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‘Finding’ and ‘revealing’ lessons to student teachers: some diagnostic work in teacher education.

This paper originates in a larger study of the professional education of teachers in which it is noticeable that teacher educators make available opportunities for neophytes to ‘reflect’ on their practical experiences of professional practice. The educators aim is, in some sense, to encourage the neophyte to ‘self-diagnose’; or, in education parlance, to become a ‘reflective practitioner’, a practitioner who is able to learn from his/her own practice through a process of self-reflection (Schön, 1987, 1991).

Neophytes are not necessarily able to engage in (effective) self-reflection from the start though. They need then, not only to be educated in the ways and know-how of their chosen profession, but also the ways and know-how of ‘reflective practice’. 

One way teacher educators ‘make this happen’, is through the use of ‘debrief’ sessions after ‘practice’ events. Reflection is modelled, and through the process, lessons are rendered visible.

Typically, the question “what would you change if you were to do this again?” is asked. While the intent here is to encourage the neophyte to examine his/her own performance for potential areas of improvement, the question is often not naïve. The teacher educator can have ‘an answer in mind’ in the sense of knowing already what they would like the neophyte to see as ‘in need of remedy’. 

It is not always the case that the teacher educator is in a position of knowing, in advance of the debrief, what the neophyte has experienced in their engagement with the practice event; the teacher educator is not always present at the practice event. Despite these circumstances, the task of the teacher educator remains the same; to have the student teacher ‘see’ how their performance might be improved to make school-pupils learning more effective. 

An instance of this latter situation is the focus of this paper. It is proposed that the initial task of the teacher educator on such occasions is one that might be described as diagnostic. That is, before any ‘lessons’ can be learned about teaching, they must be identified or ‘found’ through a process of inquiry. The question “what would you change if …” acts as a data gathering exercise much as the GPs “how can I help you?” Responses to such questions by neophytes are examined for what they tell the teacher educator about the practice experience. 

The case being explored involves a small group of student PE teachers. They have been introduced to lesson-planning and have been asked to prepare a lesson plan for a year 9 rugby class that they will then teach. The students are brought together after the teaching experience for a debrief discussion. The paper examines the teacher educators use of questions with known- and unknown-answers in the process of first finding ‘lessons’ for the student teachers to learn, and second, bringing those lessons into view in such a way that the student teachers could find them for themselves.

This paper examines then, the diagnostic work of finding lessons, as well as the work of tailoring or designing, on the spot, a pedagogy that will bring lessons into view for students to ‘see’.

