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Teacher educators who advocate new learning approaches hope that their graduates will address the 
needs of digitally and globally sophisticated students. A critical, enquiry-based framework for teaching 
attempts to unravel many traditional assumptions about learning, assumptions which continue to shape 
preservice teachers’ practices even through early career years. Evidence in relation to effective take up 
of New Learning education approaches by graduates is sparse. This paper will explore how three teacher 
educators attempt to wrestle with ways New Learning frameworks can transform outmoded yet embedded 
views in beginning teachers. They ask: Can changed approaches be consolidated and mobilised against 
some of the adverse conditions that predominate in schools? And if this is possible, what support might be 
required for beginning teachers who are struggling to implement a change process? 
 
The Teacher in New Times  
As three teacher educators, we are committed to designing and implementing New Learning pedagogies 
to prepare future teachers for New Times. This paper will document our processes of discovery making 
and propose ways of supporting beginning teachers though teacher education programs and into the first 
three years of teaching. Two relatively new accredited Bachelor of Education and Graduate Diploma of 
Education preservice teacher education programs in two different states of Australia have been designed 
around principles of New Learning. They are located at The University of Queensland and at RMIT 
University in Victoria. Both programs were designed collaboratively by a team of university educators, in 
consultation with key stakeholders (school personnel, professional associations, teacher unions, 
accrediting bodies) and current educational reform literature (ACDE, 2001; Kalantzis & Cope, 2001; 
Freebody & Luke, 1990; Luke, Luke & Mayer, 2000) among others. Several cohorts of preservice tea 
chers from these two programs are now entering the teaching profession, yet little beyond anecdotal 
evidence is known about the extent to which these beginning teachers have been supported, post-
graduation. We are advocating a mentoring/induction approach that is simultaneously exploratory and 
confirmatory in nature, documenting early career teachers’ endeavours to continue their professional 
learning and understanding of New Learning and to apply new pedagogies as they embark on their 
teaching careers, as well as providing new guidelines for supporting beginning teachers. In this paper, we 
argue the urgency for new ways of supporting our beginning teachers, and describe the types of 
professional learning experiences provided in their preservice teacher education programs through their 
interactions within a virtual primary school environment. A framework for researching new mentoring 
programs is described. This research aims to explore early career teachers’ endeavours to continue their 
professional learning and understanding of New Learning and to apply new pedagogies as they embark on 
their teaching careers.   
 
The term New Times (Hall, 1988) is still frequently invoked to remind us of the rapidly changing, 
technologically-driven, complex society in which we live. New Times signals the advancement from the 
industrial age to the information age, and the instability and unpredictability of the future and future 
lifeworlds of young citizens. The new knowledge economy has real significance for educators who are 
supporting young people to be active participants in the world (Arnold & Ryan, 2003). No longer can 
schools merely provide a  ‘skills-for-work’ education. Schools must adopt a much broader perspective of 
education, based on New Learning (ACDE, 2001). 
 
New Learning sets educators the task of being knowledge brokers as well as futurologists. Beyond 
assisting students to identify, appropriate and analyse knowledge at a time when information is constantly 
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changing, increasing and being contested, educators must also increasingly attempt to forecast the future 
lifeworlds of young people and prepare them for new work economies, essential for new jobs that have 
yet to be imagined let alone written. New Learning must be built around knowledge and capability sets, 
located and transferable learning as well as disciplined and reflexive learning (ACDE, 2001). New 
Learning is about realising that the purpose and relevance of education as we have come to know it in the 
20th century is no longer capable of accommodating the needs of young people (ACDE, 2001).  
With New Learning also comes the need to focus on the learner and expectations of schooling. Of the 
current state of teaching and learning in the 21st century, Darling-Hammond (1998) stated that “today’s 
schools face enormous challenges… [they] are being asked to educate the most diverse student body in 
our history to higher academic standards than ever before” (p.6). In New Times, schools increasingly are 
populated with  ‘new’ students who are shaped by their relationships with information and 
communication technologies (ICT) in ways that many current teachers could never imagine. These 
students are adept at multitasking, sophisticated in their uses of electronic technologies, and used to a trial 
and error approach to solving problems, contrasting a more logical, rule-based approach by previous 
generations (Oblinger, 2003, Oblinger, Martin & Baer, 2004). In New Times, schools must be adaptable, 
contemporary and relevant, to ensure they keep apace of students whose own real-world self education 
(particularly in the ICT arena) is fundamentally different and may often surpass their ‘school education’.  
The Charter for New Learning, developed by the Australian Council of Deans of Education (2001), urges 
educators to seriously reflect upon the state of schooling and education in New Times: “What is required 
today is a very dramatic rethinking of education systems, the nature of knowledge and the role educators 
need to play” (p.149). Teaching in New Times, therefore, requires educators to reconceptualise their roles 
to fit with the new knowledge economies (Lovat, 2003). 
 
In 1993, Papert (1993) claimed that someone from the 19th century could step into a contemporary 
classroom and know at a glance where he/she was. Similarly, in 1998, Bigum and Lankshear stated that, 
while everything around us is changing, education appears to stay the same. Further, they likened 
educational change to the ‘old wine in new bottles syndrome’: although the names of educational 
frameworks and practices may alter, patterned ways of thinking and operating remain. Clearly, the call for 
education reform requires real change. The word change is derived from the Greek word metanoia, which 
is a fundamental shift of mind. It appears that a shift of mind at all levels is required to affect real 
educational reform that goes beyond the rhetoric.  
 
Preservice teacher education 
How, then, might this ‘shift of mind’ be realised in practice? Preservice teachers entering teacher 
education programs come with a background of experience of schools and schooling, and typically they 
bring with them a set of values and beliefs about the profession that is not consistent with New Learning. 
Preservice teacher education programs must lay the  foundations to ensure that newly graduating teachers 
consistently listen to the assertions that guide their practice, whilst also listening to their own learning and 
to challenge their tacit assumptions. In these New Times where information and communication 
technologies are influential in the learning and teaching dynamics, preservice teachers need to become 
aware of their existing beliefs, deconstruct them and reconceptualise the kind of teacher they hope to be. 
Dissonance is required, and according to Breault (2004), dissonance can be powerful as a focus for 
fostering conceptual and perceptual change. To bring about change and reform in education to meet the 
diverse needs of all learners, beginning teachers must transit from preservice teacher education programs 
with a mindset that ensures that they continually reconsider their place in their classrooms in light of their 
own educational experiences and learning.  
 
The perception of initial teacher training failing to adequately prepare beginning teachers is still being 
echoed: “The beginning teacher is…catapulted into a classroom where she is leader and manager for 
which her academic courses and practice teaching were obviously inadequate” (Seymour, in foreword to 
Trubowitz & Picard Robins, 2003, p.ix). From such perceptions of teacher education programs, the 
premise of induction and mentoring programs is unidirectional. Induction into the profession is through 
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learning from more experienced teachers. Mentoring thus could serve as a conservative practice, 
preserving the status quo. Indeed, Bleach (1999), in his summaries of research into the mentoring of new 
teachers, has provided compelling evidence of mentoring programs serving to stifle the enthusiasm and 
creativity of beginning teachers who “discard much of what they have learned on their ITT [initial teacher 
training] courses and adapt to the dominant ethos and ways of working of their first school” (p.3).  
Effective mentoring of beginning teachers, therefore, is more than merely inducting them into the school 
in which they are employed, and acquainting them with policies and practices of their employing body. 
Cochran-Smith and Paris (1995) have argued that mentoring programs, based as they usually are on skill 
and culture transmission, are essentially conservative and that alternative visions are needed. Research by 
Howard (1999) has suggested that it is far too simplistic to believe that culture change will occur merely 
by implementing a mentoring program. Mentoring practices have the potential to transform rather than 
reproduce school culture. The challenge is to understand how that potential can be realised. 
 
New Learning in practice: The virtual school 
As part of a reconceptualised Bachelor of Education program, we  designed courses around the needs of 
the ‘new learner’. Although theories of New Learning abound, it was necessary to explore how these 
theories might play out in the everyday life of the school. In order to build capacity through expeditious 
use of ICT, we developed a virtual primary school. Veering away from pre-packaged computer programs, 
we created our virtual school environment around new design principles, not just in content but also in 
structure. We wanted a professional practice site which reflected change in progress and allowed students 
to engage in dynamic, but realistic educational surroundings. The overarching notion of the virtual 
primary school was to dislodge and contest existing notions of traditional schooling practices, using a 
common school and class of students. Preservice teachers have a placement within this school, which 
offers a narrative-based scenario approach to work at the edge of the traditional and the new. The virtual 
primary school and its inhabitants exist to enable preservice teachers to explore shifts in thinking, take 
risks in practice and study how educational change occurs. The virtual primary school has, over four 
years, continued to establish itself and evolve, enriched by constant feedback, active student involvement 
and action research.     
 
The design of the website is a school with a building over 100 years old, housing a new addition. From 
the outside, the building looks much like a school our preservice teachers may remember from their 
primary school days. Yet we confront the familiar by deliberately including elements of the future to 
surprise and encourage students to learn in new ways. There is no site map provided as the preservice 
teachers navigate through the virtual primary school environment. On their travels they discover a range 
of information housed in filing cabinets and cupboards, drawers and on classroom walls. The information 
they find (text based, audio and visual) and the order in which it is discovered is arbitrary, yet the paths 
they take on their tour frames their attitudes and expectations about the rest of the school 
environment. Adding digital dimensions in turn adds choices for the preservice teachers, and some of the 
elements appear over time as the user visits each room, rather than all at once.  
 
The preservice teachers work alongside a young teacher (Anna Jones), with 6 years’ experience. We built 
her profile in lectures, tutorials, online through her professional journal and in her interactions with the 
preservice teachers, other colleagues, parents and students. We deliberately created a teacher who keeps 
facing her traditional past, slipping back to traditional modes of operating but still seeking needed change. 
Anna Jones is a highly reflective practitioner and a teacher/researcher. She became the kind of 
questioning reflective teacher we encourage our preservice teachers to become. Anna asks new kinds of 
questions about teaching and learning, which have offered education students different kinds of spaces for 
considering teaching practices.  The vicarious experience has led to a number of affirming online 
comments from our students. One writes: 
 

I believe that if you do not step outside your comfort zone you have no chance of finding a better 
alternative. Teaching is not a one way road. This assignment [curriculum design based on the 
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Virtual School] has given me the ability to be creative and adventurous with a wealth of 
knowledge about my students supporting my journey.  

 
Moreover, growing knowledge of the virtual primary school has extended its influence beyond our 
specific courses. Colleagues have seen great potential to adapt the concept for their own curricular and 
pedagogical objectives, as the idea extends throughout the teacher education program. For example, Dr. 
Jennifer Elsden-Clifton writes:     
 

The Virtual Primary School underpinned the course “Understanding the Learner and Diversity”. 
In this course, the virtual school provided a starting point to observe, try out and discuss complex 
learning and diversity issues, which can be difficult in an abstract form.  The students were also 
able to participate in a shared dialogue as the course was based on a common set of 
circumstances.  I found that this enabled richer and deeper conversations around pedagogy as 
students were able to discuss collective data, rather relying on recall of different practical 
experiences.  

 
The research project 
The virtual school is one medium for shifting student perceptions from traditional forms of practice. If 
such changes  are effective on the educational level, graduates may exit their programs with 
transformative intentions, but little is then known of the establishment of their teacher identities. Through 
mapping the professional learning journeys of students from the final year of their preservice teacher 
education programs in Victoria and Queensland, through to their second year of teaching, the aims of this 
longitudinal research project are: 
 
To establish a learning community between preservice teachers in Victoria and Queensland through the 
virtual classroom (Latham et al., 2004a; 2004b) which is an integral component of the education courses 
within both programs, and to document the extent to which such communication and sharing continues 
into early teaching.  
To foster teaching/learning communities with novice teachers (both on-line and face-to-face) who adhere 
to New Learning pedagogies, in order to support one another through enacting change by engaging in 
professional conversations and classroom risk-taking.  
To track the career pathways of cohorts of two groups of beginning teachers from the final year of their 
teacher education program, through the next two years after exiting the program.  
To explore the extent to which beginning teachers are supported and continue to adopt new learning 
pedagogies necessary to engage and extend new learners in the 21st century.  
To support a selected sample of beginning teachers in their endeavours to implement purposeful, enquiry 
based classroom projects around New Learning pedagogies furthered from their preservice learning.  
To build teacher capacity by allowing beginning teachers to identify and further professional learning.  
To develop a model of sustainable and embedded professional learning that creates a seamless and 
purposeful transition between preservice teaching and beginning teaching.  
 
Induction and mentoring of beginning teachers through professional learning communities 
As previously argued, mentoring and induction programs may merely serve to induct  beginning teachers 
into the ethos of the school in which they find themselves, and to provide them with ‘recipes’ for 
successful teaching suitable to the school context. Such an approach appears to be based on an extremely 
traditional perspective of preservice teacher education programs. For example, The James Report on 
Teacher Education and Training (James Committee, 1972) in the UK stated that induction was necessary 
in order for beginning teachers to: 

 
…relate the theory he has mastered to the practice in which he is now involved…His wise seniors 
in his first school introduce him, by example and precept, to an understanding of professional 
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attitudes and to an appreciation of what his particular school is, how it works, how decisions are 
taken, how parents are involved (para 3.8).  

 
Online professional learning communities are not new. However, establishment of an online learning 
community between preservice teachers from two universities across two different Australian States is not 
a common practice or component of preservice programs. In this study, one of the aims is to do just that, 
and to deliberately sustain its existence and explore its potential. This online community will be a place 
for preservice teachers to share their thoughts and reflections as they undertake their journey into the 
profession, and will serve as a means of continual communication after graduation. Added to this, in this 
study, the case study beginning teachers will be given time out of their face-to-face classroom duties to 
visit and observe other teachers in their classrooms. Darling-Hammond (1998) has described how new 
teachers in China and Japan watch other teachers at great length, holding discussions with other teachers 
and their ideas. This is a vision of teaching where the professional teacher is one who learns from 
teaching rather than one who has finished learning to teach upon entering the profession. In this study, 
case study teachers will be encouraged to reflect upon their observations in other classrooms.  
This approach to induction and mentoring into the profession is novel and an innovation on current 
practices and models. Through this study, gathered data will provide evidence to evaluate the potential of 
such a model. A major outcome of this study will be the identification of factors that promote and support 
the establishment of teacher-led learning communities and collaborative learning partnerships where 
ongoing professional dialogues, virtually and face-to-face, are integral to teachers’ work, and to highlight 
the importance of induction and mentoring programs in schools where beginning teachers have greater 
opportunities to spend quality time in other teachers’ classrooms observing, critically reflecting on the 
complexities of teaching, and developing strategies in order to further build teacher capacity and produce 
teachers who are agents of change. Senge (2000) argued that changing the way we think and interact in 
classrooms involves looking within our own practice but also beyond. “We must take time to look 
inward: to become aware of, and study the tacit ‘truths’  we take for granted, the ways we create 
knowledge and make meaning in our lives” (p. 20). 
 
Teacher reflection  
The development of teaching expertise and quality relies on an element of risk-taking to trial new 
approaches in the classroom and to take time to reflect upon the outcomes (Latham et al., 2006). In this 
project, the researchers will support and encourage the case study teachers in their endeavours to develop 
small, enquiry-based classroom research projects. Sharing of these experiences will be through the 
established online professional learning community. The deliberate fostering of engaging in the process 
of reflection upon teaching practice is a further innovation to the process of teacher mentoring. Such a 
lens into the journey of teaching from the early stages will provide significant data on the facilitation of 
educational reform and growth of teacher expertise. An outcome of this study will be documentation of 
strategies to support teachers undertake small enquiry-based projects within their classrooms to learn 
more about their teaching and about students’ learning and a means to evaluate teaching practices that 
strive to better respond to the complex needs of learners in the 21st century.   
   
Conclusion 
Reconceptualising curriculum around New Learning principles has opened further considerations around 
the extent to which changing educational content can lead to re-evaluation of classroom practice. The task 
of critically analysing one’s beliefs around teaching is not a simple one, and to adopt a questioning 
approach to evaluating pedagogy is an enormous challenge. Reconstructing professional knowledge about 
teaching is a much more difficult task than constructing knowledge (Breault, 2004). Working with the 
belief that deep learning needs to be modelled and practised in order to acquire confident and effective 
teachers, we created the virtual primary school, which has emerged as a powerful and relevant teaching 
tool. Carefully constructed scenarios pose new kinds of questions about what knowledge is worth having 
and the new role of the teacher in challenging times. The evolving, open-ended potential of the virtual 
primary school offers education students rich opportunities to move beyond the school life students have 



  Document: FAU06199.doc 
  Author: Julie Faulkner 
  Save Date: 14/11/2006 
RMIT University  Page 6 of 7 

known, and take risks in an environment that is moving teaching and learning knowledge 
ahead. However, once out in schools, graduate teachers face a confronting range of hurdles which test 
newly-acquired philosophies. Our research will explore the challenges such teachers encounter, asking 
how they continue to negotiate the theory/practice interface in their daily lives, and what resources they 
further require in order to feel supported in the process of consolidating New Learning pedagogies.   
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