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Australian students’ results in international assessments have led to considerable 
attention on teacher quality and, more specifically, on how well pre-service teachers 
(PSTs) are being prepared to teach. Acting on one of the recommendations in the Action 
Now, Classroom Ready Teachers Report (TEMAG, 2014), the Australian Institute for 
Teaching and School Leadership updated Accreditation Standards and Procedures for 
Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programs to include primary specialisation into ITE 
courses (AITSL, 2017). The Australian Government’s Next Steps report (2022) also 
identified the need to obtain data on the specialisation of ITE graduates to assist with 
issues of supply and demand. Our study was designed to increase knowledge of primary 
PSTs’ perceptions of the primary specialisation program and explore reasons informing 
PSTs’ specialisation choice. Data for this research project were gathered from PSTs 
undertaking ITE in a primary teaching course at an Australian University. A mixed 
methods approach, involving a questionnaire and small follow-up research focus group, 
was undertaken late in 2022. The data identify the perceptions of primary PSTs relating 
to their specialisation choices and the dominant factors that impact on these choices.  

 
Introduction  
 
International and national education standards and assessment programs, such as the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), Progress in International Reading Literacy 
Study (PIRLS), Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), and the National 
Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) provide a snapshot of the academic 
performance of Australian school students across a given period. Analysis of data rich 
assessment programs, over decades, has highlighted Australian students’ declining 
international competitiveness across mean scores in core learning areas such as English, 
mathematics and science. Worryingly, there is an increase in data that emphasises the 
inequity between Australian rural and metropolitan students and the widening gap in 
average literacy levels between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians (Thomson, et 
al., 2019; Thomson, 2021). Findings, stemming from assessment programs, have 
contributed to education policy and school reform. 
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The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (2008) school reform 
agreement is an example of an initiative, between all levels of governments in Australia, to 
improve equity and student learning achievement. As part of an ongoing focus to improve 
student outcomes, there has been considerable attention placed on quality teaching 
(Hattie, 2003; Nilsen & Gustafsson, 2016). For many countries, especially those within the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), teaching quality is 
driving education policy (Singh, et al., 2021). At the heart of this change is initial teacher 
education (ITE). 
 
The focus on ‘how learning is taught’ is central to ITE courses. For example, graduate 
teachers are encouraged to foster classrooms that promote critical and creative thinking 
and thoughtful reflection. To achieve this a teacher must possess strong knowledge and 
understanding across the curriculum, facilitate broad curriculum expertise, and promote 
cross-curricular programming. The recent ITE review, Next Steps: Report of the Quality Initial 
Teacher Education Review (Australian Government, 2022), built on the work of the Teacher 
Education Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG, 2014) to inform the government on 
how ITE courses can improve teacher quality. One recommendation made by TEMAG in 
the Action Now, Classroom Ready Teachers Report (2014) identified the inclusion of 
specialisation in ITE programs. In 2015, with further updates in 2018 and 2019, the 
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), in support of 
TEMAG’s recommendations, modified the national standards and procedures for ITE 
programs and updated Accreditation Standards and Procedures for ITE programs to include 
primary specialisation into ITE courses, Standard 4.4 (AITSL, 2017).  
 
Initiated to advise on key issues outlined in the Quality Initial Teacher Education Review, 
Next Steps: Report of the Quality Initial Teacher Education Review (Australian Government, 
2022), the Teacher Education Expert Panel Report, Stronger beginnings (Scott, 2023) 
provided recommendations designed to strengthen ITE programs, assist beginning 
teachers, boost practical experience, and improve postgraduate ITE programs for mid-
career entrants. Recommendations from the Panel Report (Scott, 2023) align with recent 
policy and education reforms, such as those introduced by TEMAG (2014). For example, 
the recommendations support government emphasis on quality ITE programs for 
generalist primary teachers. There are no plans for primary schools to restructure 
traditional classrooms. However, the introduction of specialisation units into Primary ITE 
is intended to lead to a higher level of expertise in core teaching areas within the primary 
setting and advance the quality of graduate teachers. This agenda supports the findings of 
researchers who promote the link between teacher quality and student success (Belsito, 
2016; Darling-Hammond, 2000 & 2014; Rowe, 2003). 
 
A review of the literature on specialisations in primary schools found that, while the 
impact on student outcomes could not be established clearly, improvements in teacher 
practice were noted (Ndhlovu, 2021). Australian primary teachers are generally not 
learning area specialists and therefore have broad knowledge of the curriculum. A desired 
outcome of specialisation programs is to enhance the strength of leadership across 
specific areas of the curriculum within the primary context. Recent research suggests that 
many generalist teachers prefer to specialise in specific subjects where they feel most 
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confident or engaged. Russo et al. (2022) found that two-thirds of surveyed primary 
school teachers expressed an interest in specialising in subjects such as English, 
mathematics, and science. Their preferences were driven by self-perceived content 
knowledge, pedagogical expertise, or enjoyment of the subject. This supports the rationale 
for embedding specialisations in ITE to align with teachers’ professional aspirations and 
strengths (Russo et al., 2022). As ITE graduates become established teachers, their 
specialisation knowledge is designed to promote an increase in curriculum expertise 
available to teachers within a school. 
 
The Next Steps: Report of the Quality Initial Teacher Education Review (Australian Government, 
2022) identified the need to obtain data on the specialisation of ITE graduates to assist 
with issues of supply and demand. Currently, each Australian university providing ITE 
offers their own unique set of subject specialisations (Main et al., 2023), and significant 
variation exists in how universities implement these programs (McMaster et al., 2024). 
With the first wave of primary PST graduates entering schools with a specialisation, focus 
has been placed on determining the impact and perceived value of primary specialisation, 
from the perception of graduate schools, and ITE providers. Our research is focused on 
the former.  
 
Context 
 
The Australian Curriculum is designed to support disciplinary knowledge, skills and 
understanding across eight learning areas, although many learning areas of the curriculum 
include multiple subjects (e.g., the arts incorporate dance, drama, media arts, music, and 
visual arts). Learning area or subject achievement standards and content descriptions 
encapsulate the breadth of knowledge and understanding and skill competence of students 
within each year of schooling, from F to 10. Embedded in the curriculum are seven 
general capabilities and three cross-curriculum priorities. Within the Australian schooling 
system, specialist teachers are generally associated with secondary schooling. However, it 
is common for primary schools to employ specialist teachers in learning areas such as 
languages, health and physical education and arts to meet the needs of the school 
community. Whilst primary teacher workloads vary, most classroom-based primary 
teachers are expected to teach a considerable proportion of the curriculum’s eight-learning 
areas. For most Australian primary school teachers, the scope of their curriculum teaching 
load has led to the development of teachers’ having broad content knowledge and 
pedagogical skills. Consequently, generalist primary teachers, juggling the mastery of 
teaching multiple learning areas, are unlikely to possess an equal level of competency in all 
specific subjects across the curriculum (Ardzejewska et al., 2010).  
 
The implementation of specialisation units into primary ITE courses stems from a 
national education initiative to provide primary schools with the additional resource of 
subject specialists who can provide expertise in a particular area of the curriculum, such as 
mathematics, and science. The recent introduction of specialisations within the primary 
ITE programs may not change the generalist nature of most primary teachers, but in time 
it could lead to a philosophical change in the way primary trained teachers are viewed. 
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Many academics, such as Bibby (1999), suggest the inclusion of discipline experts into the 
primary career path may attract people with subject specific expertise. Similar research 
(Bourke, et al., 2020; Mills, et al., 2020), indicates subject specialists are best suited, within 
a school context, to be sought upon to provide expertise in a particular learning area of 
the curriculum, such as mathematics and science. Science, technologies, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM) are of particular importance to Australia’s global economic future 
(Council, 2015). In theory, through the implementation of specialisation programs in ITE, 
schools will be positioned to employ graduate teachers, who have undertaken 
specialisation units in areas where they may require support e.g., STEM subjects, to 
strengthen leadership and discipline knowledge and skills.  
 
Since 2016, the university in which this study was undertaken has supported TEMAG’s 
initiative to ensure that primary PSTs graduate with a subject specialisation in an area of 
their choice. Two primary education courses are provided at this Australian university, one 
for undergraduates and the other for postgraduate PSTs. At the time of writing this article, 
the Master of Teaching (Primary) PSTs complete three specialisation units in an area of 
their choice whilst the Bachelor of Education (Primary) PSTs complete the common 
‘Transition to Teaching’ unit and three specialisation units in an area of their choice as 
part of their degree. From early in the primary education courses, year level coordinators 
from across the undergraduate and postgraduate teaching programs communicate 
information on the specialisations offered. This information is disseminated during year 
level meetings, prior to PSTs undertaking the specialisation selection process, and is 
supported by a learning management system (LMS) community site. Hosted on the LMS 
is more detailed specialisation information, including a short video provided by 
specialisation unit coordinators, designed to provide a better understanding of the benefits 
of undertaking a particular specialisation program. 
 
The enrolment process for PSTs into a specialisation program is designed to remain 
consistent. Before the start of the final year of study, PSTs finalise their choice of 
specialisation subject by selecting three specialisation units on offer within the program. 
All PSTs have the option of choosing a specialisation that will allow them to develop 
expertise in a particular field. The specialisations at the time of this research were as listed 
in Table 1, presented via on-campus and off-campus modes of learning. Table 1 highlights 
the trend of specialisation choices in 2022 as recorded by the ITE provider where this 
research took place.  
 
Deidentified student data relating to specialisation units completed in 2022 was provided 
to the research team by University Business Support. This data showed, 78 Master of 
Teaching (Primary) PSTs and 267 Bachelor of Education (Primary) PSTs completed 
specialisation units in 2022. Interestingly, the choices made by students reflect a spread of 
units. However, as seen in Table 1, within the two primary courses special education was 
the most popular choice of specialisation in 2022, but healthy numbers exist within each 
program. The research project evolved from reflective teaching processes and a desire to 
gather data on the PST perspectives on why specialisation units were being chosen. The 
project was designed to investigate primary PST perceptions of specialisations. The two 
aims were to investigate: 
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Table 1: Master of Teaching - Primary, and Bachelor of Education - Primary 
Specialisation units undertaken by preservice teachers, 2022 

 

Specialisation MTeach Primary BEd Primary 
n % n % 

Arts 9 11.5 20 7.5 
Catholic education 2 2.6 25 9.4 
English 8 10.3 31 11.6 
Health and physical education 8 10.3 46 17.2 
Humanities and social sciences 3 3.8 25 9.4 
Mathematics 11 14.1 26 9.7 
Science 15 19.2 24 9.0 
Special education 22 28.2 70 26.2 
Total 78 100 267 100 
 
• The key influences on primary PSTs in their selection of specialisations. 
• The level of satisfaction of PSTs with the specialisation pathway/units they studied.  
 
Based on these aims the following research questions guided the investigation: 
 
• What influences primary PSTs selecting specialisations?  
• What are the perceptions of primary PSTs concerning satisfaction for the primary 

specialisations units they studied? 
 
Method 
 
This research project is a refinement on a previous preliminary study (Main et al., 2023) 
but includes a different cohort of students. Implementation of the data gathering process 
was scheduled for the final quarter of the 2022 academic calendar, at the conclusion of the 
study period in Semester 2. PSTs who had recently completed a specialisation unit were 
provided with the opportunity to complete an anonymous 17-part online questionnaire 
that was designed for the purposes of this study. This questionnaire was available for a 
period of 6-weeks, from October through to the end of November 2022 and included an 
option and supporting information for participating in an online focus group discussion. 
During this time PSTs who had completed their academic studies were generally focused 
on completing professional practice within schools. However, they still had access to the 
specialisation unit sites that they completed during the semester and coordinators of 
specialisation units used this communication channel to forward information to students 
concerning the research project. Complementing this, information on primary 
specialisation research was disseminated by the Course Coordinator of the Master of 
Teaching (Primary), and the Bachelor of Education (Primary) Fourth Year Coordinator 
via the respective final year level community LMS site. 
 
The data from the questionnaires, which included closed and exploratory open-ended 
questions, was analysed using SPSS to generate descriptive statistics and conduct linear 
modelling to explore means. Cross-sectional design was used to examine the relationship 
between variables such as age, gender, and choice of specialisation. The patterns that 
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emerged from the data project the collective ‘voice’ of PSTs concerning several issues 
associated with selection of and satisfaction with their specialisation units. 
 
Participants 
 
A mixture of students in their penultimate and final year of study undertake specialisation; 
however, only final year specialisation students were encouraged to participate in the 
research project. This research focuses on collecting feedback from final year PSTs across 
the Master of Teaching (Primary) and Bachelor of Education (Primary) and is designed to 
provide clarity on the perspective of primary PSTs, who had recently completed a 
specialisation as part of their degree. Specifically, the research is focused on learning more 
about the process and influences of choosing a specialisation and PSTs’ thoughts after 
completing a specialisation. In total, 52 participants responded to the research 
questionnaire. This meant that 52 students out of a possible 345 PSTs, who undertook a 
specialisation unit in 2022, completed all 17 items of the survey. This represents (15.07%) 
of the cohort of primary PSTs undertaking specialisation units from the School of 
Education at the university where the research was conducted. 
 
This is a pleasing response rate, given the number of final year students undertaking 
specialisation in any given year is less than the total number of students undertaking 
specialisation units. Gender statistics captured as part of the survey record that 84.6% of 
participants identified as being female and 15.4% identified as being male. This data is 
reflective of the cohort and a profession that is dominated by primary teachers who 
identify with being female. The age data captured during this research project reflects a 
spread of participants across different age brackets. Participants’ ages that were reported 
highlight that most participants involved in the research project belong to the 31+ years 
range. This data is presented in Table 2.  
 

Table 2: Participant demographics (n=52) 
 

Demographic n % 
Gender Male 8 15.4 

Female 44 84.6 
Age 19-25 years 18 34.6 

26-30 years 9 17.3 
31+ years 25 48.1 

 
Based on University Business Support records, Table 3 provides details of the total 
percentage of students across the ITE undergraduate and postgraduate primary teaching 
courses who studied a specialisation unit in 2022. It also presents the distribution of 
research participants who volunteered to participate in the research project.  
 
As evidenced in Table 3, participants in the study represent all areas of specialisation 
programs. Special education, as also highlighted in Table 1, was the most popular 
specialisation choice for PSTs in 2022. Likewise, as illustrated in Table 3, PSTs who 
undertook a final year special education unit in 2022, were the most significant 
contributors to this research project. 
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Table 3: Distribution of research participants across the specialisation programs 
 

Specialisation 
Volunteers who 

participated in the 
study (n =52) 

% Responded 
(n=52) 

% of PST 
2022 cohort 

(n=345) 
Arts 9 17.3 8.41 
Catholic studies 1 1.9 7.83 
English 5 9.6 11.30 
Health and physical education  5 9.6 16.23 
Humanities and social sciences 5 9.6 8.12 
Mathematics 9 17.3 10.72 
Science 3 5.8 11.30 
Special education 15 28.9 26.67 
 
Findings 
 
To gather information on the research question, “What influences primary PSTs selecting 
specialisations?” primary PSTs were asked about factors that might influence their 
selection of an area of specialisation. 
 
Influences on specialisation selection 
 
We hypothesised that the level of detail provided by the university on the specialisation 
program would influence how prepared PSTs felt to select a specialisation. It therefore 
was relevant to frame a research question around this focus, which led to PSTs being 
asked to respond to the prompt, The university provided me with sufficient information to make an 
informed decision on my specialisation. Participants had five choices to select one from (Table 
4). Responses indicate that there were strong lines of communication relating to the 
selection of specialisation choices, as outlined in Table 4 with (65%) of participants 
responding that they either ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ with the prompt. 
 

Table 4: The university provided sufficient information to 
make an informed decision on specialisation choice 

 

Response n % 
Strongly agree 6 11.5 
Agree 28 53.9 
Neither agree nor disagree 0 0.0 
Disagree 16 30.8 
Strongly disagree 2 3.8 
Value labels: 1=Strongly disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Neither agree nor disagree; 
4=Agree; 5=Strongly agree. Mean=3.2; Median=2.0; Standard deviation=2.0 

 
To better understand the perspective of PSTs when making the decision to select a 
specialisation program, the following prompt was asked, Rate the factors listed in accordance 
with the influence each option had on your choice of specialisation. Participants had three choices to 
select one from: No influence on my decision making; Moderate influence on my decision making; 
Significant influence on my decision making. Within Table 5, the collective data emphasises that 
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a PSTs’ “passion for the area of specialisation” impacts most on participants when 
choosing a specialisation. However, the most common response to questions relating to 
influencing decision making when choosing specialisation units fell into the category of 
‘no influence’. There were several response strings that participants responded with the 
choice ‘no influence on my decision-making when selecting specialisation units’. These 
included: 
 
• access to a mentor in their area of specialisation, 
• advice from academics 
• advice from peers 
• advice from parents 
• advice from former PST students, and  
• advice from a qualified teacher. 
 

Table 5: Factors that influence the choice of specialisation 
 

 Influence on my  
decision making 

 Mean Med. SD None Moder. Signif. 
Access to a mentor in the specialisation 4.3 4.0 0.6 71.2 21.2 5.8 
Advice from academics 4.4 4.0 0.6 67.3 23.1 7.7 
Advice from peers 4.4 4.0 0.6 69.2 25.0 5.8 
Advice from parents 4.3 4.0 0.6 73.0 21.2 5.8 
Advice from a former student 4.3 4.0 0.6 75.0 19.2 5.8 
Advice from a qualified teacher 4.8 5.0 0.8 44.2 36.5 19.3 
Information provided by university 4.6 4.0 0.7 57.7 28.8 13.5 
Positive experiences in the area of 

specialisation in own education 
5.2 5.0 0.9 28.8 25.0 46.2 

My passion for the area of specialisation 5.7 6.0 0.6 5.8 17.3 76.9 
It's an area of personal strength 5.4 6.0 0.7 13.5 32.7 53.8 
The mode of delivery 4.9 5.0 0.8 38.5 38.5 23.0 
I would like to make my specialisation a 

career focus 
5.0 5.0 0.8 30.8 36.5 32.7 

Value labels: 4=No influence on my decision; 5=Moderate influence on my decision; 6=Significant 
influence on my decision. 
 
The response strings that participants mostly responded with the choice, ‘moderate 
influence on my decision-making when selecting specialisation units’ included: 
 
• the mode of delivery, and 
• I would like to make my specialisation choice a career focus. 
 
The response strings that participants mostly responded with the choice, ‘significant 
influence on my decision-making when selecting specialisation units’ included: 
 
• Passion for the area of specialisation, 
• An area of personal strength, and 
• Positive experiences in the area of specialisation during your own primary or secondary 

education. 
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Specialisation satisfaction 
 
To gather information on the research question, What are the perceptions of primary PSTs 
concerning satisfaction for the primary specialisations units they studied?, primary PSTs were asked 
about factors that might influence their satisfaction when undertaking a specialisation unit. 
Research questions were designed to increase understanding of participating PST 
perceptions towards the content knowledge and pedagogical skills gained through 
undertaking the units in their specialisation, and whether the specialisation units enhanced 
prospects for employment as a teacher. Table 6 relates to the perception of primary PSTs 
regarding the content knowledge and pedagogical skills that they had acquired through the 
completion of a specialisation unit. Participants were asked to respond to the prompts, 
‘Completing my specialisation unit(s) has increased my knowledge and understanding in this area’ and 
‘The specialisation unit I studied provided me with foundational pedagogical skills to teach in this area’. 
Participants had five choices to select one from: Strongly agree; Agree, Neither agree nor 
disagree; Disagree; Strongly disagree. 
 

Table 6: Perceptions of knowledge and pedagogical skill acquired in the specialisation 
 

 
Strongly 

agree 
N (%) 

Agree 
N (%) 

Disagree 
N (%) 

Strongly 
disagree 
N (%) 

The specialisation unit I studied has 
increased my knowledge in this area 
(mean=2.0, median=2.0, SD=1.6) 

24 (46.2) 23 (44.2) 2 (3.8) 3 (5.8) 

The specialisation unit I studied provided 
me with foundational pedagogical skills to 
teach in this area 
(mean=1.9, median=2.0, SD=0.8) 

17 (32.7) 29 (55.7) 3 (5.8) 3 (5.8) 

The specialisation unit I studied has 
enhanced my prospects for employment as 
a teacher  
(mean=3.0, median=3.0, SD=0.8) 

12 (23.1) 28 (53.9) 10 (19.2) 2 (3.8) 

Value labels: 1=Strongly disagree; 2=Disagree; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly agree;  
 
Primary PST responses reflect a positive response pattern that indicates support for the 
knowledge and understanding that they are provided through the specialisation unit(s) 
they have undertaken. As seen in Table 6, a large proportion (90.4%) of PSTs who 
responded to this question either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement that the 
specialisation unit that they had completed increased their knowledge and understanding 
around specialisation that they had chosen. However, educators recognise that content 
knowledge and understanding is not the only important component to being a proficient 
teacher. Subsequently, pedagogy was included in the questionnaire. Participants were 
asked to respond to the prompt, Completing my specialisation unit(s) has provided me with the 
foundational pedagogical skills to teach in this area. A large proportion (88%) of PST participants 
who responded to this survey question perceive that the specialisation unit(s) that they 
had completed provided them with foundational pedagogical skills required to teach the 
area of specialisation. The responses provide insight into the perception of primary PST 
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satisfaction with the specialisation units. PST responses indicate that the specialisation 
units provide knowledge, skill and understanding of content blended with pedagogical 
knowledge.  
 
Of utmost importance to all PST is the employment opportunities that will stem from 
their studies. To gather an understanding of the value of the specialisation programs, PST 
were asked to consider if the specialisation unit(s) that they had completed contributed to 
their employability prospects. For this survey question PSTs were provided with the 
option to supplement their response with an elaboration. The data in Table 6 is captured 
through participant responses to the prompt, The specialisation unit I studied has enhanced my 
prospects for employment as a teacher. Whilst PSTs have limited control over their employment 
prospects, quite a large number (77%) of participants ‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’ the 
specialisation enhanced employment prospects, which is indicative of strong support for 
the program in terms of perceived graduate employability. 
 
Exploration of the elaborations that students provided for the question on my prospects for 
employment (Table 6), provides evidence that PSTs value the opportunity to gain expertise 
in an area which they perceive increases their employability. ‘Strongly agree’ statements 
included responses such as:  
 

• Mathematics is a foundational aspect of the curriculum. I think the STEM 
unit will be appealing to potential employers. 
• Specialising in arts makes me more employable as a specialist teacher role or 
as a classroom teacher. 
• By specialising in Catholic studies, I have increased my employability within 
Catholic schools. 

 
Interestingly, nearly a quarter of respondents or (23%) of PST participants who 
participated in the survey responded with ‘Disagree’ or ‘Strongly disagree’. Perhaps PSTs 
believe that they will find employment in the current economic climate without the 
benefit of specialisation, but clearly more exploration is required to better understand the 
reason behind PST selecting these responses. To better understand the perspective of the 
minority of PSTs who did not agree with enhanced my prospects for employment, the ‘Disagree’ 
and ‘Strongly disagree’ elaborations were analysed. Examples of a ‘Disagree’ response to 
the statement included: 
 
• At this point in time I don’t believe that HASS [humanities and social sciences] 

specialists are in high demand. Other areas of specialisation would be more likely to 
improve prospects of employment (e.g., science specialist teachers are increasingly in 
demand, special needs specialists have enhanced skills in EDI etc.). 

• There are very few, if any HASS specialisation primary teachers. 
• Schools do not care about our specialisations other than in PE, or the arts. 
• I do not necessarily believe it would increase employment opportunities, but I do not 

necessarily believe it would decrease my opportunities either. 
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• The selected specialisation has not provided me enough to step above others in 
competing for employment. The nature of the course leaves me to believe I am rather 
on par with other teachers. 

 
An example of a ‘Strongly disagree’ response to the statement: 
 
• Although on paper I am sure my specialisation would appear valuable on my resume, I 

do not feel confident nor equipped with skills or knowledge from the specialisation to 
apply it practically when employed. 

 
Whilst reflections on student ‘Disagree’ responses are subjective, it appears that PST 
based comments, in relation to the prompt concerning their employability status, reflect 
stereotypical attitudes towards the employment of specialist teachers to teach various 
learning areas. It will be valuable to explore how the nature of employment of teachers 
who graduated with a specialisation, supports, or rejects these stereotypical responses. It 
will also be important to monitor primary school leaders’ perspectives over time to 
measure the impact of primary specialisation on staffing. Interestingly, the ‘Strongly 
disagree’ response example provided underlines that a PST may feel expectations are 
going to be placed on them, by schools, to be equipped to lead or provide expertise in an 
area of specialisation upon entry into the profession of teaching. Again, the perspectives 
of school leaders need to be sought to gain clarification on this concern of PSTs. 
However, one would expect a graduate teacher will be mentored and supported during the 
early years of their entry into the profession of teaching. This is reinforced by the AITSL 
Professional Standards for Teachers (AITSL, 2017) which outlines the Proficient Career 
Stage. 
 
Discussion 
 
Research shows that the academic achievement of school children is influenced by the 
quality of teaching that they receive (Ojo & Adu, 2018; Hattie, 2012; Winheller et al., 
2013). Within the Australian education context, an ITE program is the core pathway 
aspiring PSTs travel to graduate as a teacher. The significance of quality ITE in the early 
years of teaching is crucial (du Plessis, et al. 2020). A key component of ITE programs is 
supporting the development of PSTs content knowledge (Stephenson, 2018). An 
increased awareness of the significance of teachers’ content and pedagogical knowledge 
and skill on student academic outcomes, combined with publicity of Australia’s declining 
performance in international school assessment programs, have led to the implementation 
by government of education policies designed to improve the quality of ITE graduate 
teachers. ITE providers have had to pivot to accommodate various initiatives. 
 
Reform initiatives such as the Next steps: Report of the Quality Initial Teacher Education Review 
(Australian Government, 2022) are designed to enhance the quality of Australian teachers’ 
knowledge and skills. In support of the objective to strengthen the quality of teachers, 
AITSL updated accreditation standards and procedures for ITE programs to include 
primary specialisation into ITE courses, Standard 4.4 (AITSL, 2017). This introduction to 
ITE programs across Australia is designed to ensure more effective relationships between 
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ITE providers, schools, and school systems (Scott, 2023). Through the introduction of 
primary specialisation into ITE courses, graduate primary PSTs content and pedagogical 
knowledge, and skill are targeted in supporting a core subject or learning area of the 
curriculum, thereby enhancing PST capabilities as a teacher, and providing better support 
and leadership to schools and students. 
 
Confidence plays a critical role in preservice teacher specialisation. Joseph (2021) found 
that engagement with subject-specific professional development increased PSTs’ 
confidence and content knowledge, particularly in arts education. Similarly, Spittle et al. 
(2022) reported that PSTs specialising in physical education exhibited high confidence in 
lesson implementation, but lower confidence in classroom management and planning, 
highlighting the need for pedagogical training alongside content specialisation. These 
findings align with our study’s data (Table 1), which suggest that PSTs gravitate toward 
specialisations where they seek greater expertise. As ITE reforms continue to prioritise 
content and pedagogical knowledge development, structured professional learning 
communities can further support this confidence by bridging the gap between training and 
classroom application. Joseph (2021) highlighted that early-career engagement with 
professional networks fosters deeper subject expertise, a point also emphasised in 
AITSL’s (2017) recommendations for graduate teacher development. Embedding 
professional mentorship and subject-based collaboration into ITE programs could 
enhance the long-term impact of primary specialisation by providing PSTs with practical 
experience and industry connections that extend beyond graduation. 
 
This research investigation has brought to light the perception of primary PSTs who have 
completed a series of specialisation units as part of their primary ITE course. The aim of 
this research project was to gain a better understanding of the patterns and trends present 
in the specialisation data captured from the questionnaire responses of primary 
postgraduate and undergraduate PSTs undertaking study at an Australian university. Of 
particular interest was the PSTs’ perspectives of specialisation choices, and the influences 
and impacts of these choices. It is through better understanding the constructive 
alternatives of primary PSTs who have recently completed specialisation units as part of 
their primary education ITE degree, that the research team can learn, and make changes 
to the primary specialisation program. The knowledge gained will increase the 
understanding of academics involved in providing specialisation units, regarding the 
impacts on student specialisation selection, biases, and ways to better cater to student 
needs when selecting a specialisation unit. Data was also gathered to provide unit 
coordinators of specialisation units with valuable information on student satisfaction with 
specialisation units. Collectively, this information will lead to improved communication 
designed to inform PSTs of specialisation units and hopefully enhance their learning 
within specialisation programs.  
 
The number of PSTs completing each specialisation program for each respective 
education course is detailed in Table 1. Whilst enrolment numbers were spread across 
specialisation programs, special education was most in demand, followed by health and 
physical education and science respectively. It is interesting to note that the most studied 
specialisation did not reflect a dedicated learning area in the Australian Curriculum. Of 
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further interest to the researchers are the other specialisations on offer by ITE providers 
nationally. It will be interesting to know if governance of specialisation choices that are 
made available to PSTs will continue to occur at the ITE provider level or be influenced 
by national initiatives. For example, the inclusion of specialisation choices that ‘sit’ outside 
the eight curriculum learning areas could be a provocation for future discussion, at a 
national level, on the role of specialisation subjects. 
 
Given what we know about the primary workforce dynamics at a national level, a similar 
pattern of age and gender, as presented in Table 2, is expected to be shared across ITE 
providers throughout Australia. Table 3 focuses on the percentage distribution of students 
who undertook studies across each specialisation provided by the ITE provider where this 
research was conducted in 2022. By overlapping this data with the percentage of final year 
PSTs, within each specialisation, who participated in the research project, we learn that the 
research project obtained involvement from students across all specialisation programs. 
 
Participants responses in Table 4 indicate that there were strong lines of communication 
between the ITE institution and PSTs relating to the selection of a specialisation program. 
The response data presented in Table 5 emphasises that the most common PST survey 
response to questions relating to influencing decision making when choosing 
specialisation units fell into the category of ‘no influence’. However, the survey response 
that participants indicate impacts most when choosing a specialisation is, ‘passion for an 
area of specialisation’. Further research is required to unpack what factors impact on a 
person’s passion for an area of specialisation. Similarly, how the factors that impact on a 
person’s passion for a specialisation need to be further explored to compare findings at a 
national and international level. 
 
To gather an understanding of the value of the specialisation programs, PSTs were asked 
to consider if the specialisation unit(s) that they had completed contributed to their 
employability prospects. The data in Table 6 is captured through participant responses to 
the following prompt, The specialisation unit I studied has enhanced my prospects for employment as a 
teacher. This response echoed a large proportion of participants (77%) expressing ‘strongly 
agree’ or ‘agree with the research prompt. However, there was a portion (23%) of students 
who ‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly disagreed’ with this statement. Participant elaborations 
suggest that many PST perceive that primary schools typically seek to employ single 
subject teachers in some learning areas such as the arts and health and physical education, 
as opposed to learning areas like humanities and social sciences. 
 
Furthermore, many academics deem a teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge and skills 
as essential to their effectiveness and ability to support student learning needs (Darling-
Hammond, 2006; Grossman, 1990; Shuman 1986b). The ITE provider where this 
research is conducted reinforces the value and importance of PST content and 
pedagogical knowledge through the alignment of Graduate Professional Standards for Teachers 
(AISTL, 2017) to course outcomes. Professional knowledge, practice and engagement as 
outlined in AITSL (2017) are used to measure the competence of PSTs throughout their 
studies. Consequently, more exploration is required into how specialisation supports 
proficiency within the standards, and why a large proportion of PSTs participating in this 
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research believe that their employability has been enhanced through completing a 
specialisation. However, we suggest the findings from Table 6 are indicative of primary 
PST strong support for the specialisation program in terms of perceived graduate 
employability, based on AITSL (2017) Professional Standards for Teachers. These findings 
could lead one to subjectively argue that PST, as evidenced through a collective response 
to the survey question on their employability, demonstrate proficiency at the graduate 
level in the AITSL (2017) Professional Standards for Teachers and confidence in their 
knowledge and skill within their area of specialisation. 
 
Although the findings drawn from our study highlight the interim perspectives of a cohort 
of postgraduate and undergraduate PSTs who undertook specialisation units as part of 
their ITE program, the nature of responses provides scope for broader analysis of primary 
specialisation programs across ITE throughout Australia. For example, the perspective of 
primary PSTs’ captures data that can be used to draw inferences on the strength of 
communication between ITE and primary PSTs around specialisation choices, the factors 
that impact on specialisation selection, and how ITE providers can support student needs 
when selecting a specialisation unit. More so, the study sheds light on primary PSTs’ 
perspective of specialisation programs. This information is seen by the researchers as 
being valuable. 
 
Currently, the alignment of teachers to learning areas, the structure and make-up of 
classes, and the pedagogy of teaching varies between most primary and secondary schools 
across Australia. For example, whereas secondary schools often have brief ‘form’ meetings 
during the school day, the structure of primary school teaching in Australia is largely 
‘home classroom’ based and designed to support the development of strong teacher and 
pupil relationships at an integral time in a young child’s social and emotional development. 
However, with a greater number of graduate teachers presenting to primary schools with 
specialist knowledge it will be interesting to see if the current scope for specialisation 
typical of primary schools, expands to include additional learning areas. It is possible that, 
in time, the introduction of specialisation into primary ITE programs may lead to a 
change in the status of the traditional school structure in Australia, which is designed to 
match children’s changing pastoral and academic needs as they progress through school. 
Either way, many educators believe that offering PSTs a primary specialisation in a 
specific learning area or subject will increase the collective knowledge base within a school 
and enhance leadership in subject areas previously under resourced. 
 
The research questionnaire undertaken by primary PSTs was broad in nature and focused 
on capturing data on their perceptions concerning satisfaction with the specialisation units 
they had studied, and the influences impacting on their choice of specialisation program. 
The primary PSTs’ positive responses to many of the survey questions highlight the value 
they place on the primary specialisation program. In hindsight, it would have been 
valuable for the researchers to have included a response in the questionnaire which could 
allow the cohorts to be separated into undergraduate and postgraduate categories. 
However, the data is designed to be reflective of the process by which all primary PSTs 
perceive the specialisation program.  
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Conclusions 
 
The focus of this research was to capture data on the perceptions of postgraduate and 
undergraduate PST on the key influences on their selection of specialisation programs, 
and their level of satisfaction with the specialisation pathway they studied. Findings 
provide a positive collective response from a sizeable portion of postgraduate and 
undergraduate PSTs who undertook a specialisation unit in 2022, towards the 
specialisation programs offered. This indicates that the ITE provider where this research 
was conducted has successfully and positively implemented a primary specialisation 
program, designed to prepare PSTs to be effective teachers. 
 
However, areas for improvement in the communication of information around 
specialisation choice have been uncovered, Further improvements in student satisfaction 
in the specialisation program can be made. The information gathered from our research 
project can be drawn upon by academics to increase their awareness of the factors that 
impact on specialisation selection and take action to strengthen communication between 
ITE and students around specialisation choices, and support for students’ who are 
selecting a specialisation unit. 
 
We have limited this study to PST perspectives concerning their choice of specialisation, 
as decision-making at the point of specialisation is not well-researched, though it impacts 
significantly on the type of specialisation that graduate teachers can provide to potential 
employees. A limitation of the study is the exploratory nature of the research, which was 
restricted to gathering data from one university. While this study was conducted in 2022 
and there may have been recent changes in the broader landscape around specialisations, 
the course structure at this university has remained the same. Given that limited 
knowledge exists on PST perspectives of primary specialisation programs, many questions 
within the questionnaire were general by nature. In time, and with on-going research into 
this area, the sample size can be increased, and further qualitative research conducted to 
extract data on factors that have emerged during this research project. Also, the 
researchers did not explore important elements associated within a teacher toolkit, such as 
effective communication, behaviour management, feedback, and assessment and these are 
potential areas for future research.  
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