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Professional experience is the training ground for preservice teachers, where they apply
what they have learned at university, in the reality of the classroom setting. Our article
investigates the contribution of university supetrvisors to preservice teacher learning,
from the perspective of both groups. This qualitative study gathered data from
interviews with 28 preservice teachers and supervisors. Findings highlighted the
complexity of the task assigned to supervisors, and the distinctive role that they play in
the preservice teachers’ learning. This study offers a model of supervision drawn from
the voices of these two key stakeholders that is underpinned by theory and the national,
prescribed standards for teaching, and which articulates the individual tasks of
supervision and the interrelated nature of the work with each of these stakeholders.

Introduction

Professional experience is an essential component of initial teacher education (ITE)
courses and one which is highly valued by preservice teachers preparing for this complex
profession (Mayer et al., 2014). These professional experiences are interwoven throughout
all ITE courses, providing the training ground for preservice teachers as they progress
towards in-service teaching. They are completed under the guidance of mentor teachers
who host the mentees in their classrooms for the duration of the experience. Framed by
the notion of readiness for the classroom, that is, readiness for in-service teaching, our
study investigated the contribution made to preservice teacher learning by the university-
appointed supervisors, herein called supervisors, who periodically visit preservice teachers
in school settings, observe them teach, and assist them to navigate the journey toward
preparedness for the realities of classroom teaching. Educational supervision has
contributed to teacher education since the turn of the 20th century, and over time the role
has shifted focus from inspectional to instructional (Glanz, 2018).

This constructivist research details perspectives of preservice teachers and supervisors
from one Western Australian university and offers insights into the work of the
supervisors who support the aspirant teachers. It goes further to argue for the need for a
model of supervision that provides focus for understanding this work. While this paper
discusses an Australian project, similar issues of teacher education programs are
experienced globally, as demonstrated by a recent review of literature (Bjorndal et al.,
2024). In this context, the past decade has seen major reforms in Australia arising from
the Teacher Education Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG) review (TEMAG, 2014).
The TEMAG forum (AITSL, 2018) noted a number of issues that are experienced by
stakeholders in ITE, such as the variability in experiences for preservice teachers; the need
to reconceptualise professional experience; and inadequate application of the prescribed
Teaching Standards. With TEMAG acknowledging that these are common industry-wide,
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our investigation has potential to contribute broadly to teacher education providers
internationally.

Review of the literature

Teaching is widely acknowledged as a complex profession (Polikoff et al., 2015). It occurs
in a social context with multiple stakeholders including teachers, children, parents and
community (O Gallchéir et al., 2019). Tt is within this environment that professional
experience occurs (Harris et al., 2024), considered by preservice teachers to be the most
valuable contributing factor to their readiness for the classroom (Mayer et al., 2014). Here
preservice teachers can apply what they learn at university in classroom settings. This
aspect of ITE is considered sufficiently important for the Australian Council of Deans of
Education (2017) to form the National Academic Directors of Professional Experience in
2016, which is tasked with defining best practice in this area. TEMAG (2014) observed
several aspects of professional experience that required attention, including the
inconsistent assessment of preservice teachers, the lack of integration of theory and
practice, the importance of supervision of preservice teachers, and the fact that schools
and ITE providers are not “effectively working together in the development of new
teachers” (2014, p. ix). More recently, the Teacher Education Expert Panel (2023),
recommended research into how best to support preservice teachers and included a
recommendation to improve the quality of practical experience as its ‘Priority Reform 3’.

It is worth noting that this ongoing focus on professional experience is occurring in a
neoliberal environment being experienced globally in ITE (Ball, 2016). Herein, universities
face increasingly restrictive financial constraints in delivering professional experience for
preservice teachers (Teacher Education Expert Panel, 2023) thus driving decisions by the
providers as they work to provide high-quality experiences for their students under
tinancial and administrative burdens. Supervisors tasked with assisting preservice teachers
to navigate professional experiences (Prakash et al., 2024) are subsequently impacted.

The work of supervisors is often divided as they straddle multiple roles. They provide
support for preservice teachers, undertake assessments, complete administrative tasks and
maintain positive partnerships with schools (Grant-Smith, et al., 2018; Griffiths et al,,
2021). They work in conjunction with school-based mentors to moderate assessment and
agree a final grade at the end of the placement. These supervisors lend their expert
teaching knowledge to preservice teachers, yet one cannot assume that knowledge and
experience of classroom practice qualifies supervisors with the complexities of teaching
how to teach (Palmeri & Peter, 2019). Palmeri and Peter suggested that supervisors need
to extend their knowledge beyond how to teach, to be able to teach about teaching. In
addition, Burns et al. (2016) suggested that supervisors need to be knowledgeable about
university coursework to be able to effectively communicate universities” expectations for
preservice teachers to schools (Cuenca, 2012). This would increase the complexity of the
role which Burns and Badiali (2015) had already observed was multi-faceted,
encompassing various activities including, but not limited to, assessment.
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Assessment of preservice teachers on professional experience as Classroom Ready
(TEMAG, 2014) is undertaken by supervisors and the hosting mentor teachers. Central to
this assessment are professional teaching standards which provide the benchmarks that
TEMAG (2014) recommends must be a feature of consistent assessment. The role of the
Standards is to offer a common language of effective teaching and provide direction and
structure in the preparation and support of quality teachers (AI'TSL, 2017).

Supervisors and classroom-based mentors require a common understanding of the
indicators of this performance, which can be difficult to achieve, even with the provision
of specific guides and markers (Sim et al, 2013). It is important to note that this
assessment of classroom readiness is the starting point for new teachers who are only
provisionally registered at the outset. They are provided with a range of supports in the
first years of teaching until becoming fully registered (AITSL, 2017).

Professional experience assessment includes both formative and summative evaluation.
Summative assessment refers to reporting on preservice teacher learning, while formative
assessment involves providing feedback to improve performance (Dolin et al., 2017). This
formative evaluation is vital to support preservice teacher progress (Adlington et al., 2023)
and preservice teachers value the expert input of their supervisors (Peach et al.,, 2014).
However, Bjorndal et al., (2024) observed that critical feedback can result in negative
emotional reactions. Critical feedback can be stimulative and positively affect
commitment, but can also lead preservice teachers to a counter-productive defensiveness.
Providing feedback can be challenging for supervisors who can be reluctant to do so due
to concerns around mentee responses, and negative impact on relationships (Chur-
Hansen & McLean, 2000).

Relationships are an important aspect of supervision in this highly social context where
preservice teachers are looking to gain membership of the school’s society while
attempting to construct their own teaching identity. Supervisors assist them to navigate
this journey which can be complex, as preservice teachers often follow the pedagogical
examples of their mentors (Ritter, 2012). Therefore, a developed relationship between
supervisor and preservice teacher facilitates this complex navigation. Burns et al. (2020)
observed high-leverage practices in supervision that “cultivate the learning environment
through establishing, building, maintaining and renewing relationships” (p. 222). These
included the creation of a culture of collegiality, and the development of interpersonal
familiarity. This collegiality extends to the mentor teachers with whom the supervisors
collaborate.

Central to the supervisors’ role is their work with the mentor teachers who host the
preservice teachers. Mentors lend their expertise to novices but can create a unidirectional
power imbalance as they have the ultimate say as to what happens in their classroom
(Vickers-Hulse, 2025). Ledger et al. (2020) conducted a nationwide study of professional
experience in Australia which identified the challenges of clarifying the role of the mentor
teacher, as separate to that of the supervisor. It noted the resourcing constraints and the
lack of appropriately experienced mentor teachers as key challenges. However, Ledger et
al. also noted that there is a significant amount of goodwill provided by schools offering
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professional experience placements. They can be stressful and time consuming for
mentors who receive limited reward for their input. The role of the supervisor therefore
provides a critical connection to mitigating either the shortfall in experience, or time
pressures placed on mentors. Further, supervisors can guide mentors as to the preservice
teachers” pedagogical practices as they attempt to put into practice the theory they have
learned at university (Deutschman et al., 2022).

This synthesis of theoretical coursework and professional experience has long been
considered a missing component of preservice teacher learning. Glanz (2018) referred to
‘the ubiquitous disconnect’ between learned theory and practice. However, it is
acknowledged that this synthesis would serve to benefit preservice teachers’ learning
(Dresden & Thompson, 2021). Fostering these important connections between theory
and practice was recognised as another high-leverage practice of supervision by Burns et
al. (2020), who highlighted the role of pedagogy in assisting educators to bridge isolated
theoretical learning with practical learning.

Burns et al. (2020) noted the limited conceptual frameworks for preservice teacher
supervision, which led to their development of a framework derived from a meta
synthesis of literature. The focus of their meta synthesis was to identify aspects of
preservice teacher supervision from 82 articles between 2001 and 2017. Its reach is vast,
capturing supervisory practices from multiple perspectives. In this context, however, its
focus was solely on what they authors deemed supervision as distinct from evaluation.
Our current study seeks to investigate the entire role of the university-based supervisor,
inclusive of its role in evaluating preservice teachers.

To better understand effective supervision the role must be clearly defined (Palmeri &
Peter, 2019; Winchester-Seeto et al., 2016). Supervisors provide the opportunity to offer
an alternative perspective to the classroom mentor (Bates et al., 2011), yet there is
currently insufficient research into the pedagogical work of these central contributors to
preservice teacher learning (Deutschman et al., 2022). With a clearer understanding of
what constitutes effective supervision, ITE providers can guide the work of these
important contributors, and it is hoped that the model of supervision developed from this
research begins to address this shortfall.

Research questions

The research questions for this study were framed within the teaching standards
prescribed by the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL, 2011).
They were designed specifically to elicit responses that clarified the views of participants
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018) of the main contributors to the classtoom readiness of
graduating preservice teachers by the supervisors.

1. Within the framework of teaching standards, what do preservice teacher participants
perceive to be the contribution of the supervisor to their classroom readiness?
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2. Within the framework of teaching standards, what do supervisor participants perceive
to be their contribution to the classroom readiness of preservice teachers?

Method

A social constructivist lens provided the framework for this study, exploring the
complexity of the perspectives of the participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Social
constructivists see the significance of the context in which the learning happens and the
social context that the participants bring to the research (Kim, 2001). Supporting the
social constructivist paradigm, a qualitative method was adopted to enable a thorough
examination of the dominant topics (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Vishnevsky and
Beanlands (2004) observed that qualitative research approaches truth as a subjective
reality, encompassing each individual’s experience and allowing the investigator to explore
those individuals’ experiences. To enable this exploration, semi-structured interviews were
conducted to allow an-depth examination, and to capture the voices of the key
stakeholders in supervision, being the preservice teachers and the supervisors.

Participants

Participants were purposefully chosen to provide the data required for this investigation to
best answer the research questions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Fraenkel et al., 2012). All
participants were from the institution where the study derived and were associated with
ITE primary program from one university in Western Australia. This institution
consistently receives high evaluations for teaching and learning and because it is one of
the largest teacher education schools in Australia (QILT, 2024). The ITE program has
placements in all four years of the course, which are longer each year to reflect the
increased skill levels and requirements throughout the course. Participation in this
research was voluntary, and confidentiality was guaranteed.

ITE primary was chosen for this research to evoke a deep understanding of one discipline.
While similarities in supervision exist across all programs: eatly childhood, primary and
secondary, each has discipline characteristics which could have diminished the depth of
understanding that could result from emphasis in one area. For example, secondary
preservice teachers learn subject specialisations, which may not be the specialist area of
their supervisor. The researchers considered that such distinctions could detract from the
focus of identifying the broad contribution of supervisors to preservice teacher classroom
readiness. All participants were anonymised for the study. Participants comprised
preservice teachers (n=15) and supervisors (n=13).

All preservice teacher participants were in their final year of a four-year primary
undergraduate course, selected as they had already completed several other professional
experiences, so had experience of being supervised. Additionally, on the successful
completion of their final professional experience the course deemed them Classroom Ready
(TEMAG, 2014), that is, ready to undertake all the duties of an in-service classroom
teacher. Interviews were conducted with the student participants while in their final year,
in 2019 or 2020. Over the two years, from a population of more than 300 preservice
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teachers invited to participate, all volunteers were interviewed. Of the 15 participants,
three were male and 12 were female. The volunteers included those from each of the two
metropolitan and one regional campus of the University. Participants were not requested
to disclose their final professional experience grades, although several did, indicating range
in the results of participating students. As there was no specific requirement to disclose
grades, this indicates a lack of homogeneity of the participants beyond their primary
discipline. The preservice teacher cohorts vary in that the professional experience for the
2020 group was shortened due to the Covid-19 pandemic. However, there was very little
reference to this in the interviews with these participants.

Aligned with the focus on the primary program, from whence all preservice teacher
participants were drawn, the only supervisor participants invited were those from the
cohort who had undertaken supervision of primary preservice teachers in those years
(n=76). Of that 706, 13 supervisors volunteered and all were interviewed. There were both
male (n=5) and female (n=8) participants with a range of supervision experience from
those in their first two years (n=5), 3-5 years (n=3) to greater than five years (n=5)
therefore offering varying perspectives of the role. No data was collected about any
possible correlation between participating supervisors and preservice teachers, and no
participant named their preservice teachers or supervisors.

The supervisors were all experienced teachers who had been assessed by the university’s
academic staff as being sufficiently experienced to undertake the role. They were mostly
casual staff who were provided with training by the university each semester, and with
comprehensive resources to facilitate the provision of feedback for and assessment of the
preservice teachers. Lecturing staff also contributed to the supervision of students to
represent the University and maintain currency of experience in supervision. All
supervisors visited the preservice teachers approximately every two weeks, observed them
teach lessons, and provided feedback and guidance as to their progress. In addition, there
were dedicated professional experience academic staff to provide support to the
supervisors.

Procedures, data collection and analysis

Ethics approval was obtained from the University’s Human Research Ethics Committee.
Approval was provided by the Associate Dean (Primary) to approach the primary cohorts,
and Executive Dean of the School for the supervisors. Participants were invited via email
and written consent was provided all participants. Interviews were conducted by the Chief
Investigator (CI) and were initially completed face-to-face with audio recordings. With the
advent of the Covid-19 pandemic, interviews from early 2020 were conducted online and
audio recorded. Interviews were semi-structured, intending to elicit the views of the
participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Questions focused on teaching standards,
relationships, application of theory, reflection, feedback and contributing factors of
supervisors. Interviews were Initially transcribed by the CI (n=22) and, later, by an
approved transcription provider (n=06). All transcriptions were confirmed by participants
as accurate records of the interviews. Coding of the data and the thematic analysis were
completed using NI77p072. Data were analysed specifically with respect to the posed
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research questions. An inductive process of descriptive coding was adopted to create an
inventory of themes that investigated the contribution of the supervisor (Miles et al.,
2014), allowing codes to emerge during analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Data were
initially analysed by the CI and then reviewed and refined with Co-CI. Data were then
clustered to note patterns and form categories to identify recurrent themes.

Findings

The themes resulting from the analysis were derived from perspectives of both the
preservice teachers and supervisors, as commonalities between the two participant groups
were revealed in the data. The data highlighted challenges in the delivery of supervision,
and also synergies that were experienced by both sets of participants. Dominant themes
included the application of the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (APST) (AITSL,
2011), the importance of relationships, the central role of mentor teachers, and the scope
of the supervisory role which includes support, organisation, feedback, assessment,
mediation and representation of the university. Each theme is outlined in detail below,
including data from both groups.

Application of the APST

The data revealed that there was limited meaningful application of the APST by
supervisors in discussions with preservice teachers. Findings indicated that feedback
provided by the supervisors was often related to their personal teaching experiences and
philosophies, rather than directly referencing the APST. This supervisor quote exemplified
the sentiments expressed, “probably most of it comes from the experience from all the
teaching you know, 40 odd years of teaching is quite a bit to draw from” (Supervisor 11).
Preservice teachers also noted the lack of reference to the APST, as evinced by, “giving
feedback and referencing it with the AITSL Standards and aligning it to that would make
it so much easier” (Preservice Teacher 5). The preservice teachers, who had been taught
and guided by the APST throughout their course, sought clear feedback via the Standards.
They were acquainted with them and felt that this explicit focus would improve their
teaching.

Checklists comprising the APST and provided by the University for formative and
summative assessment, were being completed as required, but more so by way of ‘box-
ticking’ to meet the criteria, rather than to provide meaningful guidance. Preservice
Teacher 11 noted, “my Uni Supervisor that sat down with the Standards and said, ‘Right,
you'te here, you're doing really well, let's get this ticked off””. Supervisor 6 observed, “So
it's difficult to tick them off against that in a meaningful manner.”

Relationships as key

Findings indicated that positive relationships were connected to learning opportunities.
Where there was a positive relationship, the ensuing openness and trust facilitated more
productive conversations. The following quotes indicated that an established relationship
fostered openness from both the preservice teacher receiving feedback, and the
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supervisor, in trusting the preservice teacher to practise in the classroom what they had
learned at university. “Yeah, so just building that relationship, I was able to ask questions
and be more comfortable in them watching me and making mistakes as well as succeeding
and sharing those successes” (Preservice Teacher 3). When asked if relationship affected
learning, Preservice Teacher 1 responded, “Yeah I do think so. With the supervisor. I
think you get more out of it with the supervisor if you have a better relationship with
them”.

Part of this trust can be built through the participant being actively heard, which further
fosters positive relationships. This was evident in this quote from Supervisor 8.

I think it's important that you have a relationship. You need to be able to talk to the
person. You need to be able to ... get the feeling that they're listening and benefitting
and if there's not some sort of a relationship there, you don't get that feeling.

The benefits of positive relationships extended to mentors and supervisors when
discussing preservice teachers’ learning and development. Supervisor 4 commented,

The other things I try very hard to do is to have a very good relationship with the mentor
teacher. I think that, if the mentor and the supervisor are on the same wavelength, they'll
pick up the phone and talk to you if they need, or you can, you know, talk to them.

The importance of building rapport was noted to facilitate the relationship building.
Examples of this from both perspectives include, “So it is establishing that friendly
rapport and making preservice teachers feel at home” (Supervisor 9). This is also
supported by Preservice Teacher 11, “You have to be comfortable enough to... open up
to them if you're struggling with things... So if you don't build that rapport with them,
then you're not going to do the best”.

The role of the mentor teacher

Findings indicated that both preservice teachers and supervisors relied on the input of the
mentor teacher and the contribution of the mentor was valued by both sets of
participants. The mentor teacher is with the preservice teachers for the duration of the
professional experience, and in some instances seemed to provide the support usually
expected from the supervisor. Preservice Teacher 3 noted, “But I just mainly use my
mentor teacher rather than my supervisor to get that conversation and strategies and
feedback”. Supervisor 12 presented this viewpoint, “I'm not there all the time, so that's
really important to get that information from the mentor teacher”. Supervisor 3 offered
another perspective, “I try to present, again, to the preservice teacher, I try to present my
image as working with a mentor teacher as we are a team who are there to support them”.

However, there are aspects of the interactions between mentors and the supervisors
which can give rise to challenges for the University’s representatives. Mentors are
expected to ensure that they are providing opportunities for, and feedback of professional
teaching practice. They are also expected to follow the guidelines provided by the
University, and it is the role of supervisors to ensure this adherence to these guidelines.
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Data indicated that supervisors experienced some challenges in managing this with the
mentor teachers. Supervisor 1 discussed this aspect of her role in stating, “And then to
make sure that they are doing what is [prescribed]| by the University, and it’s very clearly
[prescribed]. They’ve got all the notes, and I've got all the notes, and make sure they’re on
track there”.

The following example from Preservice Teacher 11 also supports this.

Because my teacher said, ‘Oh there's far too much information in there. You need to get
rid of that.” Then I would contact the Uni Supervisor instead and say, ‘Look, this is some
of the feedback I've been given, but my understanding from University is that we need
to do it this way once you'te on ATP. Is that correct?’ (Preservice Teacher 11)

Further challenges were experienced with mentor teachers in the assessment of preservice
teachers. The following examples from both preservice teachers and supervisors indicate
the types of challenges that can occur in assessment, from supervisors overruling mentor
teachers without discussion, to disagreements between mentors and supervisors, to an
apparent lack of understanding of the grading schema. Preservice Teacher 8 said, “Coz
well the way the mentor teacher told me, she said, I sent it off,” and she said, ‘obviously
she's made some changes,” which she said she didn’t really agree on but that's she's got the
final say.”

The following typified responses from supervisors with respect to moderation discussions
with mentor teachers.

I had a conversation with this particular lady and she said, ‘Oh, I think she should fail,’
and I said, ‘No, no, she is actually meeting all these requirements.” And I went through
the proforma of requirements, and she very grumpily said, “Well, yes, I suppose so’.
(Supervisor 6)

The lack of understanding of the University’s requirements, inconsistencies of assessment,
and personality clashes can lead to the need to mediate between stakeholders. Data from
both cohorts of participants illustrated the place that mediation holds in the supervisory
role, managing situations where issues between preservice and mentor teachers arose. In
such instances, the supervisors found themselves acting as intermediaries or mediators.
Supervisor 3 indicated, “I've had situations where the mentor teacher has been quite
negative towards the preservice teacher, and the preservice teacher has experienced
teaching in the classroom. And, I mean, I try to ... I listen to both sides of the situation”.
Supervisor 12 confirmed, “I was like a, a bit like a mediator in a way between the two”.
The following quote evinces a similar view from the preservice teacher perspective.

I think at the end of the day that, you know, they're that kind of mediator, where if you
do have any issues... they're kind of, you know, the person that's on your side, and that
just sits in the background until they're needed. (Preservice Teacher 12)
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Feedback to the preservice teacher

Both cohorts of participants highlighted the significance of giving and receiving feedback,
as the supervisors provide feedback on preservice teachers’ performance throughout the
professional experience. Findings indicated that constructive, specific and critical feedback
on lessons and strategies for improvement were valued by both sets of participants and
that preservice teachers were receptive of, and seeking this feedback. Preservice Teacher 2
stated, “Sometimes I think that you kind of get a lot of nice feedback and maybe not as
much constructive feedback.” Preservice Teacher 8 offered,

Their main job is to focus on you and when they're there they do offer a large amount of
feedback of what your mentor teacher can't give you a lot of the times coz they've got
100 other things going on.

Data from supervisors confirmed the necessity for critical feedback and strategy.
Supervisor 9 suggested, “I think provide meaningful feedback. To give them something,
to give them assurance, ot back up on what they're doing really well and also to let them
know what they might need to work on”. Supervisor 7 elaborated, “I need to be able to
pull apart their lesson give it back to them, give them some actions to improve”.

Participants also indicated how feedback discussions can engender reflection and improve
preservice teachers’ reflective practice. Preservice Teacher 3 commented, “It's just kind of
just in those discussions after your lesson, and you reflect on it and get their input and
then go forward”. Preservice Teacher 7 provided another example from this and said,
“There is one example where I did a test for math, and the order of it after reflecting, after
my super told me, ‘Maybe if you put this lesson here, and changed some other elements
around, this would flow better”. This response from Supervisor 3 supported this
assertion.

If you were going to teach that, reteach that lesson or do it again in another classroom,
what changes would you make to make things better? What sorts of areas did you feel
were perhaps a little bit inadequate?’... It’s all part of the general discussion I have with
them. So if that’s encouraging reflection on your lesson, we do that all the time.

Support for preservice teachers

Another key theme that arose from the interviews was the importance of giving and
receiving support, again from both sets of participants. This support manifested in
multiple forms, including advocacy, reassurance, and providing guidance and strategy.
Examples that indicate the significant importance of the support include, “Yeah, just
reassurance that you’re on the right path” (Preservice Teacher 2). Preservice Teacher 3
observed, “Yeah, and you feel that they want you to succeed, and they're going to give
those strategies to you, they're going to give you that support or whatever you need”.
Further evidence was provided by Preservice Teacher 5 who stated, “Absolutely the
support and just you know it's the biggest thing”.
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Supervisor responses similarly indicated the importance of providing this to the preservice
teachers: “And also offer them, I say, I'm a support person” (Supervisor 12). Supervisor
2 reflected, “I think suppott is very big because a lot say, I'm so pleased you're here,” you
know, ‘I really appreciate your support and knowledge™. This was further evinced by, “I
think it's all about playing a supportive role and an encouraging role and assisting in any
way” (Supervisor 3).

Supervisors are required to visit preservice teachers a number of times during their
professional experience. This involves logistical issues, working around their teaching
times and the requirements of the school day. Findings suggested that there were
challenges in this aspect of professional experience delivery from both perspectives.
Preservice Teacher 1 reflected, “just more organisation and following a clear structure
with no rescheduling”. Whereas Preservice Teacher 5 highlighted another issue, “she was
late to my lessons so I didn't speak to her before they happened”. The following example
provided further evidence.

My mentor teacher ... said to me they were so embarrassed at how the supervisor had
come late once, didn't tell them she was coming another time. I didn’t have any major
problems with her but it was more she wasn't as organised as I think she should have

been. (Preservice Teacher 14)

The supervisors also indicated the importance of this, but as demonstrated by these
examples, identified challenges to achieving it. “And you can really only fit three in a day,
but it doesn’t always work that well because they’ve got swimming lessons, they’ve got
something else, they’re not teaching at that time” (Supervisor 1). Supervisor 11 confirmed,
“I think you have to be very, very organised to fit in visits at the best times for the
preservice teacher”. These examples indicate that the logistics of managing school visits
effectively is a pivotal aspect to the business of educational supervision.

Theory

Data were gathered in response to a specific interview question as to how supervisors
incorporated educational theory in their discussions with preservice teachers. Findings
indicated that there was little reference to educational theory during supervision
discussions. Preservice Teacher 5 noted, “I don't think there was any crossover or
connections between what I was learning at Uni in terms of those philosophies and those
units and prac”. This was echoed by Preservice Teacher 7 who reflected, “No, now that
I'm thinking about it, they never asked me about what theorist I'm using or anything like
that”. Further evidence includes, “Theory... um, they definitely didn’t use any of the
theorists what we, they definitely didn't say or mention any of theit names like that”
(Preservice Teacher 8).

Data from supervisor participants echoed those of the preservice teachers. Supervisor 13
said, “But I don't know what they do at university myself. I don't know what their theory
is except for what I did many years ago and I'm sure it's changed, so I can't pretend that's
still what they're doing 40 years later”. Supervisor 6 indicated, “I don't think that I've
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patticulatly looked at their theory”. In contrast, Supervisor 7 offered, “But to me it's
critical, like you should have a reason, there should be an underpinning for everything
you, every decision you make should have a reason behind it”. This implied the
importance of connecting theory with practice, but findings suggested this was not
occurring in the main.

Discussion

The findings of this study directly informed the development of this model of supervision
(see Figure 1), which synthesises the literature and the findings and provides an overview
of the activities in professional experience amongst supervisors, preservice teachers and
mentor teachers. It identifies the foundational factors that underline all supervisory work
and categorises the duties of the key stakeholders. The articulation of these roles and
associated tasks provides focus for otherwise tacit practices, strengthening understanding
of the supervisory role and of the requirements for effective supervision.

Classroom ready

Pre-service Teachers

Mediation
and
Feedback Reflection Feedback
Assessment Assessment
Support
Moderation
University-based School-based
Supervisors Mentors
Management
Teaching Standards Educational Theory Relationships

Figure 1: Model of professional experience supervision
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Underpinning components

The three key components of teaching standards, educational theory, and relationships
underly supervisory work, and are outlined below.

Teaching standards provide the necessary framework by which teachers are guided and
assessed (AITSL, 2011) and form the basis of assessment in professional experience,
providing indicators for determination of the classroom readiness of graduating preservice
teachers. They are designed to provide challenging benchmarks and offer common
language by which to make these assessments (Brooks, 2021; Mockler, 2020). These need
to be meaningfully applied for effective assessment. Findings indicated that preservice
teachers sought specific feedback related to them, but that feedback from supervisors was
often subjective and related to their own teaching experiences. Further, data indicated that
the checklists were being used somewhat as a ‘box-ticking’ exercise, rather than as a tool
for effective discussions with preservice teachers to augment their learning. With TEMAG
(2014) indicating a need for greater rigour and consistency of assessment of preservice
teachers, there is clearly scope for a more meaningful application of these standards in
discussions between supervisors and preservice teachers, and the subsequent assessments.
This was noted in a recent study by Griffiths et al. (2021).

Theory must inform teaching decisions (Loughran & Hamilton, 2016). Data showed that
there was little attention paid to educational theory by the supervisors in their discussions
with preservice teachers. However, the literature is replete with the issues of the theory-
practice divide in ITE (Dresden & Thompson, 2021; Loughran & Hamilton, 2016; Sim et
al., 2013). Given this, there is potential to bridge the gap, at least in part, by investigation
into how supervisors can learn the coursework of the preservice teachers (Burns et al,,
2016) and how to teach about teaching (Palmeri & Peter, 2019). Learning guided by
theory is essential to ensure teachers are making decisions informed by sophisticated
knowledge (Loughran & Hamilton, 2016). To be effective, supervisors, as representatives
of the University, appointed to support preservice teacher learning, must be equipped
with the knowledge of what is being taught in courses, to ensure it is being applied in the
classroom (Burns et al., 2010).

Relationships were identified as a pivotal element of preservice teacher supervision. Data
indicated a direct link between positive relationships and learning opportunities, where
effective rapport led to openness between preservice teacher and supervisor. This
openness can foster a safe environment within which preservice teachers can extend
themselves and try strategies they might elsewise not attempt for fear of reproach (Kang,
2021). The data from this study are clear: that relationships are key, and this is not
surprising given the social context (O Gallchéir et al., 2019) and the supervisor-mentor-
preservice teacher triad (Buchanan, 2020). Therefore, building and maintaining
relationships should form part of supervisory practice (Burns et al.,, 2020). This study
provides stakeholder evidence for focus on creating and sustaining relationships as a
central aspect of supervision, which may be challenging given the time constraints within
which supervisors must work.
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The stakeholders, the tasks and the interactions

The main stakeholders in professional experience are the preservice teachers, and the
mentors and supervisors who assess them. This assessment requires that the supervisors
and mentors moderate to agree the grades. Findings indicated that agreement was not
always reached between these two contributors to the assessment process, possibly due to
unrealistic expectations of the level of the preservice teacher or limited understanding of
the University’s requirements by the mentor teacher. However, moderation of assessment
is essential to contributing to the consistency which TEMAG (2014) indicated must be
improved. Moderation involves assessors developing a shared understanding of the
evidence that demonstrates the quality of performance and exists to ensure this
assessment aligns with teaching standards (Wyatt-Smith et al., 2022). While mentor
teachers have more exposure to preservice teachers, supervisors are trained in the
University’s requirements, and also see students across a range of schools and contexts.
Burns et al’s (2020) model suggests facilitation of conversations with school-based
educators around expectations and requirements but provides no specific focus on
moderation discussions for consistency of assessment. These dialogues are crucial but can
be time consuming, potentially challenging the time constraints imposed on supervisors.
They are, however, important in supporting the mentor and the preservice teacher, and
must be included in any consideration of supervisory work.

Interactions between mentor and preservice teacher are discussed in prior research as
pivotal to the preservice teachers finding acceptance in the school society (O Gallchéir et
al., 2019; Sim et al., 2013). However, they can often be unidirectional, with the mentor in a
power position (Vickers-Hulse, 2025). The interactions between these two stakeholders
are not always positive and supervisors can be called upon to intervene. Data indicated
that where issues between mentor and mentee arose, the supervisor was required to act as
mediator. Findings further highlighted the value to preservice teachers of the existence of
the supervisor in mentor/mentee discussions. There was a clear appreciation for the
presence of someone to represent a preservice teacher in the event of issues occurring,
thus highlighting an important facet to the role of supervisors.

Findings indicated that support was highly valued by supervisors and preservice teachers
in scaffolding the learning journey. This support is encompassed in various forms
including encouragement, reassurance, advocacy, and the provision of strategic feedback
based on their experience and on teaching standards. This support also includes managing
mentor teachers to ensure adherence to University requirements and the completion of
necessary paperwork to comply with universities” accreditation to regulatory bodies. Data
suggested that timeliness and organisation were critical to the support that is so pivotal to
these experiences. Supervisors not adhering to agreed times or allowing insufficient time
for lesson viewing and discussion impeded the provision of effective support. Prior
research indicates that preservice teachers desire contacts with their supervisors, as third
party representatives of the university (Mayer et al., 2013). In the current context within
which the supervisors work, with universities facing tighter budgetary controls (Teacher
Education Expert Panel, 2023), supervisors are challenged to find sufficient time to
provide the level of support desired.
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Earlier research indicates that to engender transformative learning, structured tasks are
required to promote reflection and to critically examine their teaching while on
professional experience (Choy et al., 2014; TEMAG, 2014). This suggests that fostering
structured reflection must form part of effective supervision. Again, this must be achieved
within the limited time supervisors are allocated to perform all the duties of their role.

This model identifies the individual and interrelated components of the sophisticated
supervisory role (Burns et al., 2020). The articulation of each task and the interrelatedness
of them illustrates the value of this important work, assisting preservice teachers towards
classroom readiness. Having identified the work involved, this model provides the
foundation for how supervision can most effectively and efficiently be employed in the
currently constrained ITE environment (Ledger et al., 2020; Teacher Education Expert
Panel, 2023),

Conclusion

This study highlights the value of supervisors to preservice teacher learning. In identifying
key tasks of professional experience supervision, we start to understand the complex and
intricate nature of this role and how it might be effectively enacted. This model of
supervision, derived from the voices of the key stakeholders in the process, is intended to
provide clarity as to the role and articulate its underpinnings, activities and interactions.
With around 16,000 teachers graduating in Australia each year (Universities Australia,
2022), the importance of this work cannot be underestimated, potentially leading to
improved supervision, with more definite and confident supervisors who understand their
role with greater clarity.

There are limitations to our study. The perceptions of only a small percentage of
preservice teachers were explored, and from one university in Australia. More participants,
and greater gender balance, may have enhanced insights further. Those who participated
in the study may have particular views on the posed research questions, potentially biasing
the results. While proportionally more supervisors participated, they may be the most
dedicated of the cohort and different responses may have been gathered from less
engaged staff. At the time of data collection, the CI was the manager of the professional
experience administration team at the University, and this may have affected the
willingness of supervisors’ participation. The CI also has a number of years’ experience in
professional experience, but any potential bias of predetermination was mitigated by the
confirmation of all transcriptions being correct by the participants and data analysis
having been reviewed by the co-investigator.

There are implications for practice resulting from this study which give rise to
consideration of existing processes. It may be that a revision of the units that prepare
preservice teachers could provide further support for supervisors. Community of practice
activities, which can be conducted online, may also augment the supervisory role. These
implications also lead to much needed future research. The next stage will involve work
with supervisors to identify the challenges and enablers to the delivery of this model.
However, research also needs to be undertaken to investigate how these university
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representatives might assist in bridging the theory-practice divide and what support is
needed for them to do this. Investigation is also required into how they might best be
upskilled to be able to teach about teaching (Palmeri & Peter, 2019). This could include
investigation into how supervisors engage with and apply teaching standards for rigorous
and consistent assessment (TEMAG, 2014).

Given the pivotal position of the classroom mentor, future research should be considered
into their contribution, and the moderation and mediatory work that supervisors
undertake must form part of this line of inquiry. Further inquiry into valued support
mechanisms by supervisors will assist preservice teachers to navigate their journey towards
classroom readiness and may serve to highlight ways in which supervisors can most
effectively provide this support within the resourcing constraints (Ledger et al., 2020;
Teacher Education Expert Panel, 2023). As the Australian Council of Deans of Education
(2017) recommended, further research into how preservice teachers develop and integrate
their knowledge of teaching with their practice, this timely investigation can only serve to
classify good practice in supervision, enhance consistency of delivery (AITSL, 2018) and
to elevate appreciation for the role.
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