students individually at school-based observations.

3. Other limitations

While there are different pedagogical benefits offered by the school-based and campus-based models of
support for students undertaking their first attempt at teaching, we need to be mindful of the limitations
associated with these models. In the discussion that follows, we consider the most significant limitations
that emerged from the qualitative data.

(i) Campus-based model: Preparation and engagement of the student teachers

The success of the campus-based model is reliant on students coming to campus on both days fully prepared,
and willing to engage with one another’s presentations. Lesley reflects on the extent to which student
preparedness influences the quality of the programme: ‘Some students arrive unprepared and this makes it
difficult to work with the student. Sometimes they hear teachers say to students that planning is not
important and if this is the case, why should they bother to plan?” Emma, too, concedes that the quality of
the experience for students is somewhat variable but she attributes this to the extent to which classmates
are willing to engage with one another’s presentations: ‘Some are committed and are responsive throughout,
but others duck and dive, and really don’t contribute. | don’t know how to resolve this, but it does make the
experience better for some students than others’.

(if) School-based model: Workload and time constraints

In the school-based model, lecturers indicated that the number of students and different schools they were
required to visit was a logistical challenge for them. For example Lesley explained, “Time is often a factor
as | have had to move between seven schools spread out in different areas, dealing with a myriad of different
starting times and timetables in the various schools’. With the several other (senior) students to observe at
school, Emma indicated that it is ‘not always possible to focus on those just starting to teach’. The
interactions with first-year students in school-based settings tend to be ‘brief’ and about the ‘more generic’
aspects of teaching, resulting in junior students receiving the least amount of support. On the campus-based
support programme, there is an exclusive focus on first years at a specific time, when they are all grappling
with the same task. The campus-based programme offers possibilities for staffing efficiency, as fewer
lecturers are needed for two dedicated days than would be required to see all students who are beginning
their teaching in a school-based programme. Claudia believes that she is able to use her time ‘more
productively’ with ‘intensive mentoring’ on a campus-based programme, rather than ‘driving from one
school to another’.

(iii) Potential for monitoring students’ professional development

When undertaking school-based observations, a lecturer may provide students with guidance, but is seldom
able to observe students reteach the same lesson with revisions (Betty). The uptake of feedback can only
be assessed by observing a different lesson on a different topic. However, the school-based model does
enable university tutors to see students teaching over a range of lesson topics. The two-day nature of the
campus-based model, on the other hand, provides an opportunity for lecturers to ‘provide feedback and see
if the student has been able to follow guidance’ in their subsequent lesson rehearsal

(Sibongile).

During a campus-based session, Claudia recalls how she ‘pushed’ a student to get to a deeper conceptual
understanding of her lesson topic. Had the conversation taken place in a more unfamiliar and public
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environment, like a school staffroom, she doubts she would have engaged at that level. ‘When | saw the
same student teach the following practicum’, Claudia continues, ‘I was delighted to see that her lessons
continued to have conceptual depth. She “got it” during the campus-based programme and then she could
run with it’. While Claudia supervised this student’s practicum both in the campus programme and
subsequently in a school setting, this is not always the case. The campus-based model does not enable
lecturers to see how the students manage the lessons in the context of the classroom. It is expected that
supervising teachers provide further feedback on working with learners, managing the classroom and so
on.

Discussion

Both the school-based and campus-based models offer support to student teachers in their early attempts at
teaching. However, the two models enable lecturers to work with quite different aspects of students’
developing teaching practice.

In the school-based model, students teach their first lessons in a situation of increased authenticity and more
complexity. From the outset, student teachers are expected to manage ideas and learners simultaneously, as
a practising teacher would. The analysis of our data suggests that this opens up spaces for lecturers to
provide feedback on a wide range of issues. The planning stages remain private and the focus is largely
directed at the lesson delivery and managing learners. A school-based model therefore enables lecturers to
provide feedback on urgent, more visible matters of classroom management, which sometimes take priority
over the less visible, more substantive matters (such as the knowledge structure of a lesson). Because of the
variability of students’ lessons, and the unpredictability of classroom life, the school-based model closes
down opportunities for a systematic decomposition of practice in which focused attention is paid to
particular aspects of practice (Grossman et al. 2009). This model transmits assumptions to student teachers
that lesson planning does not necessarily require public scrutiny and that learning to teach is largely about
effective lesson delivery. The transmission of these assumptions is unlikely to challenge conceptions
student teachers may hold about learning to teach as a straightforward mastery of classroom routines
(Hammerness et al. 2005).

During the campus-based model, the presentation of a rationale for students’ lesson design makes the lesson
conceptualisation process a valid object of study. This conveys a notion that lesson planning is not merely
an administrative task of completing paperwork for the benefit of an observer. Lesson conceptualisation is
presented as a constituent part of teachers’ complex (but often invisible) work. Our analysis shows that the
campus-based model creates an approximation of practice, where a degree of unauthenticity enables
students and lecturers to focus their attention on how the student intended to introduce and mediate ideas
without being distracted by less predictable elements such as learner behaviour. During the lesson rehearsal,
learner engagement and learner understanding are hidden from view, but students’ representations and
explanation of knowledge and use of questioning are brought to the fore. The message about the nature of
teaching conveyed to student teachers through the campusbased model are that teaching requires careful
thought (and discussion) of knowledge, and how best to structure that knowledge for learning before lesson
delivery. It also conveys a message to student teachers that thorough preparation sets conditions for a
successful lesson. It has the added benefit of being more efficient in terms of the staffing required to provide
support for students who are teaching for the first time.

Conclusion

In this paper, we show how two models of university support for students on the cusp of teaching their first
lesson influence the kind of feedback lecturers provide to them. Given the complexities of classroom life,
lecturers who observe students’ first lessons in a school-based model provide students with retrospective
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feedback on a wide range of issues. These include students’ engagement with learners, working with learner
misunderstandings, and their classroom management. While these are undoubtedly crucial parts of learning
to teach, they may be more easily learnt once a firm foundation of sound content knowledge and coherently
conceptualised lessons is in place. The campus-based model offers several pedagogical benefits, in
particular for drawing students’ attention explicitly to how they manage ideas within a lesson. In enabling
students to understand the importance of building a strong conceptual foundation for their developing
practice, the campus-based model does not leave students to ‘sink or swim’ through the complexities of
managing ideas and managing learners simultaneously. While this offers valuable support to all student
teachers about to teach for the first time, it is essential in contexts where supervising teachers offer
encouragement but little more in the way of pedagogical guidance.

Notes

1 It is beyond the scope of this paper to consider when would be an appropriate time for students to
teach learners for the first time. For Bachelor of Education degree students, this is often scheduled
when students have acquired some level of subject and pedagogical knowledge, and are in a position
make links between their university coursework and their experiences in the classroom.

2 We acknowledge that there are a wide range of possible models. In this paper we focus on the two
that have been used in our institution’s recent past.

3 This lesson topic had no relation to what they would teach in their upcoming practicum.
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APPENDIX A: Campus-based model, Day 1: Presentation of rationale for lesson design

Instructions to students for the presentation

1
2.
3

S

State which grade, subject and topic you will teach
Explain your understanding of the most important content knowledge you will teach
Briefly describe the lesson steps:
How do you intend to introduce the lesson?
What learning task do you have for the children to do?
How do you intend to close the lesson?
How have you considered learners’ prior knowledge, context and needs?
Why have you chosen the teaching strategies and resources you intend using?

Guidelines to observing peers for providing formative feedback

S

As you observe your fellow students presenting their rationale for lesson design, consider:

Is the student teacher clear in his/her explanation of the lesson topic?

Does the lesson have a clear focus?

Has he/she considered how this lesson topic may be relevant to learners’ prior knowledge or experiences?
Has he/she considered the abilities, language proficiency and learning needs of learners in the class?

Do you think that the resources he/she plans to use enhance or detract from learner understanding?

Are the teaching strategies and learning activities suitable for consolidating, practising or extending what
has been taught?

Is the lesson coherent? Are the teaching and learning activities aligned to the lesson's purpose?

APPENDIX B: Campus-based model, Day 2: Rehearsal of lessons

Questions to consider when watching a student rehearse his/her lesson

S106

Does the student teacher explain the content knowledge clearly?

Does the teacher help learners to understand the conceptual structure of the knowledge (e.g. main ideas, sub
ideas)

Are examples relevant and useful in promoting understanding of the lesson topic?

To what extent are learners involved in the lesson?

Are the instructions for a learning activity clear?

Does the student teacher speak clearly, using a language that children will understand?

Does the student teacher maintain eye contact with the class, and use a confident, comfortable body language?
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