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Abstract This chapter focusses on the implementation and research findings of a
four-year New South Wales teacher-education professional-experience (PEx) Hub
project conducted in partnership with Charles Sturt University’s School of Educa-
tion (Albury campus), the NSW Department of Education, and an Australian regional
secondary school. The project employed an innovative, collaborative, and strengths-
based model of PEx. Pre-service teachers were embedded into the school well in
advance of more-traditional placement models. Additional opportunities for student
support, peer coaching, enhanced collaborative strategies, and planning and self-
reflection were provided by the Hub school and university partner as part of the model.
The initiatives of the in-school professional-experience coordinators (PExCs), in
conjunction with the university partner, allowed pre-service teachers multiple oppor-
tunities to be immersed in the school community; this assisted them in developing
a strong sense of the profession of teaching, particularly in relation to professional
identity, professional respect, and professional confidence. This chapter focusses on
the project through the lens of the PExCs and the school supervising teachers. The
chapter outlines particular positive opportunities and challenges for professional-
experience enhancement (for all stakeholders) and the strengths-based strategies that
emerged and developed before and during the project. A strengths-based framework
(Fenton, 2013) to qualitative research design (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) was used. An
embedded, multiple case study method enabled rich descriptions while researching
the complexity of the school-based context. Qualitative methods, including strengths-
based, informal, face-to-face interviews (Fenton, 2013), a school-based research
assistant, and electronic semi-structured interviews (Fenton, 2013), were used to
gather data to produce this case study (Yin, 2014). The chapter will outline the strate-
gies implemented and research recommendations to enhance the significant mile-
stone event of PEx for all stakeholders: school-based coordinators and supervising
teachers, university educators, and pre-service teachers.
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Fig. 25.1 The embedded case study model identifying the role of the in-school professional
experience coordinator (PExC) (Source: authors)

25.1 Introduction

This chapter explores outcomes from an initial teacher education, professional expe-
rience (PEx) project situated in an Australian regional secondary school context.
The project gave an opportunity to research an enhanced model of PEx collabo-
ratively with pre-service teachers, school-based teacher educators, and university-
based teacher educators using an embedded case-study research design. This chapter
draws from the combination of case studies but focusses on the project specifically
through the lens of the PEx Hub in-school professional experience coordinators
(PExCs) as they liaised between stakeholder groups (Fig. 25.1).

25.2 Context

A PEx Hub Project Agreement was generated between the Australian and New
South Wales (NSW) Departments of Education, a regional university, and regional
secondary school. The PExC held a pivotal role in the project, collaborating with
the university academics to develop innovative strategies and PEx resources for
supervising teachers and pre-service teachers across the school’s discipline faculties.
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Using a different model to conventional placements, students were required to
submit an expression of interest to be part of the project, and successful applicants
were embedded in the school culture and events well before placement commenced.
Students also kept a reflective portfolio, engaged in classes outside of their specified
discipline, were involved in a peer-coaching program, and received identified time for
collaborative learning support during their placements. Students were selected from
a secondary initial teacher education course and were in their third year undertaking
a PEx subject for their first secondary-school PEx placement. Three key research
questions arose from the clear aims of the PEx Hub Project:

1. How has the professional partnership been implemented in this project?
2. Is innovative practice evidenced through the implementation?
3. Is there evidence of the development of expertise for stakeholders?

25.3 Literature Review

25.3.1 Professional Experience Context

Pertinent to this nuanced research is, first, an acknowledgement of the wider context
in which it is located. Research regarding the importance of the preparation of pre-
service teachers for the profession of teaching is extensive and eclectic in focus (Ell
et al., 2017; Zeichner et al., 2015). PEx placements are high-stakes, compulsory,
core components of accredited initial teacher education courses (Le Cornu, 2015),
and many factors have been found to influence their successful completion. Some
researchers have illuminated dissatisfaction with the quality of professional experi-
ence (Heeralel & Bayaga, 2011); others have suggested that a re-envisioning of the
model for placements is needed (Mukeredzi, 2014; Priestley et al., 2015).

Decades of research have highlighted the need for holistic redevelopment of PEx
programs, with recognition that the design of such programs is a complex task
(Lang et al., 2015; Tickle, 1994, 2000). Le Cornu and colleagues, for example,
have advocated for collaborative, collegial models of professional experience based
on fostering strong, positive, reciprocal relationships between the main stakeholders
in “learning communities” (Le Cornu & Ewing, 2008, p. 1803). Building on the need
for trusting and professional relationships, researchers have also promoted the devel-
opment of strong university and school partnerships based on professional standards
(Australian Council Deans of Education, 2017; Ure et al., 2017).

A common feature of PEx research is an acknowledgement of the different expe-
riences and challenges for the main stakeholders in PEx programs and the various
factors influencing successful placements (Van Schagen Johnson et al., 2017). In
our current research (Fenton et al., 2019), the perspectives of three key stakeholder
groups are explored: pre-service teachers, university teacher educators, and school-
based teacher educators. This chapter delves further into the important influence of
the in-school PExCs in their role at the nexus with and between these stakeholder
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groups as “boundary crossers” or “boundary spanners” (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016;
Greany, 2015).

25.3.2 Successful Professional Experience and the PExC
Role

There are significant implications for the professional reputations and practices of
all stakeholders involved in PEx programs. The PExCs, described by Martinez and
Coombs (2001) as “the unsung heroes of professional experience” (p. 275), are pivotal
in fostering successful placement outcomes across these groups, yet there is a paucity
of research exploring their influence (Jones et al., 2016). For the PExC, knowledge
of the factors that influence student success is vital in supporting professional expe-
rience. From the students’ perspectives, Crosswell and Beutel (2017) found that
“managing diverse learning needs and student behaviours” (p. 424) and the need
to balance home, family, and employment responsibilities were factors affecting
success. Being able to apply theoretical knowledge in a classroom environment and
navigate the “theory—practice gap” were also highlighted as success factors (Douglas,
2017; Yeigh & Lynch, 2017), along with the provision of induction programs and
support (Wilkins & Okrasinski, 2015).

In their regular interactions with teacher education students, school-based teacher
educators, and university-based teacher educators, PExCs are influencers of PEx
success. Butcher and Mutton (2008) found that, as well as undertaking significant
administrative and managerial tasks, PExCs also provided pastoral, professional,
and pedagogical guidance as well as having quality-control and assessment respon-
sibilities. Le Cornu (2012) reported that the PExC role was most beneficial when the
principal and other teachers valued the role, and when PExCs not only mentored pre-
service teachers but also support the university mentors. Le Cornu (2012) concludes
that this articulation of the PExC’s role is vital in contributing to high-quality profes-
sional experiences and “essential in developing ‘new’ school-university partnerships”
(p. 18).

25.4 Methodological Approach

A collaborative and strengths-based framework to qualitative research design
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Fenton, 2013) was used to address the research ques-
tions. In contrast to an expert-led approach, the focus when using a strengths-based
approach toresearch is a respectful collaboration with all key stakeholders to describe
and evaluate the project. In the case of the PExCs, data was collected by a researcher
independent of the project after the practicum results had been finalised. Such consid-
erations are considered essential to maintain a sense of “power with” rather than
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“power over” (McCashen, 2005, p. 31) research participants. The design aims to
describe and reflect on the lived experiences of the project from different stake-
holders’ perspectives (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005) using “close-up” research (Clegg
et al., 2016):

One of the strengths of close-up research, with its emphasis on depth and understanding, is
that it can identify why things are as they are and, by extension, when we identify wrongs seek
to challenge them.... This involves a view of making a difference and research that moves
beyond thinking of research as a discrete act and invokes the significance of corporate agency
and the possibilities of acting collectively (p. 233).

A case-study design was employed to gather rich and “in-depth understanding of
a single or small number of ‘cases’, set in their real-world contexts” (Yin, 2014, p. 4).
The multiple case study research design also allowed the researchers to “zoom in”,
in a focussed close-up on particular perspectives of the project, to delve deeply and
produce rich data, as well as to “zoom out”, using cross-case analysis, for evidence of
wider research implications. Trowler (2012) emphasises that while close-up research
can pick up contextually “significant social processes operating on the ground”
(p. 281), it is important to recognise larger structural factors at play.

25.5 Participants

The research participants in the overall project consisted of a purposive sample: 16
students who attended the project PEx placements over the course of three years, 15
school-based teacher educators, and five university-based teacher educators. This
chapter focusses primarily on data relating to the role of the PExC in the PEx
Hub project across all phases (years) of the project. All participants consented
and contributed to individual and group feedback sessions. The research project
obtained ethics approval from the ethics committees of both the university and NSW
Department of Education, (HREA 100/2017/29, SERAP 2017503).

25.6 Data Collection and Analysis

Qualitative methods, including strengths-based, informal, face-to-face interviews
(Fenton, 2013) and electronic semi-structured interviews (Fenton, 2013), were used
to gather data to produce the case studies (Yin, 2014). Additionally, existing project
notes, meeting minutes, and participant reflections were drawn upon to describe the
context and boundaries of the case studies. The embedded three-case study design
allowed cross-case (Yin, 2014) and thematic analysis that illuminated how the PEx
Hub project was implemented, and with what results for the different stakeholders
(Yin, 2009, p. 17). In a collective, iterative process, common and unique themes
were identified across the case studies, which were then analysed and discussed with
reference to existing literature in the field to consider future implications.
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25.7 Project Context

This project was anchored around supporting pre-service teachers undertaking a 30-
day placement subject in the secondary school across Years 7-10 (12 to 16 years
old). The pre-service teachers were concurrently studying education pedagogy and
disciplinary subjects in English, maths, science, history and business studies. Eligible
pre-service teachers were informed of the project by email with a personalised video
invitation from the school principal, and then invited to submit a brief expression
of interest several months prior to placement commencement. Students were asked
to state why they wished to participate and to outline particular strengths and areas
of expertise they felt they could bring to the project. The selection of students was
completed by a panel of school and university staff. Consideration was given to
the available experienced school faculty members for the supervising teacher roles,
and to the desire to ensure that a representative sample of students for the school
placement reflected a typical range of students in similar placements. The level of
academic performance in university studies was not held as a higher priority for
selection, while reasons offered by the students for selection, and the strengths and
opportunities they brought to the placement, were given strong consideration.

25.8 Results and Findings

Once the project commenced, a number of PEx events and strategies were enacted
(Table 25.1). The results in this chapter predominantly focus on the role of the PExC
sin the PEx Hub project in the implementation of strategies developed throughout the
project. However, data themes are included that are pertinent to the broader context
of PEx in Australia. Therefore, results have been selected as they relate both to the
experiences of the PExCs and to broader evaluations of PEx in teacher education.

25.9 Discussion

25.9.1 Role of the School-Based PExC

The results show that students strongly appreciated having a designated school-based
PExC, and highlighted specific benefits prior to and during the PEx placement. The
university-based teacher-educators also saw this as very important as an “ongoing
liaison between Charles Sturt University (CSU) School of Education (SOE) repre-
sentative and school professional learning head teacher—emails, meetings, phone
calls” (Teacher Education Student). The PExC had a pivotal role as a “boundary
crosser” (Akkerman & Bruining, 2016) confirming previous research indicating that
this role benefits multiple stakeholders (Jones et al., 2016).
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The role was not predetermined, and feedback was sought from all stakeholders
to maintain a continuous-improvement paradigm over the phases of the project.
The results confirm and articulate specific quality-control and pedagogical and
professional-guidance elements in the PExC role as identified by Butcher and Mutton
(2008). For example, during the second phase of the project, the PExC developed
handbooks for supervising teachers and pre-service teachers to provide full details
about the school, contact people, key policies and procedures, and advice to support
student placements. These resources were valuable tools in developing a common
perspective and a common language for all stakeholders.

25.9.2 Advance Notification of Professional Placement

This was a particular advantage for regional students, as it provided the security of
knowing where they were going to teach, allowing them to organise other work and
family commitments, and enabling early contact with the school and their supervising
teacher. In this way, the PExC was able to support students and positively influence
one of the main identified factors affecting placement success: the need to balance
home, family, and employment responsibilities (Crosswell & Beutel, 2017). This
process also benefited the university-based educators in streamlining processes, as
it enabled a number of student placements to be finalised at an early stage in the
academic year. The PExC role assisted in enhancing the school-university partnership
(Le Cornu, 2012).

25.9.3 Pre-placement Access to Administrative Systems

The PExC facilitated the approval process for student access to the online school
administrative system, including roll-marking systems, class lists, timetables, and
welfare information, by the time the placement commenced. Using a strengths-based
approach (McCashen, 2005), the PExC drew on existing strengths and resources to
be solutions-focussed. This enhanced the students’ development of their professional
confidence, professional identity, and professional respect (Fenton et al., 2019), as
they were recognised by staff and students as fully integrated with the school’s
administrative systems.
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25.9.4 Opportunities for School Engagement Prior
to Placement

The PExC was instrumental in organising a variety of key school events and activities
prior to placement (for example, “meet and greet” introductions, a tour of the school, a
welcome morning tea with staff, sporting carnivals, a homework centre, and inclusion
in staff development). Students found these additional opportunities to connect with
the school and become professionally engaged with staff, school students, and school
activities particularly beneficial prior to their placement. These actions modelled
a trusting and reciprocal relationship and helped to facilitate a positive learning
community (Le Cornu, 2016).

25.9.5 Opportunities for Planning with Supervising Teacher
Prior to Placement

The pre-service teachers were first introduced to their supervising teacher at an
informal afternoon tea organised by the PExC, where they arranged to exchange
contact details and commenced building a professional relationship. The pre-service
teachers shared information about their course and teaching requirements and
reported feeling more organised and confident when the placement commenced. The
PExC maintained active communication with the students to ensure that support was
available during this pre-placement orientation process. The PExC thus contributed
to placement success by providing a well-supported induction program (Prince et al.,
2010; Wilkins & Okrasinski, 2015).

25.9.6 Opportunities to Observe Experienced Teachers
and Peers During Placement

The PExC developed opportunities to encourage students to reach beyond their own
PEx classroom teaching requirements through such activities as providing a dedi-
cated space for the students to plan, prepare, consult, and collaborate, as well as
opportunities for peer mentoring and professional-learning seminars with experi-
enced teachers. Other initiatives for the pre-service teachers organised by the PExC
included:

observing each other teaching, and offering reflective peer feedback

e preparing a common lesson and observing each other teaching the lesson (and
offering reflective discussion and feedback)

e videoing teaching practice and evaluating in a debriefing process
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e observing other teachers teaching across a range of disciplines with reflective
feedback.

These initiatives were found to have contributed to the placement success through
being able to bridge the “theory—practice gap” (Yeigh & Lynch, 2017).

25.9.7 Opportunities for Professional Mentoring and Peer
Support During Placement

Le Cornu (2015) argues that to fully prepare for teaching, pre-service teachers must
be provided with opportunities “to engage with the process of mentoring” (p. 363),
and that peer mentoring is particularly useful in raising confidence and willingness for
professional learning. The PExC facilitated a program to engage supervising teachers
in peer-coaching teams with the pre-service teachers prior to and during placement,
and to video some of these sessions for analysis. Professional development for super-
vising teachers was implemented to enhance their understanding and skills in inter-
preting reporting requirements, lesson-observation coding, and the use of supervision
strategies/resources. The PExC identified the need for a document to guide super-
vising teachers in their observation, evaluation, and assessment of students, and for
their pre- and post- observation meetings with students. As a result of this feed-
back the university educators, in consultation with the PExC, developed an Evidence
Guide for supervising teachers and pre-service teachers that was aligned with the
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (Australian Institute for Teaching
and School Leadership [AITSL], 2017) for a first PEx secondary-school placement.
This provides a discrete example of successful mentoring and reinforces Wilkins and
Okrasinski’s (2015) claim that such support should begin in pre-service preparation,
as it contributes greatly to pre-service teachers’ understanding and development as
prospective teachers.

25.9.8 |Initiatives to Support Pre-service Teachers During
Placement

Students particularly noted that a number of small initiatives implemented by the
PExC had a positive impact on their PEx placement. The creation of school-identified
badges for students complemented the school badges worn by staff members, and
being introduced to the classes as a teacher and not a “pre-service teacher” or “student
teacher” and the provision of keys and access codes to staff areas were important. As
one student reported, “It was the little things that made a huge difference — like having
the keys to the staffroom!” When considering sustainable ways to enhance profes-
sional experience for students, initiatives such as these cannot be underestimated
(Fenton et al., 2019).
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25.9.9 Promoting Collegial Professionalism Between
Supervising Teachers and Students

The handbooks and Evidence Guide promoted by the PExC enhanced a collegial
professional relationship between supervising teachers and pre-service teachers.
Such resources can help create a much-needed “non-hierarchical interplay between
academic, practitioner and community expertise” (Zeichner, 2010, p. 89). Pre-service
teachers engaged in critical reflection before, during, and after the PEx placement in
an iterative and formative process aimed at improving ongoing professional practice.
They found the time allocated by the PExC for feedback opportunities with super-
vising teachers, peer discussions with fellow students, and professional-learning
seminars with experienced teachers extremely valuable in enhancing professional
practice. Feedback opportunities such as these are crucial to avoid what Darling-
Hammond (2010) describes as pre-service teachers being “left to sink or swim”
(p. 49).

Pre-service teachers indicated that the acknowledgement from supervising
teachers of the developing professionalism in their teaching skills was a signifi-
cant contributing factor in building their confidence and identity as a professional
teacher. There was a sense of the beginnings of what Zeichner et al. (2015) refer to
as a necessary “fundamental shift in whose knowledge and expertise counts in the
education of new teachers” (p. 122). These distinct advantages were facilitated and
supported by the PExC, who was always present, always approachable, and a key
source of advice and assistance throughout the PEx placement—the PExC was the
“unsung hero” (Martinez & Coombs, 2001, p. 275).

25.10 Limitations and Conclusions

This nuanced research consisted of a purposeful and contextualised participant
sample of stakeholders in the PEx Hub project over a three-year period in one school.
Methods were applied consistently and rigorously, and the findings can be viewed as
valid and reliable for the site studied. The small number of participants and contextu-
alised nature of the research precludes universal generalisability or exact replication
of results. This is, however, a noted limitation of all case-study research; moreover,
the case-study method was not specifically chosen for this study to be statistically
relevant (George & Bennett, 2005). The case study was, however, true to the intended
method in providing an in-depth study of stakeholders undertaking and evaluating a
unique PEx project.

The authors argue that many of the findings noted for this contextualised case study
can be easily transferred across contexts and integrated into existing infrastructure
and processes, and, notably, do not entail high implementation costs. Some elements
of the project may not be as easily transferable for large-scale adoption, such as the
expression-of-interest process. Strategies that were implemented, however, such as
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an early introduction to the placement school and supervising teacher, as well as the
implementation of secondary placement Evidence Guides and handbooks for super-
vising teachers and pre-service teachers, are evaluated as valuable improvements
that are transferable. Other effective strategies included introductions and welcome
events, a clear timetable, a tour of the school, name badges, staff access codes/keys,
and access to school online administrative systems. A highly significant finding from
this case study was the high importance the pre-service teachers placed on low-cost,
simple strategies. The research found that when the PExC implemented these small
strategies, they combined to provide a significantly enhanced PEx for all stakeholders,
including a very positive impact for pre-service teachers in their secondary-school
PEx placements.

From the perspective of the students involved, the research identified three key
elements that enhance professional experience. PEx is successful when pre-service
teachers understand and develop a strong sense of the profession of teaching, partic-
ularly in relation to professional identity, professional respect, and professional
confidence.

While these elements and the findings pertaining to them importantly confirm and
build on previous findings identified in the literature review, this PEx Hub project
did reveal certain new and revealing nuances. A new finding is that developing
professional identity, respect, and confidence did not work in only one direction
or in isolation for the pre-service teachers. Indeed, the school PExC, supervising
teachers, university teacher educators, and pre-service teachers need to model a multi-
way interactive professional-teaching partnership that recognises the significance
of identity, respect, and confidence in all stakeholders’ professional practice. It is
anticipated that these findings will be of benefit in planning future PEx programs
and research undertaken in this field.
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