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A B S T R A C T   

Teacher education takes place in two distinct cultures: schools and higher education institutions. The differences 
between these cultures make interaction between them challenging and often described as disconnected. There is 
a call for coherence. This interview study explores how meeting spaces during practicum can enhance coherence 
between university coursework and fieldwork in teacher education seen from the perspectives of student 
teachers, school-based and university-based teacher educators in Norwegian secondary school teacher education. 
The findings suggest that creating coherence requires meeting spaces that encourage student teachers’ reflection 
and are characterised by mutual respect where various perspectives can complement and challenge each other.   

1. Introduction 

Teacher education takes place in schools and higher education in-
stitutions. Both arenas are supposed to collaborate and prepare student 
teachers for working as teachers as well as provide them with a basis for 
further professional development. However, the education has been 
criticised as disconnected, with a division between knowing and doing, 
between theory and practice (Butler & Cuenca, 2012; Hammerness, 
2006; Korthagen, 2011). As a result, there is, in the research literature as 
well as in policy documents, a call for more coherent education (Can-
rinus et al., 2017; Cavanna et al., 2021; European commission, 2015). 
Powerful teacher education programmes, prioritise integration and 
coherence among courses and connection between coursework and 
fieldwork (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Grossman et al., 2008). This study 
specifically focuses on coherence between coursework and fieldwork. 
Such coherence requires a strong connection between schools and uni-
versities, between practice and theory, and a close relationship and 
collaboration among involved participants (Darling-Hammond, 2006). 

Important dimensions of coherence are often perceived to be shared 
ideas or visions and a relationship between fieldwork and coursework 
(Grossman et al., 2008; Hammerness, 2013). What is learnt in one arena 
may be reinforced by the other (Cavanna et al., 2021; Grossman et al., 
2008). However, rather than perceiving coherence as an achievable end 
state, it can be understood as a process that requires negotiation and 
ongoing conversation among stakeholders (Richmond et al., 2019). 
Then there is a need for meeting spaces where “people’s ideas and 
practices from different communities meet, collide and merge” 
(Engeström, 2005, p. 46). These meeting spaces, described in the 

literature as a third space, are a state of intersubjectivity in which there 
is a potential for extended and transformative learning (Gutiérrez, 
2008). 

Practicum is the pivot in teacher education around which not only 
stakeholders but also practice and theory meet. Consequently, prac-
ticum offers potential as a productive meeting space that may contribute 
to coherence. However, meetings among stakeholders and between 
practice and theory are often experienced as problematic (Bullough & 
Draper, 2004; Hart, 2020). Based on individual interviews with a triad of 
student teachers, school-based and university-based teacher educators 
(here referred to as mentors and supervisors) connected to the same 
teacher education institution, this study seeks to identify opportunities 
and challenges in respect of how meeting spaces in practicum can 
contribute to coherence. Coherence is understood as a process of nego-
tiation among stakeholders (Richmond et al., 2019). 

The study is motivated by the limited research on coherence and the 
lack of studies on fostering coherence (Cavanna et al., 2021). Addi-
tionally, there is a need to strengthen coherence between fieldwork and 
campus courses (Canrinus et al., 2019). To our knowledge, there is also a 
lack of studies that incorporate the perspectives of all three parties 
involved: student teachers, mentors, and supervisors, as revealed by our 
literature search.The current study was conducted at a university in 
Norway that offers integrated and postgraduate teacher education for 
secondary school teachers. National academic regulations emphasise the 
importance of coherence among courses and between courses and 
fieldwork (Ministry of Education, 2013, 2015). Despite this framework, 
Norwegian teacher education is criticised for a lack of connection be-
tween the courses on campus and what happens in practicum (Flaget, 
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2021; Hammerness, 2013). The widespread criticism of the divide be-
tween theory and practice and the international call for coherence 
indicate that the challenge to create coherence is not unique to Nor-
wegian teacher education (European commission, 2015). To investigate 
the conditions needed for practicum to support coherence, this study 
poses the following research question: 

How can meeting spaces in practicum contribute to coherence in 
teacher education? 

2. Background 

A challenge in creating coherence between universities and schools is 
that frequently they appear to be different cultures (Elstad, 2010; Kor-
thagen, 2011; Kvernbekk, 2012; Valencia et al., 2009). Disconnection 
between the cultures is described as a central problem in teacher edu-
cation and academic knowledge is often viewed as the authoritative 
source of knowledge about teaching (Zeichner, 2010). However, 
following Kvernbekk (2012), the perceived gap does not imply that 
practice and theory should be brought in alignment. The two may 
challenge and complement each other (Jackson, 2015). Kvernbekk 
(2012) argues that a version of the gap is sound. It leaves theory with a 
critical, independent role in relation to practice. She distinguishes be-
tween “strong” and “weak” theory. Weak theories are always embedded 
in preconceptions, prior beliefs, and prejudices that shape and guide 
practice. Strong theory may provide alternative explanations and crit-
ical views of practice. Student teachers have observed teaching for many 
years and enter teacher education programmes with solid images of 
what it means to be a teacher (Loughran, 2014). To hinder reproduction 
of teaching that is undesirable, a critical view on practice that strong 
theory may provide, can be productive. However, student teachers may 
struggle to recognize the value of theory as it is often perceived as overly 
abstract and general (Darling-Hammond, 2006). 

Since professional knowledge draws on theoretical as well as prac-
tical knowledge (Clarke et al., 2013; Grimen, 2008), the two inevitably 
need to connect. It is counterproductive when fieldwork, which involves 
practical knowledge, and campus courses, which focus on theoretical 
knowledge, are viewed as separate worlds with no meeting space where 
different forms of knowledge can meet and interact. The complex situ-
ations that take place in practice do not have clear-cut solutions and 
Heggen and Smeby (2012) have criticised those who argue for a fixed 
and shared vision among stakeholders in teacher education. The fact 
that the teaching profession is complex and that teachers have to 
counterbalance elements of knowledge that differ substantially should 
not be hidden. 

Negotiating coherence involves discussions and willingness to 
deviate from status quo (Richmond, 2019). Furthermore, considering 
the complexity in teaching, it is not sufficient for student teachers to 
develop predescribed skills and competences (Smith, 2021). There will 
always be an element of improvisation in teaching (Kulelid & Engelsen, 
2017). Professional teachers should learn from teaching in an ongoing 
way (Cochran-Smith et al., 2009). Consequently, teacher education 
should help student teachers to become lifelong learners and promote 
practical wisdom through experience, reflection, and discussion (Hov-
denak & Wiese, 2017; Kemmis, 2010). Reflection implies a dialogic 
meeting with the world in which people question their own actions 
(Hovdenak & Wiese, 2017; Penlington, 2008). 

To promote reflective dialogues in the process of creating and 
negotiating coherence, schools and universities need meeting spaces. 
Previous studies have emphasised the third space (Gutiérrez, 2008; 
Zeichner, 2010). A third space presupposes the notion of a first and a 
second space. Schools and mentors represent the first space and uni-
versities and supervisors the second. Confidence, respect, and trust are 
basic prerequisites for the representatives of the first and second spaces 
to participate in the third space. A binary between theory and practice 
and an either/or perspective is replaced with a both/also point of view 
(Zeichner, 2010; Helleve & Ulvik, 2019). This approach recognises 

people’s everyday experiences and that individuals draw on diverse 
discourses to create meaning. According to several scholars (including 
Bhabha, 1994, Gutierrez, 1999 & Soja, 1996), critical thinking and the 
development of new knowledge can emerge in the space that is created 
(Engeström, 2005). Transforming knowledge is a crucial part of the third 
space. It helps the learner to see the connection between their own and 
others’ understanding of the world and creates a change in which 
knowledge that exists in the school and society is brought into teacher 
education and aligned with academic knowledge. A less hierarchical 
interplay between academic and practitioner knowledge will, according 
to Zeichner (2010), provide expanded learning opportunities for pro-
spective teachers and better prepare them for their work as teachers. 

Creating a connection between fieldwork and university coursework 
requires a close relationship between schools and universities (Dar-
ling-Hammond, 2006). However, the interaction between the parties is 
characterised as complex and often problematic (Cohen et al., 2013; 
Hart, 2020). Several studies describe an asymmetric power relation 
between mentors and supervisors, leaving the student teachers in a 
challenging position between them (Bullough & Draper, 2004; Carlsson, 
2020; Hart, 2020). A previous review study has found that mentors in 
school and supervisors from the university have different interests, and 
that practice alters between an apprenticeship and a personal growth 
approach. Mentors tend to focus on teaching skills, while supervisors 
emphasise professional development and reflection on experiences 
(Cohen et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, the roles in the triad are often poorly defined and 
shifting. Thus, the members define their own roles not always in 
agreement with its other members (Hart, 2020). One potential expla-
nation for the tension among the actors is suggested to be lack of mentor 
preparation (Cohen et al., 2013). Hart (2020) suggests to consider the 
selection of mentors and to define the roles and expectations of those 
within the triad. A Norwegian study corroborates the lack of clarity in 
roles and the communication problems among triad members (Klemp & 
Nilssen, 2017). While studies from different contexts describe a power 
struggle in the triad (Bullough & Draper, 2004; Carlsson, 2020; Hart, 
2020), communication presupposes trust and a desire to understand and 
to be understood (Bullough & Draper, 2004). 

One explanation for differing interests may be that the members of 
the triad face competing demands (Valencia et al., 2009). For student 
teachers, practice is a high-stake setting in which they are guests in 
someone else’s classroom. Mentors have to balance mentoring with their 
teaching responsibilities, and supervisors may find it difficult to share 
feedback due to the need to preserve harmony (Valencia et al., 2009). 

Ben-Harush and Orland-Barak (2019) found different patterns of 
interaction in the triad. What tended to hinder the learning process was 
a dissonant interaction in which power relations between mentors and 
supervisors were asymmetric, there was disparity between cultures and 
a hierarchic division of labour. Learning dialogues require various per-
spectives to consider. However, they work best when the participants 
feel free to speak and question ideas (Penlington, 2008). Collaborating 
and learning from each other the participants “can come to understand 
teaching more richly and in more interesting ways than they can alone” 
(Bullough & Draper, 2004, p. 419). Consequently, negotiating coher-
ence can be beneficial for all those involved. 

2.1. The study 

2.1.1. Context 
The current teacher education offers a five-year integrated pro-

gramme leading to a master’s degree and a one-year postgraduate pro-
gramme for student teachers with a master’s degree. National 
regulations indicate that there should be connection and coherence 
between discipline studies and the professional disciplines (60 credits) 
including subject didactics (30 credits), pedagogy (30 credits), and 
practicum (no credits) (Ministry of Education, 2013, 2015). Further-
more, practicum should be mentored, preferably by mentors with 
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mentor education. The university provides formal mentor education (30 
credits). Most student teachers have two mentors every practice period; 
however, the majority of these are not educated as mentors. 

In the integrated programme, student teachers have short periods of 
practicum every autumn during the three first years of the programme. 
In the fourth year, they have two seven-week periods of practicum: one 
in the autumn term and one in the spring term. All in all, their practicum 
covers 100 days. In the one-year programme, the student teachers have 
60 days of practicum broken down into one seven-week period during 
each of the two terms. Every school has a coordinator designated by the 
headmaster. It is the headmaster who is responsible for selecting men-
tors, but the administration of practice is normally delegated to the 
coordinator. Initially, student teachers are allowed to observe mentors, 
thereafter the mentors support and assess student teachers own teach-
ing. The student teachers are either alone or in a pair in practicum. 
Twice during each seven-week practicum period, student teachers are 
visited, mentored, and assessed by supervisors from the university 
through what is called school-visits. A traditional school-visit consists of 
an observed lesson taught by a student teacher and followed up by a 
conversation in the mentioned triad. These rather short visits include 
both mentoring and assessment. Whether a student teacher pass or not 
their practicum is decided in collaboration between mentors and 
supervisors. 

2.2. Participants 

The study is based on interviews with five student teachers, five 
school-based teacher educators (mentors) and five university-based 
teacher educators (supervisors). To obtain a purposive sample 
(Creswell, 2013), we contacted individuals who represented the groups 
and who we thought would be able to contribute varied and informed 
perspectives on practicum. Although they represent the triad, there were 
no connections between them. Furthermore, because teacher education 
is spread among four faculties, we wanted representatives with diverse 
subject and faculty backgrounds. All the individuals contacted gave 
their informed consent to contribute, and the project got the required 
permission from our university. The interviews were conducted in late 
spring of 2020. Two of the students (ST1 and ST2) were in the integrated 
programme: one in languages, the other in natural sciences. One had 
finished the three short periods of practicum, the other the full 100 days. 
The postgraduate students (ST3, ST4, and ST5) had earned master’s 
degrees from three different faculties and had finished their practicum. 
The supervisors (S1–S5) taught pedagogy or subject didactics in 
different faculties. Their experience in teacher education varied from a 
few years to more than twenty years. Some had a background as a 
teacher, others did not. They all had a doctoral degree. The mentors 
(M1-M5) had earned master’s degrees and were experienced teachers 
and mentors. Their experience in teaching ranged from around 10 years 
to more than 30 years. They were all formally educated mentors, rep-
resented a variety of subjects, and were familiar with the current teacher 
education programmes. 

3. Method 

The interview guide was developed by the researchers. We asked 
about the purpose and organisation of practicum from the participants’ 
point of view. Furthermore, we asked about meeting spaces, interaction 
among the parties and between theory and practice, about assessment, 
mentoring, and the quality assurance of practicum. Finally, we asked 
what the participants saw as challenges and strengths of the current 
programmes’ practicum. Examples of questions asked in this study 
include: What meeting points are there in practicum, and how do they 
work? How is practice and theory connected? How is the quality of 
practicum secured? 

The interviews were shared among all the four researchers. The fact 
that we are supervisors who teach pedagogy in the current programmes 

demanded a careful attention on how our preunderstanding may have 
coloured the interviews as well as our interpretation of them 
(Mercer, 2007). However, our inside knowledge has made it easier to 
choose participants, ask follow-up questions, and interpret the answers 
(Fleming, 2018; Mercer, 2007). The interviews lasted from 30 to 60 min 
and were conducted at the participants’ workplaces, in the researchers’ 
offices, or on Zoom, depending on the participants’ preferences. 

The interviews were transcribed, and the analysis can be described as 
abductive (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). This suggests that the analysis 
was data-driven but without rejecting our theoretical preunderstanding. 
During the analysis process, we altered between theory and data in a 
hermeneutic way in which both perspectives were interpreted in the 
light of each other (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). Furthermore, in 
accordance with Hatch (2002), we combined thematic and interpreta-
tive analysis. Therefore, the analysis was broken down into two phases. 
In the first phase, we searched for themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019). 
For the purpose of this study and by means of the analysis tool Nvivo 12, 
we first marked all excerpts of the text that related to meeting space-
s/interaction and practice/theory. Thereafter, we identified themes and 
selected illustrative quotes. In the second phase, we conducted an 
interpretative analysis, which can be described as the researchers’ best 
effort to make meaning of the data (Hatch, 2002). We then interpreted 
the themes more intuitively, alternating hermeneutically between part 
and whole and between empirical data and theory. The descriptive 
analysis was helpful for anchoring the interpretations in the data. In 
both phases we first worked individually and then together in a 
moderation process. 

3.1. Findings 

In the findings we will first address the existing, physical meetings 
during practicum: school-visits and meetings between student teachers 
and mentors. Then we address the metaphorical meeting between 
practice and theory, and finally the potential of third space meeting 
places for enhancing and negotiating coherence. The main findings 
suggest that school visits provide limited support for coherence, while 
mentor education may contribute to coherence in teacher education. It 
was found that the responsibility to connect practice and theory tends to 
lie with student teachers, but also that there is a willingness among 
mentors and supervisors to engage in third space meetings. In the 
following section, these findings will be further elaborated upon. 

3.1.1. Meetings among stakeholders 
The only joint meeting space for the triad is school visits during 

practicum. In these visits a mentor and a supervisor participate in a 
student teacher’s lesson, followed by a brief reflective conversation 
involving all three parties. The conversation covers the student teacher’s 
self-reflection on the lesson, as well as mentoring and assessment. A joint 
meeting that includes representatives from both the academic and the 
practical sides of teacher education could potentially enhance 
coherence. 

According to our findings the supervisors as a group seem to perceive 
school visits as a crucial and important meeting space for connecting 
schools and university, as illustrated by the following quote: 

For my part, practicum is an important meeting space because it is 
where I get in contact with schools […] It is important not only to 
learn about what is going on, but also to relate to it and maybe to 
have some influence. (S1) 

Nevertheless, disagreements can make the interaction among the 
involved problematic. A supervisor emphasises that it is important to 
have a constructive discussion and not a competition over who is right 
(S5). 

Supervisors is the group that emphasises reflection as a means to 
integrate theoretical and practical forms of knowledge. However, they 
claim that it is often difficult to accomplish reflective conversations 
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during short school visits. Furthermore, one supervisor suggests that it 
may be difficult especially for inexperienced student teachers to teach 
and at the same time monitor their teaching (S1). The supervisor con-
cludes: “I often find that my efforts fail.” 

Another supervisor says: 

The focus is often on the start, whether it was good enough, or on 
classroom management… There is too much focus on assessment, 
less on an analytic approach […] I don’t think that I manage it 
properly. (S2) 

Immediately after a lesson and in a high-stake situation may not 
provide the best conditions for a reflective dialogue and for negotiating 
coherence. Supervisors recognise shortcomings related to the conver-
sations and that assessment may affect the relationship and the con-
versation negatively. The mentors who meet student teachers more 
frequently during practicum, are more relaxed when it comes to 
assessment. “They (the student teachers) will be assessed, but there 
needs to be a space for trying things out as well,” one mentor explains 
(M2). 

The mentors do not describe the visits as an important or positive 
meeting space but refer to them only briefly and in a more neutral way. 
One of them even problematises the visits: 

The student teachers often describe the school visit as a visit from the 
outside. I find this wording interesting because it reveals how they 
think […] For my part, I feel that I sit on the same side of the table as 
the student teacher and that the supervisor sits on the other side and 
is a visitor from the outside. (M5) 

The quote seems to express a disconnection between school and 
university and a hierarchic and dissonant interaction. Two of the men-
tors say that they do not always feel they are treated as equal partners 
during school visits, even if they identify themselves as teacher 
educators. 

Despite a perceived distance, both supervisors and mentors want 
more meeting spaces. The parties make suggestions for other meeting 
spaces, such as joint planning meetings, and that mentors should 
participate in teaching on campus. 

The student teachers do not say very much about school visits. Some 
visits are perceived as positive while others are not. “It is a bit scary 
when there are visitors from the faculty who observe you,” states one 
student teacher (ST5). However, when asked about meeting spaces, 
what student teachers mention as being crucial in practicum is their 
meetings with mentors. Interaction with mentors is decisive for student 
teachers’ practicum outcome. Still, when it comes to reflective dialogues 
in practicum, the power relation in mentoring should be considered. One 
of the student teachers explains: “I tread more carefully than I would 
have done as a teacher […] Just to say that you disagree politically… If 
you take a wrong step… Will that have an effect?” (ST2). The fact that 
student teachers are assessed in practicum might hinder constructive 
dialogue and impede efforts towards coherence in teacher education. 

It is also worth noticing that mentors seem to perceive their job 
differently, as exemplified in the following quotes from student teachers: 

I have the impression that mentors are very different […] Some are 
very good at following up, others behave like they are on holiday 
[…] you are allowed to do whatever you want. (ST5) 

I have had four different mentors. One was very good, two were 
good, and one should probably not have been a teacher at all. (ST3) 

We had a mentor who had never been a mentor before, and he 
struggled to let me, and my peer take over the teaching. (ST2) 

Mentors’ understanding of their role and the quality of mentoring 
will affect their meetings with student teachers and, consequently, how 
such meetings can contribute to coherence. 

The mentors in this study, however, emphasise the importance of 

coherence between practicum and university coursework. One mentor 
suggests that the outcome of practicum could be even better if it were 
possible to draw on theory (M5). An explanation for the mentors’ 
emphasis on coherence may be that they are educated mentors. 
Reflecting on experiences seems to be self-evident for them. One mentor 
says: 

[…] Before [mentor] education, my style was to provide advice all 
the time. I filled the space and talked a lot […] I have learnt to 
become a listener. (M5) 

The mentor has changed from giving advice to listening to what the 
student teachers bring into the conversation and can thereby support 
them in their reflection and critical thinking. The mentor continues: 

Before mentor education I do not think I talked about theory with the 
student teachers I mentored, but after the education [ …], I had read 
some of the same texts as them and was able to discuss what 
happened in the classroom with these texts as a starting point. This 
has changed me as a mentor, and I think it is great. (M5) 

The mentor describes how her understanding of mentoring changed 
through mentor education. Student teachers on their side, report expe-
riencing differing levels of understanding and quality of mentoring 
among mentors. The educated mentors emphasise the importance of 
mentor education in creating a comprehensive understanding of men-
toring and facilitating the connection between theory and practice. 

In summary, the only physical meeting space for the triad, the school 
visits, does not appear to foster coherence in teacher education despite 
its potential. Factor such as assessment, lack of distance and limited 
familiarity between mentors and supervisors can hinder the interaction. 
As for the meetings between student teachers and mentors, the mentors’ 
understanding of their role and the quality of mentoring will affect how 
such meetings can contribute to coherence. Mentor education seems to 
affect the mentors understanding of their role. 

3.2. Meetings between theory and practice 

Practicum is the space where student teachers’ perception of theory 
encounters practice and is highly valued by student teachers. However, 
the student teachers seem to find that school and university are two 
disconnected worlds. What they learn on campus is difficult to imple-
ment or use in practice. 

The following quotes illustrate student teachers’ perspectives: 

Explorative teaching, responsibility for one’s own learning, source 
criticism – all the new buzzwords. They are impossible to implement, 
because in class you have thirty students and have to cut corners […] 
It is great with ideas, but many of them do not work in practice 
because there are students, there are parents. (ST2) 

The theory is like what we want the classroom to be […] but then you 
enter the classroom, and the situation is quite different. (ST5) 

The theory seems very theoretical […] there is a lot of content and a 
lot of words, but you feel you cannot use it in practice. (ST4) 

One way to create connection between school and campus is through 
the assignments provided by the university. However, the assignments 
do not always create connection between practice and theory. One of the 
supervisors says that the student teachers do their assignments for the 
university rather than for their own learning (S3). A mentor finds that 
student teachers sometimes have too many assignments (M3), and the 
student teachers do not always find the assignments to be relevant to 
practice (ST2). 

In the current programme, student teachers work systematically with 
cases on campus; for one of their exams, they select a case from their 
practicum, then present the case and discuss it in the light of theory (see 
Ulvik et al., 2020; Helleve et al., 2021). Based on their experience with 
cases, one of the students says that “one should start with practice” 
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(ST5). Taking cases as a starting point, theory becomes more meaning-
ful. The student teachers all agree that working with cases is a way of 
bringing theory and practice together. Working with cases is also sug-
gested by mentors and supervisors. 

However, being in the “real” world, student teachers seem to “drop 
everything from the university” (ST1). “It is difficult to think about 
theory when you are in the classroom,” one student teacher explains 
(ST5). Together with mentors, the student teachers do reflect on their 
experience. However, a typical quote from a student teacher is as fol-
lows: “We have reflected on some themes but have not connected to 
theory as far as I can remember” (ST4). The reflection seems more based 
on experience and own theories of practice than on “strong” theory. 
Student teachers struggle to connect theoretical knowledge gained at the 
university and practical application in the classroom. 

While student teachers find that their mentors are concerned with 
practice rather than theory, the mentors in the study are not negative 
towards theory. However, the participants’ opinions concerning the 
content in practicum differ. The student teachers focus on doing and on 
mastering what happens in the classroom, the what and the how of 
teaching. Supervisors emphasise that practicum may concretise what is 
taught in the courses on campus (S1) and be a place to try out ideas from 
the subject didactics course (S2). Mentors, on their side, underscore the 
importance of being introduced to a comprehensive teaching role. One 
of them claims: 

Practicum should contain the comprehensive teaching role […] I 
think it is pulling the wool over student teachers’ eyes to let them 
believe that the teaching role relates only to what goes on in the 
classroom. (M1) 

The teaching role is multifaceted, and it is challenging to provide a 
overall picture of it through practicum. A selection of tasks has to be 
prioritized. However, for mentors, practicum is not only about class-
rooms, but also about being a part of, and being socialised into, a pro-
fessional community. 

The findings show that there is a potential for practice and theory to 
complement each other in practicum. However, based on student 
teachers’ experiences, some mentors do not see the value of theory. 
Furthermore, coherence is a challenge when mentors and supervisors 
diverge over what the practical part of teacher education should 
comprise – without discussing the divergence. 

Supervisors and mentors agree that mentor education is essential to 
ensuring high-quality practicum experiences for student teachers. Stu-
dent teachers who may not know much about mentor education or 
whether their mentors have received such trainingsuggest that mentors 
should be selected carefully. Currently, without sufficient support from 
mentors, student teachers face the daunting task of connecting theory 
and practice on their own. 

3.3. Potential third space meetings 

The picture so far indicates limited negotiated coherence between 
the courses on campus and the practicum even if there is a common goal, 
educating good professionals (M3). However, all the participants offered 
suggestions as to how the two cultures could be connected and learn 
from each other. Mentors and supervisors realise that potentially they 
can achieve more if they collaborate more. A supervisor claims that the 
two parties “are occupied with different tasks, but together we could be 
stronger” (S2), and a mentor states that “we need to share competencies” 
(M1). One suggestion is to “work against the opinion that we are experts 
when it comes to theory, [and] they are when it comes to practice. The 
two are intertwined” (S4). Another suggestion is for supervisors to draw 
on practice in the teaching on campus (S5). 

“There is a kind of conflict of interest, and we risk working against 
each other,” states one of the supervisors (S3) and continues to say that 
the parties know too little about each other. “It is not dangerous to think 
differently,” the supervisor adds recognising the value of different 

perspectives. Another supervisor claims that it is important to have 
constructive interaction and not a power struggle over who knows best, 
with the student teacher being caught in the middle (S5). As one mentor 
says: “You [the supervisors] provide the superstructure that we do not 
have time for. We are practitioners who have to translate this structure 
into practice” (M4). Both parties suggest a division of labour that can be 
productive. Sometimes it is not. A mentor describes a school visit in 
which she disagrees with a supervisor’s feedback to a student teacher. 
The mentor chooses to be passive in such situations. However, despite 
challenges, she embraces the idea of the third space and expresses as a 
wish: “We should see it as a resource to be in the same room.” 

Both mentors and supervisors wish there were more meeting spaces 
where they could collaborate and get to know each other better. As one 
supervisor says: “I would like more meeting spaces – for example, a 
forum for discussion where mentors can meet at the university and 
where we can have discussions as a way of creating coherence” (S2). A 
mentor suggests being invited to the university and taking part in 
teaching on campus (M2), and another complains that there are no 
meeting spaces for joint planning (M3). 

Mentors who attended an annual two-day conference which, due to 
external funding, took place for some years, emphasise how important 
the conference was. One of them explains: 

I really loved the conference […] that was my entry to understanding 
teacher education […] We talked with people, were in groups, had 
discussions and were frustrated sometimes and fired up at other 
times and back at school we thought that it was wrong to be on 
different planets and think we have the answer. (M1) 

At the conference, mentors and supervisors met as teacher educators, 
got to know each other in a formal as well as an informal way, and 
developed a relationship and a shared frame of reference. 

The findings indicate that the current programmes face challenges in 
terms of facilitating coherence through collaboration between schools 
and universities. However, mentors and supervisors demonstrate a 
willingness to bridge the cultural divide between the two institutions to 
provide a more cohesive support for student teachers. In fact, they offer 
suggestions for improving the interaction and even embracing 
differences. 

In the following sections, we will discuss both the challenges and 
opportunities that arise from the findings. 

4. Discussion 

Building negotiated coherence relies on a trusting relationship 
among all actors involved. School visits during practicum are in the 
current study the only place where the parties in the practice triad meet 
and interact. However, it seems to be a meeting space where participants 
do not feel free to speak and try out their ideas in dialogue with others 
which is a prerequisite for transforming and developing new knowledge 
(Engeström, 2005; Penlington, 2008). 

The student teachers are in a high-stake situation that can be “scary” 
and influence their part of the conversation. Limited time and assess-
ment pressure can obstruct a reflective conversation and consequently 
school visits may not foster critical thinking and professional growth 
(Cohen, 2013). 

Mentors for their part may experience a lack of recognition from 
supervisors and a situation influenced by dissonance (Ben-Harush & 
Orland-Barak, 2019). An example of this is the educated mentor who 
regarded herself as a teacher educator but nevertheless withdrew when 
there was disagreement between a supervisor and herself. Findings 
support that even educated and experienced mentors do not feel rec-
ognised as equal partners by the supervisors. 

Some of the supervisors find school visits useful but nevertheless 
sometimes find it difficult to share their ideas. While they want to 
enhance reflection and move from experience to abstract understanding 
that may have transfer value (Smith & Ulvik, 2018), the assessment 
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situation is often reduced to the question of how the student teacher 
mastered a specific lesson. Subsequently, it becomes challenging to 
establish connections to the university coursework and to strong theory. 

Even if there is goodwill between mentors and supervisors, the 
relationship and thereby the interaction is far from optimal. What hin-
ders learning can be asymmetric power relations, disparities between 
cultures, and a hierarchic division of labour (Ben-Harush & 
Orland-Barak, 2019; Hart, 2020) – and not least the assessment purpose. 
However, the mentors and supervisors in the study would like more 
collaboration and a close relationship which is described as a prereq-
uisite for coherence between fieldwork and coursework (Darling--
Hammond, 2006). The parties suggest additional and varied meeting 
spaces and opportunities for acquainting with one another and learning 
from each other’s competencies. However, for that to happen, respect 
and trust are crucial (Helleve & Ulvik, 2019; Zeichner. 2010) - which 
require adequate time and space for development. 

What is important for student teachers is the meetings with their 
mentors, in which assessment seems to play a minor role compared to 
school visits. Balancing support and assessment in mentoring can be 
hard and requires time (Bullough, 2012), but mentors who meet student 
teachers regularly during practicum may be able to manage this. How-
ever, based on what student teachers report, not all mentors offer 
mentoring that contributes to coherence. Some even create distance 
between fieldwork and campus courses by downgrading theory and the 
courses at the university. If coherence is perceived to be negotiated 
(Richmond, 2019), the parties do not need to agree, but they still need to 
respect and listen to each other. 

The educated mentors in this study, find it important to promote 
reflection and to connect practice and theory. For them, it is not only 
about student teachers mastering a specific classroom, but about 
reflecting and developing an understanding with transfer value. Based 
on the findings, student teachers appear to be largely responsible for 
bridging the gap between fieldwork and coursework on their own. 
Previous studies corroborate educated mentors’ perception of them-
selves as teacher educators (Helleve & Ulvik, 2019; Ulvik & Sunde, 
2013). They have developed a language for talking about teaching, have 
knowledge of teacher education, and have become part of a mentor 
community (Ulvik & Sunde, 2013). Their expertise appears to empower 
them to establish coherence between practice and theory. 

In line with previous studies and a recent national report (Flaget, 
2021; Hammerness, 2013; Korthagen, 2011), the student teachers in this 
study perceive practicum and university coursework as two different 
worlds and consequently with limited coherence. One world has to do 
with mastering a classroom, the other relates to classroom ideals. The 
student teachers seem to find a similar attitude among mentors and 
suggest that theory (understood as course literature) does not have a 
proper place in schools. Our findings align with Darling-Hammond’s 
(2006) argument that fieldwork in teacher education is often left to 
chance while university coursework is often seen as overly abstract. 

While, according to student teachers, the course literature seems to 
describe the ideal school, practicum provides cases that include the 
complexity found in schools and classrooms (Helleve et al., 2021). 
Therefore, meaningful assignments like cases from practicum may 
constitute a fruitful starting point for joint reflection where perspectives 
“meet, collide and merge” (Engeström, 2005, p. 46). 

To practise as teachers is different from reading about it. However, 
the impression that student teachers obtain of the profession during 
practicum may also be limited or conservative (Fuentes-Abeledo et al., 
2020). The varied quality of practicum reported in this study un-
derscores the possibility that practicum may offer a picture of practice 
that needs to be challenged – for example, by the courses at university 
and strong theory (Kvernbekk, 2012). Being a professional is not only 
about fitting into the existing culture and reproduce the status quo 
(Grudnoff, 2012). 

Furthermore, there seems to be some disagreement concerning what 
practicum should include. Some supervisors and the student teachers 

emphasise the teaching of subject matter, while mentors emphasise the 
importance of the comprehensive teaching role. If practicum and 
campus courses present different teaching roles, coherence may be 
threatened if the difference is not thematised and discussed among the 
involved. 

Schools and universities represent different cultures that can chal-
lenge and complement each other and mutually provide a richer un-
derstanding of the teaching profession (Bullough & Draper, 2004; 
Jackson, 2015). This can occur despite their disparities, yet there must 
be mutual respect and interaction (Ben-Harush & Orland-Barak, 2019). 
Differences should be utilised positively for the sake of learning and 
those involved collaborate so as to extend and transform their under-
standing of practicum. In order for this to occur, it is necessary to 
establish forums for productive discussions. 

The third space is a space where academic and practitioner knowl-
edge is brought together and coherence can be negotiated (Richmond, 
2019; Zeichner, 2010). From this study we have learnt that school visits, 
in their current form, are problematic as a third meeting space. In the 
third space, those involved need to recognize one another’s knowledge 
and the interaction must be based on respect (Bergman, 2017). Despite 
the willingness of mentors and supervisors to collaborate, and the desire 
of student teachers for better connections between schools and univer-
sities, it appears that the system does not facilitate such efforts. Prac-
ticum that counteracts what student teachers learn at university 
(Fuentes-Abeledo et al., 2020) may be problematic. However, with 
constructive interaction, such disparity can also lead to explorative 
conversations and disagreement can be used to enhance critical thinking 
and develop new knowledge (Engeström, 2005; Penlington, 2008), and 
thus promote an ongoing negotiation of coherence. 

The problem addressed in this study is shared. However, the sample 
is small, and data is collected from a specific context. It would be 
valuable to gain insight from future research into how the notion of 
coherence is perceived and addressed within different contexts of 
teacher education. 

5. Concluding comments and implications 

The study has provided insight into contextual opportunities and 
challenges in how meeting spaces in practicum can facilitate coherence 
by integrating coursework and fieldwork. One key factor is the estab-
lishment of conference spaces that encourage joint reflection and 
negotiation, and to reduce the focus on assessment. Collaboration be-
tween mentors and supervisors is essential to support student teachers in 
connecting practice and university coursework, to secure the quality of 
practicum and to avoid that practice is left to chance. Educated mentors 
can be particular beneficial as can the development of trusting rela-
tionship between mentors and supervisors. This allows for interaction 
and learning from different perspectives. Conversely, hierarchy, disso-
nant interaction, and a lack of trust or respect for each other’s knowl-
edge can undermine the third space. Trust is essential in order to use 
disagreements for negotiation and for promoting understanding. 

Teacher education needs mentors and supervisors who can facilitate 
student teachers’ reflection and thereby support them to learn from 
teaching in an ongoing way. Assignments based on cases from practice 
can be particularly valuable in this regard. Theoretical and practical 
knowledge should interact in order to promote critical thinking as a 
foundation for further professional development. Meetings in the third 
space then appear to be crucial. However, it is not sufficient to gather 
people in the same room; the outcome depends on the quality of the 
interaction. 
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