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Successful teacher education: partnerships, reflective practice and the place of 
technology, edited by Mellita Jones, and Josephine Ryan, Rotterdam, Sense Publishers, 
2014, ix + 198 pp., €39,00 (paperback), ISBN 978-94-6209-675-2 

 

According to the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, “Internationally, 
there is unequivocal evidence that the quality of teaching is the most significant in-school 
factor affecting student learning outcomes” (cited by Neal & Eckersley, p. 31). If true, then 
improving the quality of teachers, teaching and teacher-education programmes is an obvious 
and urgent priority for governments, universities, colleges and schools given twenty-first 
century interests and demands. 

Successful teacher education: partnerships, reflective practice and the place of 
technology is an edited volume by Mellita Jones and Josephine Ryan that presents “... 
signposts about future possible directions” (p. 177) in pre-service teacher education from the 
knowledge and practical experience of Australian academics, teachers and students. Ryan, 
in the introduction, justifies the book’s approach and potential appeal by stating that Australia 
has been quick to respond to new initiatives in education and the nation’s relatively small 
population (involving just a handful of jurisdictions) makes it easier to trial reforms than in 
larger, more complex federal systems. At first sight, these appear to be reasonable premises 
for a collective publication with an international audience in mind. 

The book is organised into two parts titled, ‘Contemporary Models of Teacher 
Education: Case Studies from Australia’ and ‘Practices for Promoting Successful Teacher 
Education’, respectively. Part I, opens with Chapter 1, where Christine Redman describes 
and explores a clinical practice model of teacher education developed at the Melbourne 
Graduate School of Education (MGSE) as part of its Master of Teaching degree programme. 
Definitionally, “Clinical teaching refers to classroom-based practices that draw on the pupil’s 
data, utilise theory, and result in evidence-informed decisions for teaching and learning” (p. 
11), and crucial support in the MGSE model derives from the working partnerships between 
the Mentor Teacher (the supervising classroom-based teacher in the teacher candidate’s 
classroom), the Clinical Specialists (the academic role held by the MGSE staff member who 
teaches and or coordinates subjects in the MTeach degree) and the Teaching Fellow (a 
school-based expert). Redman argues that MTeach interactions mediate and produce 
important student outcomes, particularly in the development of professional and personal 
identities, and the enactment of teacher-candidates’ roles as change agents. 

In Chapter 2, Neal and Eckersley discuss a school cluster model involving six 
institutions: four primary schools, a multi-campus secondary college and a university 
(Victoria University). Set against the backdrop of the divide that prevails in traditional teacher 
education programmes between the theories presented, and university and college 
textbooks and lectures, and practice--what is learnt on the ground in schools--the authors set 
out to show how a ‘site-based’ model of pre-service teacher education allows for authentic 
and collaborative opportunities to develop theoretical and practical expertise. Research data 
collected as part of Neal and Eckersley’s work shows, among other things, that good working 
relationships sustain programmes and “effective communication is vital to achieving 
successful learning experiences” (p. 43). 



The next chapter by co-editor Josephine Ryan investigates an issue particularly 
relevant to Australia: teacher education in rural and regional communities. Lecturers at the 
Australian Catholic University wanted to create a new model to better meet the particular 
needs of twenty-first century pre-service learners at long distance. Again, bridging the 
theory-practice gap was an issue but this time course designers sought technology-based 
solutions via an integrated mixed-mode approach consisting of intensive campus-based 
work, school placements and a block of assessed practicum experience. This chapter 
contributes specifically to the analysis and evaluation of online spaces in teacher education. 
Evidently, the results were mixed. While participants perceived the course as a viable and 
attractive alternative to previous offerings, online communication assisted most but there 
remained challenges in resourcing more extensive partnerships between universities and 
schools in teacher education. Additionally, Ryan notes that for lecturing staff to take 
maximum advantage of the benefits of online technology, there must exist a firm commitment 
to, and knowledge of, online pedagogy that aims to promote collaboration and reflection. 

The online theme continues in Chapter 4, where Caroline Walta and Allan Mclean 
outline the use of a blended learning collaborative environment with students taking the 
Graduate Diploma in Education Middle Years at La Trobe University’s Shepparton campus. 
While cost and marketing were certainly factors, the programme sought to promote a raft of 
theory- and practice-driven opportunities for learning including: shared participation, 
interaction, reflection, receiving and responding to feedback, and learning about and learning 
from technologies. Importantly, the course structure sought curriculum,  teaching approach 
and choice of learning environment alignment and the adaptation of online tools to better 
facilitate learning (p. 68). The chapter highlights that pre-service teachers operate more 
effectively in online environments if they have had opportunities to meet and build 
relationship previously and that new technologies do not inherently create novel paradigms 
of learning, but rather provide opportunities for the embedding of principles of good learning. 

Part I closes with a consideration of community-based models of teacher education in 
remote Indigenous communities in Australia’s Northern Territory. Author, Lisa Hall, describes 
how policy changes have resulted in the need to educate local teachers who can teach in 
and through the first language of children in their (remote) home communities. This requires, 
flexibility, and meeting other markers or criteria for success including: (i) consistent and 
coordinate support, (ii) supportive school staff and principal, (iii) dedicated study release 
time, (iv) periods of study leave, (v) access to technology, (vi) dedicated study space and 
(vii) the availability of on-site tutors. 

Part II comprises of four practice- and practitioner-based contributions. Chapter 6, by 
Josephine Ryan and Mellita Jones, revisits the theory-practice divide by illustrating how two 
university researchers worked together to improve pre-service teachers’ practicum 
experiences through ‘rich communication’. The researchers mounted a study to investigate 
the use and utility of a range of communication channels (written documentation, phone 
calls, emails and web-based conferencing) with 78 pre-service teachers in 64 schools along 
with their teacher supervisors, practicum supervisors and 4 other teachers. Survey data 
showed high levels of satisfaction by teacher supervisors with all forms of communication 
except   

web-based conferencing. Surprisingly, face-to-face visits were not necessarily valued. 
Overall, teachers were wary about any proposal that increased their workload as they just 



wanted to do what was necessary to get their work done most efficiently. Clearly, these 
results show that pragmatic considerations take precedence over the collaborative. 

Chapter 6 contains a very interesting and intriguing proposition by Jo-Anne Reid. In 
response to the concern that new teachers are not ‘teacher ready’, she proposes that 
teacher education courses should “... provide the opportunity for pre-service teachers to 
study teaching, in order to prepare them to teach” (p. 122), and this involves a “... a 
conscious turn towards practice” (p. 127) towards looking at, practicing and reflecting on how 
and why expert teachers act in the ways that they do. At Charles Sturt University (CSU), the 
Study of Teaching programme began as a co-curricula course for first-year pre-service 
teachers. They learnt and practiced a set of core teaching skills, and received non-
threatening coaching and mentoring. Reid argues that teaching practice is not in opposition 
to theory and propositional knowledge. Rather, it acts as its complement because it enables 
the contextualisation of theory to experience. Crucially, the student-teachers at CSU were 
allowed to make connections between what they were learning and doing, simultaneously. 

Jan Herrington and colleagues review the use of mobile technologies in teacher 
education in Chapter 8. Founded on identified design and ‘authentic’ learning principles, 
researchers conducted a study involving the formation of an iPad user group for university 
staff as a way to develop an informal community of learners. Teachers’ professional 
development led to cycles of reflection via journal writing and the preparation of publishable 
papers. Although the researchers ‘scaffolded’ the educational processes, the researchers did 
not want to be prescriptive about the use of mobile technologies. This chapter also raises the 
interesting point that, "Pre-service teachers and their university teachers must be adequately 
prepared for their new roles, and the means to do this requires imagination and forms of 
professional development that go beyond the simple provision of information about the 
devices themselves and how they work. Such endeavours may ensure that teachers will no 
longer prohibit the use of mobile devices in classroom, but embrace them as powerful tools 
for learning" (p. 149). 

The fourth practice-oriented chapter in Part II, is a contribution by co-editor Mellita 
Jones concerning the use of an online discussion forum at two regional university campuses 
in the state of Victoria to develop pre-service teachers' critical reflection on their own 
teaching practice during the practicum component of their teacher education programme. 
Jones usefully states at the outset that although reflection is a key aspect of teachers’ 
learning, it can become an overly-descriptive rather than critically-insightful task. Thus a 
problem-solution approach might be better suited to prompting action for improvement and in 
closing theory-practice gaps. Data collected from 84 pre-service teachers who were 
completing the practicum shows how teachers’ postings were mostly focussed on negative 
and challenging experiences with student behaviour. Additionally, none explicitly considered 
implications for learning or why the issues raised were important for education. Jones 
concludes that online spaces can go some way in closing theory-practice gaps but notes that 
task design (the kinds of forum questions asked) and teacher involvement are key success-
influencing factors. 

Successful teacher education: Partnerships, reflective practice and the place of 
technology is a well-organised and readable collection of chapters from writers with first-
hand knowledge and experience in their respective fields. The volume draws together, 
especially in the concluding chapter by the co-editors, a variety of country-based 



perspectives and concerns, and deserves to make a worthy contribution to the international 
comparative literature. A central message in dealing with theory-practice nexus issues, is to 
seek opportunities for integration and renewal rather than viewing teacher education 
practices as discret, static and idiosyncratic. This could be a good benchmark for others to 
adopt or debate based on their knowledge and experience of other teacher education 
contexts. For example, in the small city-state of Singapore, there are strong and reliable links 
between schools and the National Institute of Education (the nation's sole teacher education 
provider) but that's not to say other matters with pre-service teacher education are not open 
to improvement.  

Generally, while the book presents a range of viewpoints clearly and convincingly, 
there is, I feel, some collective imprecision in the use of certain terms. For example, 
pedagogy is variously presented as a set of skills, teaching techniques or approaches that 
can be acquired, developed and even challenged. This, in my opinion, is an inexact 
conception that runs the risk of underplaying the making and justifying of decisions and 
judgements about teaching and learning that the special term pedagogy encompasses from 
Robin Alexander’s (2008) standpoint. That said, Jo-Anne Reid’s chapter is an exception. 

Another example of terminological looseness relates to collaboration. Frequently, 
collaboration appears to mean or suggest partners ‘working together’ (co-labouring) but 
perhaps more could have been said about how collaborative practices differ from, or include, 
cooperation and/or simple group-work. This point, I feel, is important because the 
achievement of outcomes from joint-endeavours depends on clear and visible information 
about who does what, when, how and why. A second point is that if we conceive 
collaboration, for example, as an intellectual undertaking where the combination of unique 
inputs is greater than the sum of their individual parts, then collaboration, in my opinion, is an 
inappropriate term to refer to mundane working arrangements. 

In closing, Successful teacher education: Partnerships, reflective practice and the 
place of technology is an informative and well-edited volume that speaks well of Australia’s 
achievements in improving pre-service education and sets the stage, I feel, for further 
comparative and meta-analytical work from other countries along similar lines. 

 

Reference 

Alexander, R. (2008). Essays on pedagogy. London Routledge. 

 
 

Dr. Phillip A. Towndrow 

National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. 

Email: phillip.towndrow@nie.edu.sg 

 


	P-10-4-375_cover
	P-10-4-375_o

