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The Australian Teacher Education Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG) highlighted
critical areas for improvement in teacher education, namely, effective pedagogies,
assessment and feedback, classroom management, and collaborating with parents and the
wider community. This paper describes one Australian university’s implementation of a
four-part continuum experience using simulations within a mixed reality learning
environment to address these areas for improvement in the initial teacher education
(ITE) program. We also discuss the theoretical foundations underpinning this
implementation process. Our findings indicate the ITE simulation program represents
one way to prepare reflective pre-setvice teachers (PSTs) with knowledge, skills and a
flexible outlook when teaching in diverse schooling contexts. It identifies potential
adjustment areas when implementing simulations for PSTs who have already grappled
with the complexity of managing their classes in a real-world setting. It suggests further
investigations into feedback mechanisms that support PSTs’ positive transfer of learning
are needed.

Introduction

In response to a call to improve Australian initial teacher education (ITE) and graduate
teacher readiness, a simulation program involving a series of augmented virtual
experiences was developed to better prepare pre-service teachers (PSTs) with practical
classroom skills. The review of teacher education in Australia by the Teacher Education
Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG) emphasised critical areas for improvement,
including effective pedagogies, assessment and feedback, classroom management, and
working with parents and the community (Craven et al., 2015). Although field placements
provide PST's with authentic experiences and the opportunity to apply and practise learnt
skills that prepare them for teaching (Burroughs et al., 2020; Maheady et al., 2014), an
obstacle has been the difficulty of locating placement opportunities (Ledger & Fischetti,
2020), exacerbated by Covid-19 as field placements became unfeasible (Sasaki et al., 2020;
Vu & Fischer, 2021).

The aforementioned areas identified, therefore, informed the design of a simulation
program for ITE to create more opportunities for PSTs to improve their teaching
practice. The four-part simulation program scaffolds PSTs’ learning with a series of real-
world-like virtual scenarios and personalised feedback, increasing complexity and intensity
as PSTs develop their teaching practice. The mixed-reality technology using real-time
synchronous interactions with student or parent avatars played by a human actor or
“Interactor” (Dieker et al., 2014) replicates teaching scenarios. This allows PSTs to
practise and have experiences in a safe environment trialling strategies and receiving one-
on-one feedback from a clinical practitioner, an experienced teacher, as they learn through
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a coaching, reflection, and practice cycle (Rappa, 2019). These experiences better prepare
graduates for the challenging educational landscape of the future. The clinical practitioner
and the Interactor play a vital role in mentoring PSTs through these experiences and
supporting PSTs as they develop their practice and their teacher identity, discourse and
sense of self-efficacy (Rappa et al., 2023).

Several scholars have proposed implementation models for simulation in ITE (see Dieker
et al., 2014; Bondie et al., 2021). Rappa et al. (2023) observed that one of the proposed
initial implementation models focused on identifying critical components, while later
models considered design principles that impact implementation quality. A scaffolded
approach was recommended in these implementation models, beginning with
reinforcement of foundation skills and high-leverage practices (Dawson & Lignugaris-
Kraft, 2017; McKown et al, 2022) with PSTs subsequently learning to manage
increasingly varied and complex scenarios (Dawson & Lignugaris-Kraft, 2017; Dieker et
al., 2014) to facilitate their progress towards mastery of practice (Bondie et al., 2021).
However, a model implementation with a focus on the scope and sequence of
implementation based on key areas for improvement in ITE is still lacking. Drawing on
the implementation experience of an Australian university, this paper proposes a model
implementation that addresses this dimension.

Materials and methods: The model implementation

The TEMAG review of teacher education emphasised critical areas for improvement,
including (1) effective pedagogies, (2) assessment and feedback, (3) classroom
management, and (4) working with parents and the community (Craven et al., 2015). In
response to the call to improve Australian initial teacher education, a model
implementation at an Australian university was designed to address these critical areas
with its primary aim being to meet the learning needs of each PST at the university and to
enhance the practical skills needed for classroom work. Besides considering the
aforementioned critical areas for improvement as focal points to achieve this aim, theories
pertinent to learning and technology integration informed the design of the model
implementation.

Theoretical foundations

Facilitate re-imagination of learning and practice in ITE

Micro-teaching and roleplaying have many benefits and have long offered ITE programs a
useful preparatory tool for real-life classrooms (Fischetti et al., 2022; Ledger & Fischetti,
2020). Recognising that the rapidly accelerating range of modern technologies could
positively impact the way PSTs learn and practise, the combination of traditional micro-
teaching processes, real-world scenarios and innovative human-in-the-loop (HITL)
simulation technologies offers a virtual learning space for reimagining PSTs’ learning and
practice. The simulation is not functioning as a substitute for school placements, with the
clinical practitioner playing the role of mentor teachers who observe PSTs teaching and
provide feedback to them. Instead, the technological affordances of the simulation, which
facilitate improvisations by interactors (Gresele & Sears, 2022), enable the introduction of



Gresele, Rappa, Ellis, Sears & Kostusik 1513

a specific range of teaching scenarios with avatar responses targeted at PSTS’ specific
developmental needs (Ledger et al., 2022). These needs ranged from general needs, such
as PSTs self-efficacy beliefs regarding mathematics teaching and classroom management
(Samuelsson et al., 2022), to developing specific high-leverage practices, such as PSTs’
questioning skills to facilitate students’ engagement in higher-order thinking (DeSantis et
al., 2023). More importantly, studies have found that PSTs were able to transfer these
practices enacted within the simulation into the classroom (Lee et al., 2024; Dalinger,
2020).

Puentedura’s  (2015)  Substitution-Augmentation-Modification-Redefinition ~ (SAMR)
model provides a lens for conceiving this new learning environment. The simulation
program provides targeted support for PSTs’ learning in ways that are inconceivable in
school placements and may be considered as technology integration at the highest level of
re-definition, where technology presents new learning opportunities (Puentedura, 2015).
For this reason, a model implementation of practice before practicum simulations should
strike a balance between improvisations by both the Interactor and the PST to meet their
developmental needs and the standardisation of teaching practices for the purpose of
assessment.

Mascimise individual agency

In acknowledging that PSTs are constantly improvising their teaching practice in
preparation for, during and after their simulation experience, it is critical that a model
implementation maximises their agency to develop their teaching practices. Agency may
be conceived as “[t|he strategic making and remaking of ourselves, identities, activities,
relationships, cultural tools and resources, and histories, as embedded within relations of
power” (Moje & Lewis, 2007, p.18). It may be argued that this re-making of the self arises
from a temporary process of social engagement identified by Emirbayer & Mische (1998)
involving habitual or past experiences (iterational), future-oriented projections of
alternative possibilities (projective) and present capacities to draw on the previous two
aspects to address current needs (practical-evaluative). In light of these theoretical
understandings of agency, the simulation program was designed to support PSTs’
intentional reflection on their teaching practice (iterational) and goal setting for their
school placement (projective) with a view to facilitating their own preparation for their
school placement (practical-evaluative). Moreover, the simulation program enables PST's
to act agentively to adapt their teaching practice (Scarparolo & Mayne, 2022; Gresele &
Sears, 2022).

Nevertheless, at a deeper level, it is PSTs” making and re-making of themselves, and not
just their teaching practices, that a model implementation should address. We observe
some evidence of such transformations, as PSTs reported that their emotional state was
less impacted by the emotional state of others following simulation practice (Brooksbank
et al.,, 2023). This finding was attributed to the metacognitive reflection process arising
from the mood meter component of the treatment package. As such, there are grounds
for arguing that developing teaching agency in PSTs is contingent on their engagement in
deep reflection, to become aware of their own developmental needs (Gresele & Sears,
2022) and to consider the beliefs and values influencing their behaviour and interactions
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in the simulation (Rappa & Ledger, 2023). This would inform the changes they might wish
to initiate to align their teaching practice with the identity, discourse and self-efficacy of
the future self they aspire towards (Rappa & Ledger, 2023; Rappa et al., 2023).

Foreground human interaction

PSTs are presented with an authentic experience that foregrounds human interaction. The
authenticity of the experience may be partially attributed to the “human-in-the-loop”
functionality enabling interactors to anthropomorphise avatars by ensuring that their
avatars speak and act in ways consistent with real-world interactions (Rappa, 2019).
Researchers reported that PSTs were willing to suspend their disbelief during and beyond
the simulation (Gresele & Sears, 2022) and did become empathetic to the avatar's
emotions, abilities, and circumstances (Dieker et al., 2014), while others found the
authentic responses during the parent interviews confronting (Gresele & Sears, 2022).
Interactions with the interactor and clinical practitioner post-simulation, revolving around
PSTs’ performance during the simulation, reinforce the fundamental role that human
interactions play in PSTs developing their professional identity, discourse and efficacy.
Gresele & Sears (2022) attribute the success of SimLab and its model implementation to
its “human element”, that is, the Interactor and clinical practitioner supporting students’
learning.

In considering the role of artificial intelligence (Al) in simulations, Dieker et al. (2023)
acknowledged the issues of scalability and cost associated with a HITL system that an Al-
based system would alleviate and the shift from subjective human observations to
objective data-driven measures, but at the same time, they described the complex
requirements for replacing the Interactor:

The software controlling the virtual setting needs the Al to be able to read both verbal
and nonverbal interactions to drive character behaviors in ways that are contextually
cotrect, stay within the backstories of each character, and maintain the scenatio’s goals
established by the expert, the teacher educator (p.11).

They also propose multimodal learning analytics that could inform coaching by the clinical
practitioner who would need “to understand each teacher’s personal goals, current
strengths, and existing weaknesses, and to provide support appropriate for that individual
teacher’s objectives and needs” (p.11). To this end, Berg et al’s (2023) SeeMeTeach app
represents the way forward in gathering complete datasets of teacher and student avatar
behaviours and interactions. In sum, the requirements of Al outlined by Dieker and
colleagues (2023) underscore the complex tasks currently performed by humans
supporting PSTSs’ learning within a simulation.

While there is potential for Al to enhance PSTs' expetience of practice before the
practicum in the future, questions remain regarding the ethics, trustworthiness, and
transparency of an Al-based model implementation (Dieker et al., 2023). This is an
evolving space that necessitates educational institutions and technology companies
prioritising the voice of the teacher to determine what assists and hinders them during the
simulation experience to better prepare PSTs for their practicum (Dieker et al., 2023).
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Transit from simplicity to complexity with scaffolding and reflection

The virtual classroom does not replace school placement (Hillyar et al, 2025).
Nevertheless, it provides a space for a PST to bridge theory and practice, practise teaching
strategies, gain confidence in curriculum content, get just-in-time feedback on teaching
from a knowledgeable other, and reflect on and improve their teaching practice within
their zone of proximal development (Fischetti et al., 2022; Hillyar et al., 2025; Ledger &
Fischetti, 2020; Ledger et al., 2019; Rappa, 2019; Rappa & Ledger, 2023; Vygotsky, 1978).

For a model implementation to be effective, the simulation program should facilitate
transitions from simplified to complex scenarios in terms of lesson complexity and range
and intensity of problematic behaviours (Dieker et al, 2014) and from simplified to
complex practices beginning with reinforcement of foundation skills and high-leverage
practices (Dawson & Lignugaris-Kraft, 2017; McKown et al., 2022; Nel & Marais, 2023)
and progressing towards mastery of practice (Bondie et al., 2021; Horn et al., 2023; Nel &
Marais, 2023). The benefit of a scaffolded approach is that the simulation provides a safe,
controlled learning environment in which PSTs can practise and develop the skill and
science of teaching over a series of purposefully designed experiences (Ledger & Fischetti,
2020). At a more granular level, the scaffolded approach also includes personalised and
instant feedback in the form of real-time verbal comments and documented written
comments immediately available to PSTs post-session, outlining their strengths and
recommendations for improvement (Gresele & Sears, 2022). This feedback informs and
fosters PSTs” own reflection on their teaching practices for alignment with their upcoming
practicum (Gresele & Sears, 2022).

Ledger (2021) outlined how simulations address Grossman’s (2009) pedagogies of practice
(Grossman et al., 2009a; 2009b), specifically, the representations, decomposition and
assimilation of practice in preparation for school placement. The decomposition of
practice within a simulation facilitates reflective practice behaviours in a more structured
way (Larson et al, 2020) while reflective practice enables PSTs to decompose their
practice employed within challenging simulation scenarios (Ledger, 2021), all the while
assisted by more knowledgeable others such as the interactor and/or a clinical practitioner
(Rappa, 2019; Rappa & Ledger, 2023). The combined scaffolding and reflection also
challenge PSTs to become more aware of applying their learning, transferring their
learning to new situations and examining their own motivations in light of prior
experiences and expectations (Hudson et al., 2019; Dalinger et al., 2020, Rappa, 2019;
Rappa & Ledger, 2023).

Nevertheless, Hillyar and colleagues (2025) observed largely small-scale, one-off uses of
simulations for single subjects rather than implementations at the program level. As such,
our article addresses this gap in the literature by describing a model implementation,
applied across the duration of PSTS’ enrolment in an initial education program, to
facilitate their practice before practicum at each year level.
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The implementation process

The overarching aim of the simulation program was to set the PSTs up for success on
their practical placements in schools by addressing the critical areas for improvement in
ITE. Simulation technology was invested in, a specialised team was established, and
scenarios developed based on the four areas identified and a simulation program enabling
PSTs to practise and have experiences in a safe environment trialling strategies and receive
teedback through a practice, coaching and reflection cycle (Rappa, 2019).

The four areas identified by TEMAG (Craven et al., 2015) were used to develop a four-
part continuum experience for PSTs. A series of virtual scenarios based on these four
areas (see Figure 2) equipped PSTs with the skills to manage situations during school
placement and establish the professional identity, discourse and self-efficacy needed for
success (Rappa et al., 2023). The simulation is integrated into all ITE courses—Bachelor
of Education (BEd) and Master of Teaching (MTeach). The four experiences (Figure 1)
focus on different developmental skills based on PSTs” progression through their ITE
course. A simulation session is completed before attending each school placement.

First Second Third Fourth
Experience Experience Experience Experience
[ e N\
- (1) Effective (. @) Assessmenta ) [ - (@) Classroom * (4) Working with
Pedagogies Feedback management parents and the
community
* Implement * Plan for physical, * Manage
lesson plan social and student * Conduct a
» Manage time intellectual attention, parent-teacher
and student development and motivation, interview with a
attention characteristics of behaviour and hostile parent
* Deliver clear students stress
instructions « Establish learning * Address
* Select and goals learner
use of + Demonstrate diversity and
resources knowledge of and understanding
organise the
content and
teaching strategies
of selected teaching
areas
» Communicate
effectively to
students
* Give feedback to
student avatars and
feedback on
performance
» Engage with . J
colleagues \. J
\. J L y,

Figure 1: Simulation in ITE program focus and progression
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The simulation program offers the distinctive opportunity to blend virtual reality
technology and live human performance (Figure 2). The technology is a mixed reality
learning environment with avatars that respond in real-time. The classroom avatars
selected for use are based on five main personality types found in a classroom. A male and
female avatar act as “parents” within the final experience. The interactor manipulates the
avatars in a manner similar to a puppeteer (Bondie et al., 2021). Interactors are highly
skilled professional actors specialising in improvisation. Each avatar is personalised in
form, voice, and persona. The clinical practitioner, an experienced teacher and mentor,
observes each PST's interaction with the virtual class in person or via Zoom. To conclude
the session, the PSTs receive personalised, immediate feedback from the -clinical
practitioner and are given their recording to review. The discussion of roleplay initiates the
intentional reflection on PSTs' developing teaching skills prior to the reality of an
upcoming school experience.

SimLab Clinical
Interactor

Avatars

Interactor controls the Avatars interact and Student interacts SimLab Clinical
actions and responses of respond to the student and responds to the Practitioner provides
the avatars undertaking SimLab avatars feedback and moderates

assessed components

Academic or Tutor can watch the
OBSERVER SimLab interaction remotely

Figure 2: Roles and interaction processes
(use '"zoom in' function in web ot PDF reader to view)

The simulation program is embedded within a cyclical movement between abstract and
concrete experiences (Kolb, 1984, 2015) by having students build on their active
experimentation and concrete experiences in the simulation and at school placements to
reflect on their specific needs in light of these experiences, set goals and identify means
for improving their practice (see Figure 3). Research has shown that teacher educators
must facilitate a learning environment that encourages PSTs to become more aware of
their own developmental needs (Wadlington & Wadlington, 2011). As such, while there
are specific outcomes for each session, based on areas of weakness identified in previous
cohorts and by external reports and organisations, and academic/unit coordinators, the
program is designed to encourage PSTs to plan for their simulation sessions in light of
their own developmental needs (Gresele & Sears, 2022). PSTs are assigned the tasks of
goal setting before each simulation session and writing a self-reflection of achievement
after the session.

Each time PSTs complete a simulation session, they receive personalised and instant
coaching and feedback from the clinical practitioner. The individualised comments are
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recorded in the PSTs’ worksheets within their digital workbooks by the clinical
practitioner and are available to PSTs immediately. The feedback focuses on commending
PSTs' current teaching strengths and then identifies recommendations to support the
intentional reflection on PSTSs' teaching practices, aiming to improve practice and future
goal setting that aligns with their upcoming placement (Gresele & Sears, 2022). A set of
reflection prompts based on PSTs’ perspective on the most pertinent aspects of the
parent-teacher interviews (fourth experience) was developed for the clinical practitioner to
use (Rappa & Ledger, 2023). The one-on-one session and flexible deployment of
resources, such as reflection prompts, enable the clinical practitioner to cater for the
diversity of every PST's skill ability, such that intentional reflection is initiated at a level
most appropriate to the PST. This results in the opportunity for early support on
placement for those deemed "at-risk" or extending those who are "exceeding" in the
cohort.

After the simulation and feedback session, PSTs record their experience in their digital
wotkbook. The use of the situation/action/outcome + (SAO+) resoutrce provides an
explicit and structured approach to discuss, reflect on, document, and internalise new
understandings (Ledger, 2021). The addition of the takeaway video recording in the digital
workbook provides PSTs with a resource they can personally review to inform their
reflections and share with others as evidence of a broadening skill set. A goal is
established for the upcoming school experience from this reflective process, and the cycle
then continues, allowing students to take control of their development as future educators
(Figure 3).

Complete
SimLab
Experience

Active Experimentation

Reflective Observation

Reflecton

Prepare for

SimLab Based Simi.ab
Experience

on Placement Including
Outcomes Coaching

Concrete Experience

Abstract Conceptualization

Complete

Create a

School
Experience goal for School
Placement Placement

Figure 3: Pre-service teacher experiential learning cycle in the simulation program
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Results and discussion: A review of the model implementation
from stakeholder perspectives

The simulation program maintains the PSTs' developmental needs as central to its
continual development (Figure 4). It is also continually adapting its implementation to the
expectations of PST development from a range of education stakeholders. One of these
external forces is the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL).
The AITSL Graduate Teacher Standards (AITSL, 2017) serve as the basis for
accreditation of initial teacher programs. The simulation program has continually reviewed
content to align with these standards and provides evidence of PST attainment.

Teacher Registration

Board (TRB)
Murdoch . Profes._sional
University Unit Experience
Academic Chair Coordinator Mentor
Teacher

Advice

Australian Institute School Curriculum

for Teaching and
School Leadership Az’t,:oi't;%.ggi)
(AITSL)
MU Murdoch
Deparfmqnt of . University
Education Pre-service Strategic Plan

Teacher
SCP PST

Reflection + Implementation

Moderation of experience

Professional Australian Curriculum,
Experience Assessment and
External Moderator Reporting Authority
(ACARA)

Figure 4: Simulation in ITE program development and evaluation cycle

Feedback is sought from stakeholders such as staff directly involved in the simulation
program. The clinical practitioner observed that the combination of a no-fail approach to
assessing PSTs and the just-in-time feedback they receive encourages a departure from
mere compliance with procedures and an openness to discussing and reflecting on the
challenges they encountered (Rappa & Ledger, 2023).



1520 A model implementation of “practice before practicum’” simulations for initial teacher education

A major current success of [simulation]... has been the continued creation of a
supportive classroom environment for our... PSTs to grow their skills as educators over
the series of scaffolded experiences. T'wo factors of the [simulation]... process have had
great impact here. Firstly, having [the simulation] ... as a no-fail task has seen students
intrinsically want to do their best teaching effort - "Become the teacher you want to be."
The second element is immediate and individual feedback. The openness of the ... PST's
to be involved in the process of intentional reflection following their [simulation]...
lesson is inspiring. (Clinical Practitioner)

The program's scope and sequence ensure the Interactors deliver simulation experiences
at the appropriate intensity for each learner (Table 1). Moreover, the Interactor's
improvisation skills allow them to react to the PST and personalise the experience. Either
they can support weaker students, or challenge stronger students to learn and be
successful.

A large part of our role as Interactors is to make the avatars respond appropriately to the
lesson being taught. Depending on the confidence of the students, we can tailor the
avatar pushbacks to be at a low-level intensity — like Jasmine getting over excited when
we are doing a lesson that ties into her interest in environmental activism and going off
on a related tangent. For a more advanced student who is ready for more of a challenge
we may have Ethan calling out, complaining about the lesson content being boring, and
trying to get them off topic all in the same session. (Interactor 1)

When a PST is noticeably competent, I will challenge them further by increasing the
avatar’s push backs, i.e., calling out at inappropriate times and distracting other students,
this creates further opportunity for the PST to explore reactive strategies.
Notwithstanding, if a PST is showing observable needs such as signs of anxiety, push
backs transform into ‘reading the audience’ in this case, the PST. As a live ‘human in the
loop’ I offer support by asking a question or making a statement i.e., “I really like your
hair, Miss”; “Morning Miss, shall we get our 7Pads out? To ensure the PST has every
opportunity to succeed. (Interactor 2).

Placement unit coordinators reported the benefits of using the simulation program as a
tool to strengthen consistency in PST developmental experiences, moderate PSTs’
performance across programs and units, and add profiling data on students who may
require additional support.

[The simulation program] allows me as a unit coordinator to be aware of some of the
strengths and weaknesses of my placement cohorts. This allows me the opportunity to
provide additional resources or supports to individual students or to respond to
particular cohort needs based on the feedback from [the simulation program]. Upon [the
simulation’s] introduction into my second-year placement unit, it became apparent that
students required additional support in lesson planning preparation, and to this end, I
was able to improve the unit offering, this included providing additional resources,
tutorials, and feedback to students regarding their lesson planning. Two years on from
this, the improvement in the cohorts regarding their lesson planning is noticeable. [The
simulation program| keeps me on the pulse of the practical performance of students in a
consistent environment. (Placement Unit Coordinator)
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Another group of stakeholders are the PSTs themselves. The process in place to review
the simulation program includes surveys conducted with PSTs. The foci of these surveys
are provided in Table 1.

Table 1: Post-simulation survey items

First Experience (Effective pedagogies),
Second Experience (Assessment and feedback),
Third Expertience (Classroom management)

Fourth Experience: Working with
parents and the community

Evaluating the program based on the

* Reflecting on confidence in teaching following criteria
* Identifying teaching strategy implemented
* Reviewing microteaching lesson * Objectives and information
* Seclf-evaluating performance based on the communicated
following criteria: * Support provided by the clinical
o Engaging students practitioner
o Using body language and voice * Conflict management scenario
o Giving feedback * Feedback and guided reflection
o Building rapport * Fidelity of the experience
* Identifying the benefits and challenges of using * Active learning opportunities
simulation * Diverse ways of learning
¢ Transferring learning to placement * Teacher self-efficacy

While each experience targets one of the four areas for improvement identified by
TEMAG (Craven et al., 2015), there is consistency in the focus of the template used in
PSTs* digital workbooks to support student reflection, as well as in the surveys
implemented across the initial three years for all classroom-based experiences. The parent-
teacher interview in the fourth experience differs from previous years as it involves two
iterations of one-on-one communication with a hostile parent. The clinical practitioner
provides feedback after the first iteration and encourages the PST to implement strategies
that they discussed during the second iteration. As such, the survey items address a
different set of criteria from the classroom-based experiences.

Our findings, based on data gathered between 2021 and 2022, revealed that PSTs were
most receptive to using the simulation program for the first and fourth experiences. Most
of the first-year PSTs had never participated in a field placement before and found the
preparation for the microteaching lesson in the simulation program and the feedback they
received from the clinical practitioner beneficial for lesson planning and managing student
behaviour during their first placement. Being able to view themselves teaching in the
video recording gave them a window into their self-presentations and assisted them with
identifying disjunctions between their intent and actions.

After reflecting on my school experience, I can now see how much my [simulation]...
experience had helped me in the lead up to planning my lesson. I definitely took on my
learning from the XXX simulation when I was planning and creating my lesson

plans. (First-year BEd PST)
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On conclusion of my school experience, my Mentor Teacher was really surprised with
how well my behaviour management was. She asked what I did for work as a result of
my efforts as she assumed that I had some previous experience. I found that the
effectiveness was definitely due to the action I took from my [simulation]... feedback
and I was really happy with the way I acted on this task. (First-year BEd PST)

A significant finding of the TEMAG report was that teacher education programs were not
equipping beginning teachers with the knowledge and skills to respond to learners' diverse
needs. Teachers need to be able to evaluate and adjust practice to best meet the needs of
each learner, especially for students with disabilities or learning difficulties (Craven et al.,
2015, p.17). Acknowledging the value of exposing our PSTs to diverse learners, a new
simulation avatar was introduced to the third expetience in 2019. The new avatar, 'Nate',
is diagnosed with 'Level 1' autism spectrum disorder, based on the DSM-5 severity
ranking criteria. The development of the Nate avatar has assisted PSTs in developing and
implementing lesson plans that create a more equitable classroom during placement, a
finding consistent with other studies exploring the use of simulations for inclusive
education (Cumming et al., 2025; McKown et al., 2022; Peterson-Ahmad et al., 2023).

I appreciated having the information about Nate's likes, dislikes, triggers etc., prior to the
lesson as this is what would occur in a real classroom setting. The information allowed
me to plan my lesson with Nate in mind and prepared me for the event of him beginning
to feel unsettled/ overwhelmed. In my cutrent prac classroom there is one student with
anxiety; the suggested ways to address Nate have helped me address this student when
she is beginning to become overwhelmed. (Third-year BEd PST)

However, there were PSTs who found the simulation program less beneficial, and we
suggest that this may be attributed to them having prior experience as an education
assistant or a volunteer teaching in schools or having gained more experience grappling
with complex classroom interactions with each placement, resulting in them finding the
need to suspend their disbelief to support a more realistic scenario (Causey, 2000).
Nevertheless, PSTs found the parent-teacher interviews beneficial as they were presented
with the opportunity to interact with a parent, an experience which many of them had
never encountered previously. This fourth experience developed PST confidence by
providing them the opportunity to manage an upset parent in a safe environment, trial
strategies, and learn through the practice, coaching and reflection cycle (Rappa, 2019). The
clinical practitioner role is imperative to this cycle (Rappa & Ledger, 2022). The structure
of the fourth experience enables PSTs to react to the simulation scenario, receive
coaching from an experienced teacher and then repeat the scenario and apply newly
learned strategies immediately. The benefits of immediate feedback and the opportunity to
trial strategies were repeatedly acknowledged as an essential aspect of this experience.

Have a 2nd round of this [simulation] experience. This is the first time I feel that SimlLab
has been effective for my learning, given our limited opportunities to meet with parents
through the coutse. I did not enjoy the children/teaching [simulations], but this style was
very beneficial. (Fourth-year BEd PST)

What was unique about this experience is that I was then able to repeat the situation (a
concetned parent interview) and implement the skills/advice given by the [simulation]
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practitioner and see first-hand the effectiveness of doing so (two different outcomes,
same scenatio). To consolidate my new knowledge the [simulation] clinical practitioner
spoke to me in depth about her observations/feedback. What a valuable experience!
(Fourth-year BEd PST)

This finding is consistent with initial findings from a pilot study conducted in 2017 that
indicated that the parent-teacher interview simulation experience was productive in
building PSTs’ capacity to manage challenging parent-teacher scenarios. Results identified
differences between pre- and post-intervention groups in the following areas: building
self-confidence, handling difficult situations, accepting feedback and self-reflecting
(Rappa, 2019). The importance of presenting PSTs with the opportunity to prepare for
their interactions with parents is underscored in recommendation number 16 in the Action
Now, Classroom Ready Teachers report which confirmed the need for universities to "equip
pre-service teachers with the skills to effectively engage with parents about the progress of
their children" (Craven et al., 2015, p. xvii). Furthermore, the 2013 staff in Australia's
schools survey uncovered that principals rated only 18 percent of recent primary graduates
and 27 percent of recent secondary graduates as being very well prepared or well prepared
to work with parents and guardians (Craven et al., 2015) and in a study on early-career
teacher (ECT) attrition, dealing with parents was identified in the top ten areas of
professional development desired amongst ECT's (Wyatt & O'Neill, 2021).

In light of the four areas for improvement identified in the TEMAG report, how can
universities better prepare PSTs to navigate the complexities of the teaching profession
and equip them with strategies to tackle difficult situations? In the Actzon Now, Classroom
Ready Teachers report, the recommendations were to increase the quality of initial teacher
education and highlight the importance of enhancing the capability of teachers to raise the
quality of Australia's school system and student outcomes (Craven et al, 2015). The
SimLab, a simulation program in the initial teacher education program of one Australian
university, represents one of the ways to achieve the goal of preparing reflective PST's
with the knowledge, skills and a confident attitude to teach in a range of diverse schooling
contexts. Our article describes the model implementation and the theoretical foundations
underpinning it. It identifies potential areas for fine tuning the implementation of
simulation for PSTs who have already had to grapple with the complexity of managing
their classes in a real-world setting and proposes further investigations into the impact of
clinical practitioner’s feedback and the Interactor’s improvisations on learning and transfer
of learning.
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