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Democratic pedagogies in initial teacher education: 
co-constructing a supportive learning framework
Susan Raymond , Shaan Gilson and Rohan Ball

Education Futures, University of South Australia, Adelaide, Australia

ABSTRACT
Initial teacher education programs in Australia require all preservice 
teachers to complete a mandated teaching performance assess
ment. This places significant performative pressure on preservice 
teachers undertaking their final teaching placement. This paper 
reports on an action research project that aimed to co-construct 
a series of workshops with preservice teachers in a two-year Master 
of Teaching program to support them in completing the teaching 
performance assessment. Findings demonstrated that scaffolding 
and in particular, modelling, collaboration, and dialogue provided 
the greatest support for PSTs. A Supportive Learning Framework is 
offered as a model for future practice for initial teacher educators 
and researchers.

Highlights
● Democratic approaches to teaching in initial teacher education 

support preservice teachers to successfully achieve learning 
outcomes;

● Democratic approaches are important to enable the educator to 
respond reflexively to the learning and teaching process.

● Sharing power with preservice teachers enables co-construction 
of knowledge to feed forward into their careers;

● A Supportive Learning Framework for Initial Teacher Education 
is an ecological approach to supporting preservice and graduate 
teachers.
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Introduction

This paper reports on an action research project that utilised democratic pedagogies to 
co-design with preservice teachers (PSTs), a series of workshops to support them in 
completing a mandated assessment task as part of their two-year Master of Teaching 
program. In initial teacher education (ITE), PSTs are uniquely positioned to provide both 
an insider’s perspective as learners and an outsider’s perspective as teachers. They step 
into and out of these roles through their teaching placement experiences, creating 
a significant opportunity to explore a framework that supports PSTs to interrogate their 
role as both learners and teachers. This paper argues that democratic pedagogies are 
necessary in co-creating a supportive learning framework that PSTs can carry forward into 

CONTACT Shaan Gilson shaan.gilson@unisa.edu.au
Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/09650792.2024.2317202.

EDUCATIONAL ACTION RESEARCH                    
https://doi.org/10.1080/09650792.2024.2317202

© 2024 Educational Action Research 

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4879-7843
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3243-1716
https://doi.org/10.1080/09650792.2024.2317202
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09650792.2024.2317202&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-02-17


their teaching careers. Such an approach challenges the existing power structures and 
dominant discourses in education (Delpit 1995), by inviting PSTs to be active participants 
in their own learning (Harris, Carrington, and Ainscow 2018).

The researchers, who were also ITE educators, sought to engage with PST voices to 
support them in achieving the learning outcomes of two final-year capstone courses of 
the Master of Teaching program. As an ITE program, the capstone courses shared 
a nationally mandated assessment, the Teaching Performance Assessment (TPA). The 
TPA significantly shaped the content of the courses and imposed assessments on the 
PSTs. The educators questioned how to support and respond to the needs of the PSTs 
whilst also maintaining their agency in responding to the macrosystem assessment 
requirement.

An action research project was designed to overcome the tension the TPA created 
within the educator’s practice. This study explored the role of democratic pedagogies to 
co-construct a teaching and learning framework to enable the PSTs to successfully meet 
the learning outcomes of the TPA. The paper begins with a brief overview of the back
ground literature, followed by the methods and methodology of the action research 
process. Next the findings of the study are presented and highlight the pedagogical 
interventions that took place throughout the workshops and the key pedagogies that 
supported the PSTs learning. The paper concludes with a discussion of the key interpreta
tions of the study and potential implications for future research and practice, including 
a proposed model for a supportive learning framework in ITE.

Background

Democratic pedagogies, enable educators to share power with PSTs and re-define the role 
of as a facilitator of learning, willing to co-construct new understandings with PSTs. 
Democratic pedagogy for this research, differs from a completely student-centred 
approach, as the role of the educator is highly prevalent (Harwood 2001). The reflexive 
role is adopted by educators, to encourage PST voice in shaping the teaching and learning 
experiences (Harwood 2001). The review of the literature provides a critique of democratic 
pedagogies and the role of action research in supporting PSTs to co-construct 
a supportive learning environment.

Democratic pedagogy

Democratic pedagogy utilises a collaborative approach in exploring the mutual interests 
of the learning community but is guided by the constraints of formalised assessment 
requirements (Burgh 2014). A democratic approach to teaching and learning recognises 
knowledge and understanding as a social exchange between the educator and the 
learner (Freire and Shor 1987). A democratic approach facilitates deep learning where 
the educator provides opportunities for students to explore their understandings, utilis
ing their existing knowledge and exploring ideas and concepts to come to new under
standings (Biggs and Tang 2011). Collaboration, scaffolding and dialogic exchange are 
crucial practices educators implement to access the PSTs’ funds of knowledge and 
scaffold learning. These approaches establish a democratic approach to teaching and 
learning (Burgh 2014; McMath 2008). This democratic approach not only provides the 
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learner with an environment of open dialogue, but the opportunity for the educator to 
evaluate the effectiveness of their own teaching through feedback in real time (Dangel, 
Guyton, and McIntyre 2004).

A democratic teaching and learning environment enable dialogue between learners and 
between learners and educators, to explore understandings and exchange ideas (Skidmore 
and Murakami 2016). The opportunity for a wide range of perspectives and experiences 
through active learning is promoted as PSTs apply and theorise their understandings (Biggs 
and Tang 2011). Dialogue also enables the sharing of power and clarity of outcomes with 
the learner and the gradual release of responsibility (Biggs and Tang 2011; Chuang, Kee, and 
Chen 2022), from the educator to the PST.

Dialogic pedagogies are, therefore, a key element of a democratic approach, as they 
support the PST to explore their own position and perceptions, while being receptive to 
peer views with a willingness to revise their position to align to learning outcomes (Teo  
2019). The educator becomes a facilitator of learning, scaffolding the learning from what is 
already known and co-creating new understandings and knowledge with the learner 
(Hammond and Gibbons 2005). By questioning the effectiveness of the teaching 
approaches with PSTs through dialogic exchange, the educator elicits pedagogical strate
gies that suit each learner. The educator can provide specific scaffolding, such as modelling, 
provocations, questions and scenario-based learning, incorporating a continually measured 
level of challenge to extend learning and enable learner autonomy (Hammond and Gibbons  
2005; Mariani 1997). This process enables educators to establish a systematic approach to 
link PST voice with cyclic reflection of their own practice (Ewing et al. 2020). By modelling 
action research procedures to PSTs as part of explicit teaching, educators can address the 
call to practice pedagogy that becomes a lived experience for PSTs that they can carry 
forward into their careers (Draper et al. 2011).

Action research

Action Research enables educators to study their practice with the aim to change three 
areas; ‘practices, their understanding of their practices, and the conditions in which they 
practise’ (Kemmis 2009, 463). Action research creates a ‘praxis’ where these three areas 
come together through examination and self-study, enabling critical reflection on the 
educator’s own practice and questioning the validity and effectiveness of it (Robbins 2020).

In ITE there is an established teaching framework in terms of knowledge dissemination 
and challenges between providing a range of understandings and aligning with highly 
regulated systems (Brooks 2021). According to Seal and Mayo (2021) higher education 
knowledge aims to enable the student to acquire, generate and assimilate knowledge, as 
well as adhere to macrosystem government requirements such as the TPA. By incorporating 
an action research model using the cyclical process of starting with a problem or a question 
and concluding with the application of knowledge (Efron and Ravid 2019), educators can 
examine their own practice in the context of their teaching (Nichols and Cormack 2017). 
Action research (Kemmis 2009) ensures the voice of the PST is considered and there is 
a reciprocal exchange and consideration between the educator and the PST (Kemmis 2009).

Such a democratic approach with a strong emphasis on listening to PSTs, challenges 
the traditional paradigm of higher education, with educators and PSTs becoming partners 
in learning (Smith and Seal 2021). Careful examination of practice through action research 
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ensures educators are authentic in the democratic implementation of their pedagogy. 
Accountability is built into the process through the cycle of feedback and reflection 
aligned to the inquiry process (Efron and Ravid 2019). Furthermore, accountability is 
demonstrated through changes to the educators’ practice, aligned to the feedback of 
the PSTs.

In utilising democratic pedagogies, it is also important that the PSTs are participants in 
the research. Action Research supports the sharing of power and the opportunity for PSTs to 
be part of the process of ‘practice changing practice’ (Kemmis 2009, 464). In engaging with 
democratic pedagogies PSTs are provided with the opportunity to become agents in their 
learning and in turn, are empowered to enact change and embed democratic pedagogy in 
their own teaching (Smith and Seal 2021).

Through modelling of the action research process PSTs see how change can be 
enacted through the continuous cycles of inquiry into practice (MacDonald and Weller  
2017). Incorporating democratic pedagogies, which integrate a dialogic focus, allows for 
PST ‘voice’ and ‘choice’ to articulate what will support their understanding and provide an 
environment for PSTs to learn and grow (Morrison 2008). The methodology of this study 
demonstrates the power of educators sharing the construction of knowledge with PSTs 
and making transparent their own journey of action research as part of this process.

Methodology

This paper reports on an action research project that took place throughout June 2021, in 
two, co-requisite, final year courses of the Master of Teaching program. Within the Master of 
Teaching program, PSTs must undertake two university -based courses which support them 
to successfully complete two assessed teaching placements. The action research project 
took place within the second of these courses, which was mid-year of the second year of the 
Master of Teaching program. Within the second teaching placement, PSTs complete the TPA 
as the final assessment for the course. PSTs are supported to do this through the Curriculum 
Specialisation course which provides action research training and support for PSTs to 
develop a practitioner inquiry project of their own. PSTs have previously found this aspect 
of the final teaching placement challenging, requiring significant support at the end of their 
placement to pass this assessment task. The action research project was therefore, designed 
to address the PSTs’ concerns. Democratic pedagogies were utilised to co-design with PTS 
and the educators a series of 12, three-hour workshops so that PSTs were supported to 
achieve the outcomes of the mandated TPA as part of their ITE program completion.

Research aim and question

The aim of the research was to explore how the co-construction of a series of workshops 
could support PSTs to successfully meet the learning outcomes of the TPA. The study 
sought to address the following research question:

What types of democratic pedagogical approaches support PSTs to achieve the learning 
outcomes of the TPA?
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Participants

The participants were twenty-five final year PSTs enrolled in the two capstone courses of 
the Master of Teaching program. There were nine male and sixteen female participants. 
All participants undertook their final teaching placement in a primary school context. The 
researchers were the educators for the workshops prior to the teaching placement and 
were registered teachers with a combined 20 years’ ITE experience. The researchers were 
also considered to be participants as teaching and learning was co-designed with the 
preservice teachers. Through democratic pedagogy the educators positioned themselves 
as both educators and learners alongside the PSTs. This afforded the educators the 
opportunity to make space for dialogue, enabling them to learn with and from the PSTs.

Data collection

An action research methodology was utilised as a meta-practice whereby practices 
shaped the ongoing practices of the educators and PSTs (Kemmis and Grootenboer  
2008). This stance enabled the educators, as participants and researchers, to be reflexive 
and responsive to the views and needs of the PSTs (Kemmis 2009). Data collection was, 
therefore, diverse and cyclical to inform the co-design of the 12 workshops and teaching 
and learning experiences. Data consisted of two student questionnaires, student feedback 
from each university-based workshop and both educators kept a reflexive journal which 
was completed after each workshop.

In workshop one, the PSTs were invited to complete a questionnaire to ascertain their 
prior knowledge about the practitioner inquiry process required for the TPA and deter
mine the supportive scaffolds they considered to be the least to the most supportive and 
why. PSTs were provided with a list of scaffolds and asked to order and provide a rationale 
for their selections. Scaffolds listed included providing time in the workshop to meet 
individually with their educator, working collaboratively in groups with their peers, 
providing independent work time for the TPA etc. A free response section was also 
included to enable PSTs to provide additional information they felt could support their 
learning in the workshops. This information was collated and utilised to inform the 
educator’s planning and pedagogy for the second workshop.

At the conclusion of each workshop PST feedback was sought to examine which 
scaffolds the PSTs found supportive and ideas for further scaffolds. A variety of methods 
were utilised to elicit the PSTs feedback and included ‘three stars and a wish’ that asked 
the PSTs to document three strategies that worked well and something that they wished 
we had included. Other strategies used online tools such as Mentimeter to ask the PSTs 
about how the scaffolds supported their learning within the workshop. Time was also 
spent co-designing with the PSTs, an outline for the next workshop.

The PSTs’ feedback was collated and reviewed at the end of each workshop to further 
inform the outline for the next workshop and pedagogical strategies. This enabled the 
educators to analyse whether the PSTs were achieving the aim of the research project i.e. 
whether the co-construction of the workshops was supporting the PSTs to successfully 
meet the learning outcomes of the TPA.

A summary of the PSTs’ feedback and outline for the workshops was provided at 
the beginning of each workshop. The educators explicitly highlighted how they 
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had adjusted their practice to incorporate the PSTs’ feedback, with the aim of 
further support their learning to achieve the outcomes of the TPA. Figures 1 and 2 
are examples of the ITE educator responses to the PSTs feedback from work
shop two.

PSTs were asked to provide feedback on the educators’ practice at the end of each 
workshop to inform the next workshop. An example from workshop three is provided 
below in Figure 3, whereby the PSTs were asked to self-reflect on their role in the teaching 
and learning process.

In workshop 12, the questionnaire from workshop one was repeated to ascertain what 
types of democratic pedagogical approaches used in the co-construction of the work
shops, supported the PSTs to achieve the learning outcomes of the TPA. A free response 
section was provided to enable the educators to elicit from PSTs’ possibilities for further 
implementation with future cohorts.

Figure 1. Response to PST feedback: three stars and a wish.

Figure 2. Outline of scaffolds in workshop 2.
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Data analysis

Data analysis took place after each workshop and included both PST perspectives of the 
teaching and learning process from the feedback elicited (Hattam 2021), and educator 
perspectives, through a reflexive journal (Hattam 2021). Documentation of what occurred 
within the teaching and learning process was also supported through teaching observa
tion and follow-up discussion with two critical friends (Hattam 2021). Curriculum plans 
were re-visited following the reflection on PST feedback, discussion with critical friends 
and writing in the reflexive journal. Workshop slides were then developed with specific 
pedagogical strategies in mind to scaffold the PSTs to meet the learning outcomes of the 
TPA. PST work samples (Hattam 2021) were also collected in workshop 12 to inform the 
development of the Supportive Learning Framework for ITE detailed in the discussion 
section.

A more in-depth analysis took place once the 12 workshops had concluded. Analysis 
used inductive and deductive approaches with theoretically driven coding (King 2004) to 
analyse the data gathered throughout the action research process in relation to the 
democratic approaches used to co-design the workshops with the PSTs. Analysis involved 
the re-reading of the data (student questionnaires, student feedback and the researchers’ 
reflexive journal) and focused on statements that the PSTs made about how their learning 
was being supported through the ITE educators’ pedagogical approaches. Initial memos 
were used to develop more specific themes applying understandings of democratic 
pedagogies. Table 1 provides an example of memos created from feedback gathered at 
the end of workshop two to inform workshop three.1 

Topic codes were applied to examine similarities and differences across the data 
(Creswell 2007). Utilising the example provided in Table 1, questioning, feedback, listening 
and modelling were identified as topic codes. Data from workshops one to six were re- 
visited and analysed using these topic codes to enable interpretations relevant to the 
research questions to emerge and for greater transparency of the analytic process (Storey  
2007). A definition of democratic pedagogies was used to guide the analytic process 
(Creswell 2007):

Figure 3. Eliciting feedback from PSTs in workshop 3.
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Democratic pedagogies - utilises a collaborative approach in exploring the mutual 
interests of the learning community (Burgh 2014). Collaboration, scaffolding and 
dialogic exchange are crucial exponents of democratic pedagogies. (Burgh 2014; 
McMath 2008)

The extract in Table 2 illustrates the more specific use of theory to analyse the 
feedback at the end of workshop four. The PSTs were asked about the usefulness of 
the scaffolds in workshops one to four. The data analysis utilised the analytic codes of 
democratic pedagogies - Collaboration, scaffolding and dialogic exchange, to examine 
the data:

Table 1. Memos from data analysis of feedback from workshop 2. (An excerpt has been provided here 
without the colour coding. For the full analysis, refer to the supplemental material).

Tutor scaffolds Self-regulated learning Learning goals

Working on 
assessment in class

– Exit card

Seeking out tutor support
– Asking questions

Memo: Explicit link to dialogic process to 
support learning – questioning (Tutor)

Revisit and complete sections of the 
assessment template

– Select case studies
– Clarify sub-questions
– Create a timeline and checklist to 

complete the assessment
Inquiry examples

– Reports
– Questions

Sourcing literature Liaise with the supervising teacher 
Memo: Explicit link to dialogic process to 

support learning (Supervising Teacher)
Explicit teaching of 
inquiry components

– Workshop 
content

Working independently to complete the 
assessment

– Taking responsibility for learning
– Utilising time
– Rearranging commitments
– Making lists

Locate literature

Setting expectations 
for learning

– Checklists
– Template
– Assessment 

handbook
– Personal goal 

setting
– Prep tasks

Completing the workshop prep tasks Bring questions to class 
Memo: Explicit link to dialogic process to 
support learning (Tutor or Peers?)

Codes. 
Yellow – questioning Green – tutor feedback Grey – tutor modelling. 
Pink – external support (ST, SC & site Colleagues) Aqua – collaborative work with peers.

Table 2. Extracts of analytic coding: identifying the initial themes (An sample extract is included 
below. For the full sample, please refer to the supplemental material).

Code PST comment Memo

Collaboration ● Working in groups to identify the main take
away points of another teachers’ practice

● Small group work
● Collaborating with peers to ask/answer ques

tions and develop ideas
● I found the scaffold of providing time for peer 

support whilst independently writing our 
inquiry proposal gave time and feedback to 
support my understanding of what I writing

● Collaborative work with peers who have the 
same year level allowed idea sharing

Working with small groups enabled PSTs to ask 
questions, seek out feedback and test out 
new ideas. 
Collaboration enabled dialogic encounters to 
occur and scaffolded learning. 
Collaboration underpins democratic 
pedagogies. Without this element dialogic 
encounters cannot occur. 
Collaboration with peers and tutor provides 
the scaffolding PSTs require to be successful
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Findings

The findings section addresses the research question, which was to explore the types of 
democratic pedagogical approaches that would support PSTs to achieve the learning out
comes of the TPA. Democratic pedagogy was defined as a collaborative approach to explore 
the mutual interests of the learning community (Burgh 2014). As such, workshops to support 
the PSTs to achieve the desired learning outcomes were co-designed by the educators and 
PSTs. Educators utilised collaboration, scaffolding and dialogic exchange as crucial exponents 
of democratic pedagogies (Burgh 2014; McMath 2008), inviting PSTs to be active participants 
in the teaching and learning process (Harris, Carrington, and Ainscow 2018).

Given the cyclical nature of action research, the findings highlight the types of 
practices the PSTs found most supportive for their learning and demonstrate the key 
shifts in the educators’ pedagogical practice. The process of eliciting feedback and co- 
designing the workshops was utilised throughout each of the workshops. The PSTs’ 
positionality of being both learners and teachers enabled the teaching and learning 
process to be interrogated and curriculum planning to be reflexive in responding to the 
needs of the PSTs. Curriculum plans were refined by the educators after each workshop 
discussion, once further analysis of the feedback, reflection and discussion between the 
educators and critical friends, occurred.

Workshop one began with the educators outlining the democratic approach that 
would be utilised throughout the course. Whilst the topics for workshops had been pre- 
determined to ensure PSTs were on track to meet the requirements of the TPA, the 
process and strategies to achieve these outcomes would be co-designed with the PSTs. 
As workshop one was planned prior to meeting the PSTs, the educators outlined the key 
pedagogical approaches for the workshop as explicit instruction, collaborative group work 
with peers, an individual self-assessment of key concepts that would be presented throughout 
the course and individual time to work on the assessment. To guide the educators’ practice 
for future workshops, the PSTs completed a questionnaire. The questionnaire identified 
four key strategies that they felt would support their learning. These were explicitly 
linking workshops tasks to the assessment requirements, providing time in workshops 
to work on TPA assessments, modelling pedagogies and providing workshop preparation 
tasks that supported the completion of the TPA requirements. Four PSTs offered addi
tional strategies that could be utilised:

● Group or paired work
● Providing examples of assessments
● Having a previous student talk to them about their experience.

At the end of workshop one, the educators and PSTs co-designed the outline for workshops 
two and three. The educators reflected on the feedback elicited from the PSTs and refined 
the pedagogical strategies and curriculum plan for workshops two and three. The PSTs 
highlighted the explicit outline of the assessment requirements and time to work on the 
assessment in class with the help of peers and educators as highly supportive. The PSTs 
asked for increased collaboration with peers to brainstorm, discuss and clarify ideas. 
Adjustments were made to the workshop plans for workshops two and three to ensure 
the PSTs perspectives about their learning needs were considered in the educators’ practice.
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Feedback at the end of workshops two and three was collected and analysed to inform 
teaching and learning experiences for workshops four and five. The PSTs identified work
ing with peers as the most supportive strategy, followed by working with educators. 
Collaborative groups were helpful for PSTs to work on their assessment with their peers 
and enabled them to discuss and clarify ideas. The PSTs suggested that more examples of 
TPA projects, more time with educators and greater support with locating literature for 
their project would support their learning.

In the planning for workshops six and seven, which was the mid-point for the course, 
one PST suggested that setting a personal goal for their own learning would keep them 
on track towards completing the TPA assessment. This was a significant pedagogical shift 
for the educators as the PST feedback to that point was outwardly focused, i.e. the PSTs 
asked for the educators to take on the pedagogical responsibility for their learning. In 
creating a supportive learning framework there needed to be a bi-directional educator/ 
PST relationship and responsibility for learning. Critically, the educators asked a key 
question of themselves: ‘I am teaching what the PSTs say they need, but are the PSTs 
learning what they need and seeking out supports or enacting learning strategies for 
themselves?’ The opportunity for self-reflection was therefore, included in the remaining 
workshops so that the PSTs assumed a greater role in the learning process. This required 
the PSTs to step into and out of their roles as both learners and teachers as they began to 
reflect on working with learners in the classroom context.

Over the remaining workshops, the process of co-designing the teaching and learning 
experiences, eliciting feedback and analysing the feedback to refine curriculum plans, 
continued. However, the feedback remained consistent with useful practices identified as 
discussion with educators and peers, opportunities for feedback on their work and time to 
work towards the TPA assessment. This prompted the educators to think about a learning 
framework to enable PSTs to break the larger, complex task of the TPA into more 
manageable steps. In workshop 12, PSTs were asked to work collaboratively in groups 
to reflect on the pedagogical strategies utilised throughout the course and develop 
a framework for a supportive learning environment, which is presented in the discussion 
section.

Following the conclusion of workshop 12, the educators engaged in a more in-depth 
data analysis which revealed three types of democratic pedagogies that supported PST 
learning: scaffolding, collaboration, and dialogue. Significantly, the findings revealed the 
importance of the educators scaffolding through modelling pedagogies, strategies, and 
approaches, whilst also facilitating collaboration to clarify understanding.

Across the workshops, scaffolding in the form of modelling was the most supportive 
democratic approach as noted by PSTs:

Modelling significantly supported me with my own practitioner inquiry process on placement 
as I had an experiential point of reference to utilise and guide my own practice.

Deeper examination of the data revealed that three forms of modelling were the most 
supportive: real-world examples of pedagogies, video and useful handouts and 
PowerPoint slides. For example, PSTs highlighted that having clear examples of both 
quality planning documents and poor planning documents significantly supported them 
in creating their own examples. Educator modelling of pedagogies such as grouping 
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strategies and brain breaks, were exceptionally supportive to PSTs. Finally, modelling of 
the practitioner inquiry process also supported PSTs:

I appreciated that [educator] ‘walked the talk’ by conducting her own action research during 
our course. She was able to share some really valuable insights into her approach which 
brought my own research project to life and helped me understand what the data collection 
process could look like in my placement classroom.

The opportunity to work collaboratively with peers and educators by participating in 
group work was also a supportive approach to learning reported by the PSTs. 
Collaboration enabled the sharing of ideas and to clarify understanding of require
ments and concepts. These opportunities assisted PSTs in working through their 
concerns with input from their peers and to navigate the complex nature of the 
assessments:

Group work provided me with the opportunity to gain clear and helpful feedback on the unit 
plans/lessons plans that I submitted for assessment prior to commencing placement.

On placement I utilised collaboration as a democratic approach by creating many opportu
nities for the children to work in pairs or groups. The result was indelibly clear that when the 
children were able to work together and clarify ideas with one another they created 
a supportive learning framework for each other that succoured their learning.

Dialogue between the PSTs and educators enabled the co-creation of a supportive 
learning environment which they could utilise and carry forward into their careers as 
graduate teachers. Discussion allowed the explanation of assessment tasks, opportunities 
to ask questions, and to clarify, refine ideas, research questions and topics. PSTs stated 
that speaking one-to-one with ITE educators was crucial to their understanding the 
complexities of the practitioner inquiry project for the TPA. This enabled them to develop 
appropriate research topics and research questions:

[educator] provided plenty of examples of previous student work and was able to quickly 
think up relevant examples when trying to illustrate a point or answer a question.

Additionally, PSTs indicated that having whole group discussions about case studies and 
scenarios relating to behaviour management, planning, readings, and general concerns 
was also integral to not only their understanding of course material and assessments but 
to the development of a supportive learning framework.

Discussion

This paper reported on the role of democratic pedagogies in enabling PSTs in their final 
semester of their Master of Teaching program, to co-construct a supportive learning 
framework to complete a mandated TPA. The data significantly indicated that 
a democratic approach that incorporated PST voice had positive learning outcomes for 
them. PSTs used dialogue to strengthen their understandings and communicate how the 
educator could frame their pedagogy to best support their learning. This study demon
strates the positive impact on learning that occurs when educators model pedagogy for 
PSTs and how sharing power can support teaching practice. The data indicated that 
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democratic approaches, with an array of strategies for classroom teaching, improved PST 
confidence and competence in their teaching (Nolen and Putten 2007).

Whilst the constraints of the TPA limited the content of the final capstone courses, the 
pedagogy that educators choose to use within each workshop is within their agency. As 
such, a democratic approach enabled PSTs to bridge the gap between their own funds of 
knowledge whilst also negotiating the production of required knowledge for the TPA. By 
accessing the PSTS’ funds of knowledge which they brought from their own lived 
experience, provided the basis for the democratic framework of learning (Rodriguez  
2013) and in turn, success in completing the TPA.

Uniquely, the ITE educators engaged in their own action research project, whilst simul
taneously teaching and modelling how to do this for PSTs. In undertaking their own action 
research within the course, they were able to embed democratic pedagogies consistently, 
creating room for the co-creation of new understandings and learner autonomy (Hammond 
and Gibbons 2005). The ITE educators demonstrated that the current power structures 
within education can be challenged, whilst also supporting learning (Harris, Carrington, and 
Ainscow 2018). The PSTs were invited to share in the construction of teaching and learning 
experiences, transforming the power relationship within the ITE classroom.

The utilisation of democratic pedagogies resulted in three main strategies that were 
viewed by the PSTs as the most supportive: scaffolding, collaboration and dialogue. Of 
these three, scaffolding was the viewed by the PSTs as the most important strategy to 
support learning. The data showed that scaffolded modelling was either the second most 
or most supportive strategy over the course of the five workshops. Three forms of 
modelling were utilised; providing pertinent examples of pedagogies, strategies, and 
topics in the form of videos, handouts and PowerPoint slides; the explicit connection of 
workshop tasks to the Standards (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership  
2009); and modelling of the action research process also supported PSTs.

Scaffolding incorporated modelling of changes to pedagogy implemented through 
the ITE educator’s own action research project. This demonstrated the teaching and 
learning cycle in real time and highlighted practice changing practice (Kemmis 2009). 
The PSTs noted the value of modelling the action research process in a practical and 
experiential way to help mirror the process for them for their final assessment, and to 
support self -evaluation and progressive learning as graduate teachers (Hyde 2005). The 
scaffolded approach illustrated for the PSTs how to assimilate knowledge and under
standing (Seal and Mayo 2021). The modelled cycle also demonstrated the reflexive 
nature of teaching (Ewing et al. 2020) and highlighted the way in which PSTs could 
implement these approaches in their own classrooms as graduate teachers and examine 
their own practice more critically (Nichols and Cormack 2017).

The educators utilised a range of methods in which our PSTs voices could be heard, 
such as exit cards, creating learning experiences that encouraged dialogue and eliciting 
information through surveys, to name a few. Some methods of dialogic pedagogy were 
not considered helpful for the PST. When dialogue was encouraged in a general class 
discussion, students found the focus and learning was not targeted. This was not as 
supportive for learning as PSTs needed more specific direction guiding a discussion to 
ensure the learning was aligned to their assessments. They also felt the deconstruction of 
pedagogy by the educator was not helpful as it was too obvious. By engaging in dialogue 
with students, which Kamler and Comber (2005) suggest supports knowing about the life 
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worlds of students, the ITE educators were more easily able to access our PSTs’ funds of 
knowledge. They were able to communicate areas they were confident, such as under
standing the relevance of pedagogical approaches. Subsequently, the ITE educators were 
able to incorporate the PSTs’ ideas into the workshop material and methods, responding 
to their needs and suggestions in a balanced and reflexive way (Hattam and Zipin 2009).

Learning experiences and collaboration within the ITE classroom significantly sup
ported the PSTs to implement democratic approaches into their own teaching practice. 
The significance of developing PTS’ pedagogical content knowledge in practice or as 
Boomer (1989) says, developing the PSTs’ ‘knowing in practice’, also resulted in the 
gradual release of responsibility from the ITE educator to the PST. PSTs were able to 
deepen their own understanding of their pedagogy whilst also developing their own 
professional identity (Chuang, Kee, and Chen 2022; Clarke 2014).

Whilst the PSTs were able to complete their assessments tasks, the democratic 
approach taken by the ITE educators had a greater intent, which was to equip the PSTs 
with a framework that they could then use to support the learners who they would teach 
as they moved forward into their careers. As a part of the final workshop the PSTs were 
asked to visually conceptualise a supportive learning framework. The resulting model 
(Figure 2) is a combination of these efforts consisting of a set of nested elements.

A Supportive Learning Framework for ITE is conceptualised as four concentric circles: 
the learning environment, the educator and PST. In taking an ecological systems 
approach (Bronfenbrenner 2005) the systems are connected in a bi-directional manner 
as shown in Figure 4.

In this framework of teaching and learning the student is situated at the centre. The 
educator is located within the students’ microsystem and in interaction with the meso
system of the learning environment. Learning support is integrated into both the student 
and the educators experience in a shared relationship where knowledge and under
standing can be created.

Figure 4. Supportive learning framework for ITE.
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Through the learning processes, in a safe and inclusive learning environment, educa
tors can facilitate learning to enable PSTs to interact with the systems to further develop 
their knowledge. In doing so, ITE educators and PSTs create space for learning. Together 
the PST and educator can co-create new learning and understandings, which challenge 
the learners and develop their self-efficacy (Hammond and Gibbons 2005).

The development of the Supportive Learning Framework for ITE is important not 
only to the ITE learning process but to graduate teachers to use as a model in their 
own practice in their developing careers (Kamler and Comber 2005). School reform 
that incorporates greater student voice in shaping teaching and learning (Mayes 2020), 
empowers learners develops their self-efficacy and prepares them as 21st century 
learners (Teo 2019). Thus, if student voice is important for school reform, it must 
also be important to ITE.

The PSTs in this study were able to experience how their voice was valued in 
shaping teaching and learning experiences. PSTs noted that being involved in the 
democratic process for their own learning enhanced their capacity to embed this 
pedagogy into their teaching. Thus, dialogic pedagogy is not just a teaching 
approach, but underpins an epistemological position of learning as a social construct 
(Freire and Shor 1987).

Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated the role of democratic pedagogies in higher education. ITE 
educators implemented a practical action research process that modelled for PSTs the 
role that action research can play in enabling pedagogical agency in a highly regulated 
education policy field. In doing so the ITE educators strengthened the transition of the 
PSTs to graduate teachers by creating a supportive learning framework that they can carry 
forward into their careers.

As evidenced by this study, ITE educators can collaborate and share power with PSTs by 
facilitating and integrating the voice of the PST. The ITE educators reflexively responded to the 
PST’s voice and incorporated elements of their funds of knowledge. This approach acknowl
edged the situational interest and needs of the PST without a predetermined agenda for 
learning (Hidi and Renninger 2006). Thus, the ITE educators moved away from the teacher as 
expert to teachers as a collaborator in learning (Smith and Seal 2021).

Whilst this study reported on a small cohort of PSTs, utilising a democratic process 
within two ITE courses, the ITE educators learnt with and from PSTs by collaborating 
and engaging in dialogue. The proposed Supportive Learning Framework for ITE aims 
to inspire other ITE educators to dare to position themselves as educators and 
learners alongside their PSTs. Thus, to replicate this study with a larger cohort of 
PSTs would add to the trustworthiness of the findings. We, therefore, encourage 
other ITE educators to challenge the dominant discourses in education and include 
PSTs as active participants in their own learning (Harris, Carrington, and Ainscow  
2018). The proposed Supportive Learning Framework for ITE enables other ITE 
educators to take up this challenge so that it may feed forward into the careers of 
graduate teachers and in turn improve the teaching and learning experiences of the 
children/young people they teach.
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Notes

1. The full versions of Tables 1 and 2 can be accessed via the Supplemental tab above the article 
on the journal’s website (https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/reac20/current).
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