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Many pre-service teachers prolong studies or fail to complete teaching degrees due to 
financial hardship. This attrition exacerbates the teacher shortage in Australian schools. 
Our research uses critical theory to explore the challenges for pre-service teachers as they 
complete the compulsory professional experience component of initial teacher 
education. This phenomenological study, based on interviews with eight pre-service 
teachers at a university in Western Australia, gives voice to pre-service teachers 
experiencing placement poverty, revealing the difficulties faced in their quest to become 
teachers. The findings highlight the importance of addressing the financial barriers that 
hamper students’ abilities to become quality teachers.  

 
Introduction 
 

For me to excel in this course and become a good teacher, address the financial barriers 
placed by the same system that desperately needs teachers. Pre-service teachers cannot 
become good teachers if  they are crippled by financial stress and worries (Interviewee 
'Martin'). 

 
Teacher shortages remain a central concern for governments globally (Dao et al., 2024; 
Helgetun & Dumay, 2021) and in Australian schools, the teacher shortage is at crisis level 
(Australian Government, 2022; Eacott, 2024). The Australian Government forecasted a 
shortage of  over 4000 teachers in 2025, signalling a national supply crisis (Dao et al., 2024; 
Australian Government, 2022). Factors that contribute to this shortage include an aging 
workforce, the Covid-19 pandemic, negative media portrayals of  teachers and teacher 
burnout, all of  which have deterred potential recruits to the profession (Gray et al., 2023; 
Helgetun & Dumay, 2021). In addition, between 2017 and 2022, initial teacher education 
(ITE) completion rates decreased by 4% per year and did not keep pace with the growth 
in the student aged population (AITSL, 2024). While many pre-service teachers enter the 
profession with a strong commitment to improving children's lives (Gray et al., 2023; 
Lortie, 1975), the widening gap between rich and poor in Australia and the lack of  status 
given to teaching as an occupation, has further exacerbated the issue of  teacher shortages.  
 
The discourse on pre-service teacher retention frequently calls for government funded 
initiatives and for initial teacher education (ITE) providers to better support students to 
complete their degrees (Corcoran & O’Flaherty, 2022; Geng et al., 2022; Lynch & Casey, 
2024). The Australian Government’s new Commonwealth Prac Payment, which started in July 
2025, provides financial assistance to only a small percentage of  pre-service teachers, 
nurses, and social work students who meet strict eligibility criteria and is benchmarked 
against the single Austudy rate which is the current means-tested Australian Government 
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income support payment for students (Australian Government, 2024). A concern is this 
low payment will be reduced further by tax and social security income tests and for many 
working students, the Prac Payment won’t cover their income loss, let alone additional 
placement costs (Norton, 2025). As a result, many students will continue to face financial 
hardship during their mandatory professional experience. The financial burden of  tertiary 
education for marginalised students, coupled with the requirement for unpaid professional 
experience, remains under-researched. A national trend identified in the Initial Teacher 
Education Pipeline report indicates that, across all levels of  ITE degrees, students from 
higher socio-economic backgrounds consistently demonstrate higher completion rates 
compared to their counterparts from lower socio-economic backgrounds (AISTL, 2024). 
Given the significant impact of  financial constraints on student attrition from teaching 
degrees, this issue warrants further attention (Fokkens-Bruinsma et al., 2023; Prowse et al., 
2021; Sciascia, 2017). 
 
As initial teacher educators, we work with many pre-service teachers who juggle their 
studies with caring responsibilities as well as part-time and/or full-time work. Managing 
work, family commitments, mental health and tertiary study has resulted in many pre-
service teachers struggling to complete their studies (Baker et al., 2025). This challenge is 
exacerbated by the professional experience component of  their degree. During the 
professional placement, pre-service teachers work in schools by day, attend school 
activities such as rehearsals and sports practice after school hours, and then complete their 
planning (lessons, assessments, resources etc) in the evenings in preparation for the next 
day. It is well recognised in the research literature that professional experience 
(approximately 16 weeks within a teaching degree) is a most stressful time for emerging 
teachers (Garcia-Martinez et al., 2021; Geng et al., 2022; Gray et al., 2017). Unfortunately, 
not all students complete their studies, particularly the many students contending with 
financial hardship (Logan & Burns, 2023; Zając et al., 2024). 
 
This research stems from our concern for the pre-service teachers we lose from ITE and 
the resulting loss of  these teachers to the profession. Many of  these students will never 
return to their studies (Geng & Midford, 2015; 2016). Instead, they experience a loss of  
hope and self-esteem and accrue financial burdens from unfinished degrees (Zając et al., 
2024). A recent report found that the average completion rate for students in a teaching 
degree at an Australian university was 50% (Hare, 2022). Such attrition has devastating 
effects on the teaching profession as we lose the next generation of  beginning teachers 
who make a difference to the lives of  students (Gray et al., 2023). Given the alarming 
global increase in beginning teachers’ leaving the profession and the important 
contribution effective teachers make to positive student outcomes, it is critical to look for 
ways to better support and retain pre-service teachers.  
 
Our phenomenological qualitative research project investigated the financial hardship 
experienced by eight pre-service teachers from a Western Australian university during their 
professional experience placements. In doing so, we sought to understand the ways 
financial pressures impacted the success of  their professional experience, as well as 
strategies that enabled students to manage. We begin with a review of  the literature, which 
explores poverty in relation to tertiary studies and work integrated learning (WIL). We 
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then introduce critical theory and narrative inquiry as the theoretical and methodological 
lenses we utilised to make sense of  these experiences, organise our understandings and 
communicate our ideas (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004; Teng, 2020). Next, we present 
narrative vignettes delving into participants lived experiences of  financial hardship. This is 
followed by an analysis and discussion to make sense of  the meanings that emerge from 
the vignettes. The analysis and discussion are presented in three researcher-designated 
themes of: (1) foregoing employment and financial stress; (2) retaining employment and 
compromising quality; (3) support – at a cost. Finally, our study concludes with 
recommendations for supporting and retaining pre-service teachers in initial teacher 
education. 
 
The conceptual terrain 
 

Everybody should have enough money or resources for the basic needs of  life – enough 
food for oneself  and for one’s family; a roof  over one’s head; and resources to cover 
clothing, education and health expenses (ACOSS, n.d.). 

 
Education is a fundamental human right and a quality education is listed as the fourth goal 
in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, n.d.). Poverty is 
also highlighted in the International Declaration of  Human Rights, and ending poverty is first 
in the Sustainable Development Goals developed by the United Nations (United Nations, 
2025). From 1990-2014, there was a remarkable reduction in the number of  people living 
in poverty internationally. This trend slowed until 2019 (the slowest reduction rate in three 
decades) and then increased post 2020 (United Nations, 2025). The COVID-19 pandemic 
has seen a rise in the number of  people living in poverty worldwide. This is an extreme 
setback to the United Nations goal of  No Poverty as it is the first time in a generation that 
this number has increased (United Nations, 2025). 
 
Australia’s status has declined in the global poverty scale. Despite being a signatory to the 
United Nation's Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, n.d.), Australia has a 
higher-than-average poverty rate out of  the 34 wealthiest countries for the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Currently, Australia ranks 15th, 
which is higher than the United Kingdom, New Zealand and Ireland (ACOSS, n.d.; 
Davidson et al., 2020; Treloar et al., 2023). In 2022, one in eight adults, and one in six 
children in Australia were living below the poverty line (Treloar et al., 2023).  
 
Poverty among university students is not a new phenomenon, with studies dating back 
decades reporting on the negative impact of  poverty on students’ academic success, health 
and wellbeing (Bessant, 2003; Ellender et al., 2008). More recent studies have found that 
more than two thirds of  Australian university students are living below the poverty line, 
with students suffering rising levels of  financial stress (Davidson et al., 2020; Logan & 
Burns, 2023). Financial stress has been described as the inability to meet one’s financial 
obligations (Prendergast, 2021). Research conducted by Davidson and colleagues (2020) 
found that nine out of  ten Australian young people on Youth Allowance skipped meals, 
and one in three have withdrawn from their studies because of  a lack of  funds. Indeed, 
financial issues have been found to be one of  the top five stressors among young 



Green, Gray & Lambert 1497 

university students (Ellender et al., 2008; Logan & Burns, 2023) and significantly impacts 
academic performance (Al-Tameemi et al., 2023; Gale & Tranter, 2011).  
 
In Australia, several government financial supports are available to students (Austudy, 
ABSTUDY and Youth Allowance), yet they do not adequately sustain a living wage and 
are set below the poverty line (Davidson, et al., 2018). Whiteford (2019) asserted that 
there has been no substantive increase in these support payments since 1994. In response 
to increasing living costs, national legislation passed a $20 weekly increase to student 
payments in 2023, but this is a far from adequate increase considering the significant 
financial pressures students currently face (Department of  Social Services, 2023). Given 
this insufficient funding, many tertiary students rely on paid work to supplement their 
income to survive (Baglow & Gair, 2019; Lynch & Casey, 2024). 
 
Work integrated learning: Professional experience 
 
Adding to existing financial pressure on university students, is the inclusion of  mandatory 
professional placements in some tertiary degrees such as nursing, social work and teacher 
education. Often referred to as work integrated learning (WIL), these placements support 
student learning by providing opportunities for the practical application of  theoretical 
concepts and understandings taught at university within workplace environments. WIL 
placements can range from part-time, short-term experiences to full-time, long-term 
arrangements that can last for months (Grant-Smith et al., 2017). In most cases, WIL is 
unpaid (Gray et al., 2017; Morley et al., 2024). Tertiary students undertaking social work 
and nursing degrees (approximately 1000 hours of  mostly unpaid WIL) experience 
significant financial hardship (Lloyd, 2024; Morley et al., 2024; Usher et al., 2022). An 
Australian study by Usher et al., (2022) involving over 2000 nursing students, found that 
mandated WIL placements imposed substantial financial challenges. Many reported WIL 
placements impacted their employment with 65% reporting they were unable to undertake 
paid employment during the placement. Furthermore, “One-third incurred a financial 
liability from their placement, 79% reported financial hardship, and 73% found their 
placement stressful due to financial strain. Financial issues affected 62% of  students’ 
health and wellbeing” (Usher et al., 2022, p. 154). 
 
Initial teacher education (ITE), alongside nursing and social work degrees, involve blocks 
of  unpaid professional experience (PEx) in schools, where pre-service teaching students 
attend placements at schools in a full-time capacity. These placements are mandatory to 
both attend and pass in order to graduate. Students must often cease paid work and be 
impacted financially or work excessive hours across the week on top of  the requirements 
of  their placement (O’Hare et al., 2024). PEx is known to be a stressful time for students, 
with the financial stress of  attending a placement being among the most reported 
stressors (Grant-Smith et al., 2018; Gray et al., 2017). Financial stress factors associated 
with PEx include unpaid work, expenditure for travel costs, childcare, materials and 
professional clothing; and loan repayments (Hanley & Heinz, 2022; Prendergast et al., 
2021). Students undertaking regional professional experience often incur additional 
financial costs due to relocation requirements associated with their placement (Harris et 
al., 2024). To facilitate the uptake of  these regional placements, several Australian state 
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governments have introduced stipends to support students undertaking professional 
experience in regional or remote areas. However, in states such as Western Australia, 
eligibility is typically restricted to education students in their final year of  study 
(Department of  Education, 2025). Even with some monetary support offered by the 
government for select placements, many pre-service teachers find it difficult to afford 
necessities such as food and rent (Griffiths, 2019). 
 
While ITE admission is typically based on academic achievement, student well-being 
encompasses emotional and psychological states such as life satisfaction, self-esteem, and 
happiness; significantly impacts engagement (Corcoran & O’Flaherty, 2022). Financial 
hardship negatively impacts the overall educational value of  PEx (Grant-Smith et al., 
2018, Prendergast, 2021) and has a detrimental impact on pre-service teachers’ wellbeing 
and mental health (Fokkens-Bruinsma et al., 2023; Prowse, 2021). Moreover, students 
often perceive declaring financial hardship as being shameful, yet these concerns 
contribute significantly to a pre-service teacher’s workload, making them a high-risk 
attrition group (Chambers & Roper, 2000; Garcia-Martinez et al., 2021; Lynch & Casey 
2024). 
 
Research approach 
 
To explore the phenomenon of  how financial constraints impede pre-service teachers’ 
abilities to successfully complete their professional experiences, we utilised critical theory 
based on the work of  Foucault (2011) and Ball (2021). Critical theory analyses power 
structures by questioning who benefits and who loses in a society. It has long been used as 
an effective paradigm through which to conduct qualitative educational research because it 
aims to understand the field of  social power in which teachers operate (Bramley & 
Morrison, 2022; McLaren & Kincheloe, 2007). A critical conceptualisation of  education 
policy allows us to trace the wider societal forces and discourses that shape the 
experiences of  pre-service teachers. We utilise Ball’s (2021) conception of  Foucauldian 
theory in his assertion that we should “think about policy as a permeable and fluid, 
strategic and technical arrangement of  elements and forces, practices and discourses, 
power and knowledge... which enables the emergence of  games of  truth, functions and 
subjectivities” (p. 388). We follow the assertion by Ball (2021) that policies often lurch 
“from one prejudice, ‘solution’ or ‘good idea’ to the next, often without explicit 
consideration of  why and what for, driven by ministerial enthusiasms and biases, 
international orthodoxies and ad hoc and often ill-informed and ill-thought-out 
borrowings from other systems” (p. 389). 
 
These policies fail to address structural power relations and inequalities and are bound to 
repeat the failures of  the past that have led to an international teacher shortage crisis. It is 
to this end that this research project sought to explore the issue of  teacher attrition and 
retention through giving voice to the experiences of  pre-service teachers during their 
unpaid professional experiences. 
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Methods 
 
University human ethics approval was obtained in late 2023 for a study framed around the 
financial impost and experiences of  pre-service teachers during PEx. Our study employed 
a phenomenological qualitative research design involving interviews, with responses to 
financial matters the primary focus. Eddles-Hirsch (2015) noted “a key characteristic of  
phenomenological research is its rich, detailed descriptions of  the phenomenon being 
investigated” (p. 252). To enable participants a degree of  freedom in describing their 
professional experience, interviews were framed around three central questions: (1) What 
financial pressures do pre-service teachers experience throughout their initial teacher 
education degree? (2) What impact do financial pressures have on student success during 
professional experience? (3) In what ways do financial pressures impact the student 
experience throughout initial teacher education? Our semi-structured interviews 
developed organically from these questions as we probed for deeper understanding. 
 
Participants 
 
Eight pre-service teachers were purposively recruited via the Professional Experience 
notice board and teaching staff  at the University. Participants were then screened against 
the following inclusion criteria: (1) they had participated in one or more professional 
experience placements, and (2) they had experienced some form of  financial hardship 
during professional experience and/or other times throughout their degree. Four 
participants identified as male and four as female, and one of  these participants was a 
parent. Four were completing a Bachelor of  Education in their third or fourth year of  
study, and four participants were completing a Master of  Teaching in their first year of  
study. 
 
Interviews 
 
Semi-structured qualitative interviews held during October and November 2023 were 
undertaken on an individual basis and ranged from 40–60 minutes each. Each interview 
was recorded and transcribed verbatim by research team members. Initial coding indicated 
two researcher-designated themes relating to challenges, affordances and potentialities, 
which we defined as follows: (1) Challenges were phenomena that presented serious 
obstacles to study and professional experience; and (2) Affordances were phenomena 
useful in assisting pre-service teachers to manage during PEx. 
 
Data analysis 
 
The research team conducted a thematic analysis of  the interview transcripts, following 
the phasic process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2021) and incorporating several 
elemental qualitative coding techniques as described by Saldaña (2021). The overall 
analysis unfolded in three stages: generating codes, identifying themes, and reviewing these 
themes. During the first cycle of  coding, the team applied the elemental method of  
qualitative data analysis, utilising a priori codes to establish initial categories for exploring 
similarities, differences, and patterns in the data. In the second and final cycle, focused 
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thematic coding was employed, with a detailed examination of  the code categories to 
uncover patterns of  significance, variability, relativity, and affect. As coding progressed, 
relationships between codes and the research objectives were evaluated, leading to the 
refinement of  codes into main and sub-themes. 
 
Findings 
 
We now present the findings of  this research, highlighting the specialised knowledge 
foundations of  the pre-service teacher participants. These foundations are revealed 
through narrative vignettes that blend academic and theoretical understandings with the 
participants' de-identified personal backgrounds and practical experiences (Clandinin & 
Connelly 2004). Each participant has been given a pseudonym. Three themes emerged 
from the research in relation to financial hardship experienced by pre-service teachers 
during professional experience, namely: (1) Foregoing employment and financial stress; (2) 
Retaining employment and compromising quality; and (3) Support – at a cost. 
 
Theme 1: Foregoing employment and financial stress 
 
Five of  the eight pre-service teacher participants described the financial stress they 
experienced during PEx due to not being able to engage in their usual employment. With 
the arduous workload and time commitment that professional experience entailed, 
participants relayed their fear of  failing and/or their inability to keep up with 
requirements if  they did not fully commit their time to the PEx. For these participants, 
staying at school (eight to ten hours), travelling home (between one to two hours) and 
then planning their lessons for the next day (three to four hours) resulted in 15 to 17-hour 
days. Ian, a Master of  Teaching student, completed three PEx placements, each five weeks 
in duration, over two years. He described his exhaustion, “I had to take five weeks off  
work at a time. I started prac [PEx] at 7:30 am and stayed till late. I was so tired. The most 
tired I've ever been were those 15 weeks of  prac.” Without financial remuneration, Ian 
was unable to pay for car repairs, resulting in having to rely on public transport. He stated, 
“This ended up adding another hour each way to my travel time – time I didn’t really 
have.” Martin similarly recalled, “The hardest thing has been having five full weeks with 
no pay at all. The stress!”  
 
While weekdays were understandably busy with PEx commitments, pre-service teachers 
were also busy on the weekends with planning, assessing, lesson reflections and other 
administrative tasks. Martin explained, “My weekends weren't used for earning money 
either because the weekends were just more time to catch up, mark students’ work, and try 
to figure out what I was going to be doing going forward.” These pre-service teachers 
believed that even though the financial stress they were under was challenging, it was an 
inevitable and stressful part of  managing their teaching degree. Martin encapsulated this 
when he said, “I’ve completely run dry after not working during placement. We’re all in 
the same boat. It’s an unfortunate reality for us all.” Evident in the data was the 
participants’ careful management of  their finances during their professional experience 
and efforts to “make ends meet” without funds coming in. Lilly, a mother with two small 
children to care for, described her fears when her money ran out. She explained, “I had 
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planned a careful budget for prac, but we just didn’t have enough money. I was just 
covering bills. Anything extra like medical bills, we didn’t have that money. It was a really 
hard and scary time.” 
 
Pre-service teacher participants who ceased paid employment during professional 
experience did so in order to maximise their opportunities and give themselves every 
chance of  success. Chloe noted, “To get a good job, we need to get good marks on prac 
and learn everything we can from our mentors.” Jackson said, “We’re really encouraged to 
practise and try out the theory and our ideas in the classroom to really expand and 
become quality teachers.” However, despite their best efforts, financial stress was a 
constant concern. Lilly stated, “I hope to be a high-quality teacher, and I think our 
university does everything they can to make that happen. But when we’re struggling 
financially, it’s hard to be the teacher I want to be.” Jackson noted, “It’s expensive and 
hugely stressful to manage without money coming in. I’d go to sleep worrying and wake 
up worrying about money.” Further, participants were aware of  peers who delayed their 
degrees because they were unable to afford the lack of  income during professional 
experience. Lilly said, “I know a lot of  students who are going part-time so that they can 
put off  their pracs. They have to save up for prac because they have to take five weeks off  
work.” For these pre-service teachers, sacrificing income was the price they paid to 
manage the commitments of  their PEx.  
 
Next, we explore how pre-service teachers managed PEx whilst retaining employment. 
 
Theme 2: Retaining employment and compromising quality 
 
Three pre-service teacher participants described their struggle to complete their degree 
whilst working to pay for daily expenses, believing it was a barrier to achieving at a higher 
level. Juggling academic workload and employment to alleviate financial pressures resulted 
in sacrificing time that would otherwise be dedicated to study and PEx. These pre-service 
teachers believed compromising best practice was a disappointing yet inevitable reality. 
Rachael, a Master of  Teaching student admitted, “I’ve always had to juggle work and uni 
and sometimes work has to come first. At the end of  the day, I have bills to pay. I know 
working means I can’t give enough time to my degree.” 
 
Master of  Teaching student Ben expressed the frustration he felt having to maintain his 
part-time job during professional experience stating, “It’s such a barrier to performing as a 
high-quality teacher because I need to work and can’t survive without money.” 
Furthermore, the pre-service teacher participants explained that maintaining employment 
during professional experience had ongoing implications. Ben said “It reduces your ability 
to plan well and getting adequate sleep, which then leads to stress, and you can’t perform 
as well. It also reduces your ability to practise being a quality teacher which has a longer-
term effect.” 
 
Another implication for Jenny, a Bachelor of  Education student, was the realisation that 
the need to work outside of  PEx would delay her planned graduation date. Her limited 
availability and reduced work hours whilst on PEx meant that she did not earn enough in 
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her part-time job to cover living expenses. By choosing to delay her PEx, Jenny hoped she 
could earn and save more money in preparation for the loss of  income. Jenny shared, 
“I’m devastated to have to do this, but I have to defer my next prac because I actually just 
can't afford to do it right now. I have to keep my jobs for as long as I can.” 
 
Whilst aware of  the implications of  continuing their usual employment, it is evident that 
the participants felt they had no choice but to keep working during their PEx placement. 
The need to juggle paid work and placement has resulted in students feeling they have 
made academic concessions to financially survive. Finally, we explore how personal 
support from others provided much needed assistance – yet resulted in a sense of  shame 
for our participants. 
 
Theme 3: Support – at a cost 
 
Evident in the data was the sense of  shame that participants experienced when having to 
rely on support networks during PEx. Whilst it was reassuring to know that personal 
financial assistance was available, many pre-service teachers felt embarrassed when 
accepting the necessary help to meet the additional expenses associated with PEx.  
 
One participant reported spending reserved funds to purchase professional attire and 
teaching equipment for his placement. Jackson explained, "I didn't want to walk in and not 
look like I was meant to be there.” To compensate, he ate cheap frozen food meals; 
however, by his final week of  PEx, he had run out of  food and money. Jackson admitted: 
 

This is the point where I need(ed) to ask for help. So, I asked a few people who had 
supported me in the past, like a good friend who had lent me money before because he 
knows I'll pay it back. But I hesitate to think what would happen if  I didn't have those 
supports in place to ask for money or put myself  out there.  

 
For Lilly, living pay-to-pay became even more difficult when she went out on PEx, and 
she had to address the additional costs of  workplace learning by asking for assistance. To 
survive each week, she reported, “We've been taking more out of  the business, or we'll 
borrow money from family to make ends meet.” Another pre-service teacher, Rachael, 
had to move back home with her parents to receive financial and emotional support 
during PEx. She explained, “I don't think they [former roommates] fully understood the 
financial stress that I was under trying to balance everything. So, support is now Mum and 
Dad which I feel really bad and embarrassed about.” Whilst admitting his financial 
independence was now compromised, Martin also leaned on his parents when he could 
no longer afford petrol or lunches for PEx. He said: “My parents are very supportive as 
well and when things got desperate, they helped me.” For others, family assistance was not 
available, and Jackson had to access external emergency support organised through his 
university to complete his professional experience. Jackson explained: 
 

The food vouchers and fuel vouchers were an absolute lifesaver. These are things that 
basically help lift the burden off  people and provide those support pillars that maybe 
they don't have already in their life, and it can be such a huge thing because it is quite 
embarrassing to ask for help sometimes. 
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It was evident through the interviews that support networks were valued by the pre-
service teachers, as they provided both emotional and monetary help even though it 
compromised their financial independence. Yet many of  the participants also felt 
discomfort and a sense of  shame when having to ask for the assistance of  others to 
financially survive during PEx. 
 
Discussion 
 
Our research provides critical nuance to the ongoing discourse on financial stress in 
teacher education by revealing how pre-service teachers compromise both quality and 
their ability to fully engage in their professional experience (PEx) due to financial burdens. 
While existing literature acknowledges financial hardship as a common challenge in 
teacher education (Corcoran & O’Flaherty, 2022; Lynch & Casey, 2024), our findings shed 
light on the specific ways this hardship forces pre-service teachers to make difficult trade-
offs that ultimately undermine their professional growth and the quality of  their teaching 
practice. 
 
The data from our study indicates that five out of  eight participants experienced 
significant financial hardship as they were unable to maintain paid employment during 
PEx. The long school hours, commuting time, and lesson planning resulted in 15 to 17-
hour days, leaving little opportunity for paid work. Participants expressed a deep concern 
that failing to fully commit to their placements could lead to unsuccessful outcomes. As a 
result, many chose to sacrifice their income despite the severe financial strain, believing 
that complete dedication to their placement was essential for success. This difficult 
decision underscores how financial stress compels pre-service teachers to choose between 
economic survival and the quality of  their professional learning—a reality that has been 
insufficiently explored in previous research (Fokkens-Bruinsma et al., 2023; Prowse et al., 
2023). 
 
Importantly, our research highlights that not all pre-service teachers made the same 
choices. Some participants attempted to balance paid employment with their academic and 
professional responsibilities. However, this often led to academic compromises, as they 
were forced to reduce time spent on study, lesson planning, and best teaching practices. 
Three participants explicitly described how their financial constraints pressured them into 
prioritising work over their professional learning, which directly impacted the quality of  
their teaching experience. These findings align with earlier research indicating that 
employment during PEx can negatively affect academic performance and professional 
development (Lynch et al., 2024). However, our study contributes new insight by revealing 
the internal conflicts and forced compromises that pre-service teachers navigate as a result 
of  financial stress. 
 
Beyond academic and professional consequences, our findings highlight the emotional toll 
of  financial insecurity. Many pre-service teachers relied on financial and emotional 
support from family and friends, yet this dependence often led to feelings of  shame and 
embarrassment. One participant described the discomfort of  moving back in with her 
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parents due to financial constraints, feeling that her former roommates did not fully 
understand her situation. Another participant reluctantly relied on his parents for petrol 
and lunch money, expressing frustration at his diminished financial independence. These 
insights add depth to existing research on financial dependence during professional 
placements, which has been linked to emotional distress and a reduced sense of  autonomy 
(Lloyd, 2024; Morley et al., 2024; Usher et al., 2022). 
 
Furthermore, financial strain extended beyond daily living expenses. Some participants 
had to use reserved funds to purchase professional attire and teaching materials, 
exacerbating their economic hardship (Lloyd, 2024). While support networks provided 
critical assistance, the discomfort associated with seeking financial help underscores the 
broader issue of  financial insecurity in teacher education. This aspect of  financial stress 
has been underexplored in previous studies, and our research highlights the urgent need 
for systemic support mechanisms. Furthermore, the financial considerations associated 
with placements could also act as a disincentive for students to undertake study in areas of  
identified skills need (O’Hare et al., 2024). 
 
The implications of  our findings are clear: financial hardship forces pre-service teachers 
to make compromises that hinder their professional development and overall placement 
experience. To address these challenges, institutions must implement targeted support 
measures such as financial aid programs, stipends, or flexible work-study arrangements. 
Without such interventions, financial insecurity will continue to undermine pre-service 
teachers’ well-being, academic success, and the quality of  their teaching practice.  
 
A limitation of  this study is its small sample size. It is possible that the financial stress and 
associated feelings of  shame deterred potential participants from engaging in the research. 
Further quantitative studies are necessary to determine whether these findings are 
representative of  a broader cohort. Nonetheless, our research provides a crucial 
contribution to the discourse by demonstrating how financial hardship not only affects 
pre-service teachers’ personal well-being but also compels them to make trade-offs that 
compromise the quality of  their professional experience. 
 
Conclusion 
 
With Australia facing a national teacher shortage, more must be done to support emerging 
teachers in completing their degrees. This research highlights the significant impact of  
financial hardship on pre-service teachers' ability to undertake PEx and complete their 
studies. While policies aim to increase teacher education enrolments, they fail to address 
the financial burdens faced by those already committed to the profession. 
 
As teacher burnout rises globally, financial support could help pre-service teachers focus 
on learning their craft. Without such assistance, new teachers may enter the profession 
already exhausted from financial and emotional strain. Jenny’s case exemplifies this 
challenge – she had to leave the program due to financial hardship. Policies targeting 
teacher shortages must also address financial inequities in teacher education. 
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To attract and retain teacher education students, financial allowances for workplace 
learning must become a government priority. Our research suggests pre-service teachers 
feel overworked and financially strained, compromising their ability to develop into quality 
teachers. Given current teacher shortages, implementing policies that provide financial 
support is essential to ensuring future teachers can complete their degrees and enter the 
profession successfully. 
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