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Abstract
This article outlines different approaches to the development of pre-service student 
teachers’ professional knowledge of and for practice. Key debates and positions are 
identified in the literature regarding aspects of the theory-practice relationship. These 
include: different theories of knowledge and skills transfer; assumptions about the type 
of expertise future teachers should possess and about ‘what counts’ as the knowledge 
underpinning the practice of teaching; and different positions on the relationship between 
pedagogical knowledge and subject knowledge. The article considers how these various 
conceptualisations and assumptions influence curriculum thinking, and how these are 
linked to contemporary debates and policy frameworks on teacher education in South Africa.  
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INTRODUCTION

In her editorial to a special issue of Teaching and Teacher Education on teacher 
knowledge, Ben-Peretz (2011) traces the development of scholarly understandings 
of teacher knowledge. She concludes with two recommendations, namely: that 
educators take note of the apparent gap between scholarly frameworks and the 
reality of teacher education and schooling; and that further exploration be done on 
understandings of teacher knowledge in different global contexts.

In this article, we take up this challenge with regard to teacher education in 
South Africa. We outline the assumptions that underpin the conceptualisation of 
professional learning curricula for pre-service teacher education, as presented 
through the scholarly literature, and discuss some of the implications of these 
theoretical notions within the context of teacher education in South Africa. 

Although these might be ‘packaged’ in different ways, professional teacher 
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education programmes in South Africa, as in other parts of the world (Cheng, Tang 
and Cheng 2012), traditionally comprise four main elements, namely: general 
education theory; pedagogical/methods study; disciplinary/subject matter studies; 
and school-based experience. In education theory, students are usually provided 
with access to a range of general theories of education, schooling, and development 
related to teaching, through foundation courses such as the psychology, history, 
philosophy and sociology of education. Pedagogical or methods study courses have 
conventionally incorporated both ‘general pedagogy’ and ‘subject pedagogy’. The 
former focuses on basic teaching techniques such as general strategies, and skills 
or procedures for teaching, for example, classroom discipline and management. 
‘Subject pedagogy’ focuses on how particular subjects are taught, and how to deal 
with common misconceptions or problems children have in understanding the 
particular subject (Center for Research in Math and Science Education 2010; CEPD 
2009a).

Teaching practice, or school-based experience, forms a compulsory component of 
all teacher education curricula. As part of the development of professional knowledge 
of teaching practice, student teachers spend varied amounts of time in schools 
gaining practical experience. This generally takes place under the supervision and 
mentoring of teacher educators or external mentors, and teachers at the host schools, 
who provide feedback to student teachers on their teaching. 

In the current article our specific interest is in approaches and models for the 
development of student teachers’ professional knowledge of and for practice, as 
normally presented through pedagogical courses, teaching practice, microteaching 
sessions, and observation of teaching.

TEACHER EDUCATION CURRICULUM FRAMEWORKS

For about a decade, the Norms and Standards for Educators (NSE 2000) provided 
a policy framework for teacher education curricula in South Africa. However, in 
2011, a new set of policy guidelines was formulated, the Minimum Requirements 
for Teacher Education Qualifications (MRTEQ). These guidelines built on research 
around the implementation of the Norms and Standards for Educators, responding in 
particular to the critique of a compliance approach to curriculum design and a lack of 
explicit conceptualisation of the relationship between different elements of teacher 
education. The MRTEQ thus ‘allows for institutional flexibility and discretion in the 
allocation of credits within learning programmes, and encourages teacher educators 
to become engaged with curriculum design, policy implementation and research’ 
(DHET 2011, 9). 

Despite these good intentions, possibly due to relatively few research studies 
on teacher education in South Africa (see Deacon et al. 2009), for many teacher 
educators involved in pre-service teacher education, the different epistemological 
positions, philosophical traditions, and theoretical assumptions and beliefs driving 
teacher preparation may be more implicit than explicit. In the next section, we 



238

C. Reeves and M. Robinson 

therefore discuss a central area of debate with regard to teacher professional learning 
in the literature, namely the relationship between theory and practice.

The two main theory-practice approaches through which student teachers are 
expected to acquire professional knowledge are theory-based approaches and 
experiential or practice-based approaches. Three main positions on the theory-
practice relationships are identifiable, namely: teaching theories before putting 
them into practice; ‘constructing’ theories or ‘extracting’ principles from practical 
experience; and teaching theories with practice. All three approaches reflect different 
positions on how best to link theoretical or conceptual knowledge and practice 
and, as will be pointed out, impact directly on the ways in which teacher education 
curricula are designed.

TEACHING THEORIES BEFORE PUTTING THEM INTO PRACTICE

Teaching professional educational theory followed by practice is the model that has 
conventionally been employed in teacher education programmes in South Africa. 
This theory-led model is still prevalent in many higher education institutions (HEIs), 
although it is currently considered outmoded (Samuel 2010). In the model student 
teachers are provided with the theoretical knowledge and conceptual tools for teaching 
practice (including knowledge of the sociology, philosophy, psychology, and history 
of teacher education, and of aspects such as assessment, coping with diversity, or 
knowledge of preferred practices, or of how children learn, and methods or didactics 
courses for teaching a particular subject area) before they go into teaching practice 
(Morrow, Samuels and Jiya 2004b in CEPD 2009a).

In other words, propositional knowledge is acquired in a formal university 
context, and student teachers then get opportunities to apply or put the theoretical 
knowledge into practice in classrooms (Wideen, Mayer-Smith and Moon 1998). 
Essentially the model assumes a deductive relationship between theory and practice 
(Clarke and Winch 2004). The underlying assumption is that teaching practice is a 
theoretically informed field, and that student teachers first need to acquire theoretical 
and conceptual knowledge through course work in order to put the knowledge they 
have gained into practice. A further assumption is that student teachers will be able 
to translate the theoretical and conceptual knowledge they have learnt into practical 
teaching situations.

The model has been criticised for not working that well in practice (Zeichner 
and Tabachnick 1981). The critique is that, even though student teachers are taught 
about aspects such as how children learn, they experience difficulties in using this 
knowledge to make decisions about what to do when they encounter situations in 
real classrooms (Schön 1983). The argument is that professional learning in a formal 
context such as teacher education institutions does not easily transfer to actual 
classroom practice. Knowing the relevant theory does not necessarily mean that 
student teachers know how and/or when to apply the theory. 

Others argue that the problem does not lie with the ‘theory first’ model but with 
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the way it is implemented. The contention is that teacher educators sometimes ‘teach 
theory badly’; are unable to articulate theoretical approaches clearly enough; teach 
theory ‘too abstractly’ without relating it to practice at all (Arends and Phurutse 
2009, 21); or, because programmes tend to favour a particular repertoire for teaching 
in classrooms, ‘codifications of practice’ are passed off as theory (TEP 2009, 97). 
In the latter case, student teachers are not provided with access to the principles 
underpinning pedagogy, and, as a result, pedagogy becomes proceduralised. It 
becomes a set of ‘how to’ teaching techniques (Gamble 2009), or ‘good ideas for 
the classroom’ (Ensor 2004, 229) which student teachers are not equipped either 
to question or to adapt. Another argument is that most trainee teachers are simply 
not provided with sufficient opportunities and time to put the theoretical knowledge 
taught into practice in schools.

More recently a shift to a focus on student teachers’ learning from experience has 
arisen largely as a result of research that has suggested that alternative approaches 
to conventional practices advocated by teaching programmes are not taken up when 
newly qualified teachers begin teaching in schools (Davis, Adler and Parker 2007). 
Findings suggest that new teachers tend either to model their teaching on their own 
school experiences, and teach the way they were taught (Lortie 1975; Reeves and 
Robinson 2010; Rusznyak 2009), or to take on existing practices of the schools 
where they work, even if these practices contradict what they learnt in their pre-
service training (Ensor 2004). 

Underpinning the development of more practice-based models are concerns 
as to how this propensity can be diminished essentially through approaches that 
presume that most learning is context dependent or relational. The following models 
emphasise practical knowledge, situated learning, or the acquisition of more tacit 
aspects of teaching which are ‘not graspable within language’ (Ensor 2004, 226).

‘CONSTRUCTING’ THEORIES FROM PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE

Two examples of experiential or practice-based approaches to teacher professional 
learning are the reflective-practitioner model and the socially critical-reflective-
practice model (Morrow et al. 2004b in CEPD 2009a). Such approaches emphasise 
providing student teachers with opportunities to construct understanding of the 
principles that underpin the practice from experience. Both models reflect the 
influence of constructivist approaches to teaching and learning. Essentially the 
models assume an inductive approach to the relationship between theory and practice, 
where ‘theory’ (understanding why) is constructed through experience (Clarke and 
Winch 2004).

The reflective-practitioner model
Underpinning the reflective-practitioner model is the notion that student teachers can 
overcome the tendency to teach as they were taught, and can develop the capacity 
to improve their own practice through conscious self-reflection and action research, 
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or cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflection on their own classroom 
experiences (Samuel 2010). The assumption is that professional education curricula 
are more effective if they increase student teachers’ capacity for reflection (Davis et 
al. 2007). The teacher educators’ role is thus to facilitate the process of reflection and 
support the development of teachers as reflexive practitioners through experiential 
inquiry-orientated approaches. The ‘practice’ that is to be acquired is the capacity for 
reflection (Davis et al. 2007).

A further assumption underpinning the model is that knowledge is inherent within 
student teachers (Samuel 2010). Personal growth is emphasised and each student’s 
knowledge and experience is seen as unique. A common strategy for implementation 
is for student teachers to keep personal journals recalling and recording their 
experiences in schools and classrooms, or their biographies and life histories. These 
accounts are then used as a tool for reflection, professional growth, and identity 
development. Student teachers may also be required either to observe teaching 
or to be assigned tasks which are followed by reflection on their observations or 
experiences. In some cases, they may be required to reflect on practical experiences 
in relation to theory read or discussed in class, either before or after the observation 
or teaching task.

One critique of this approach is that ‘context’ is taken to form the base for 
theorising when, in reality, particular classroom contexts constrain the type of theory 
or principles that can be derived from them (Clarke and Winch 2004). The concern 
is that the classroom context may not produce enough evidence for generalisation. 
Another concern with the approach is that learning by trial and error and acquiring 
knowledge and skills through reflecting on practices in class can take up a lot of time 
(CEPD 2009a).

A further critique of the model is that, if student teachers are expected to draw 
mainly on their personal experiences, or their own knowledge of schooling and 
teaching, and resources from within themselves in order to think critically about 
their assumptions about teaching, and to identify alternative ‘better’ practices and 
gain more principled understandings, then they are unlikely to have the necessary 
understanding and expertise to be critical about these experiences or observations 
(Adler and Davis 2006; Davis et al. 2007). Essentially the argument is that, student 
teachers cannot investigate, question and evaluate what they do not already know 
and understand.

One strategy to address the issue of a lack of insight and expertise has been 
to locate the model in ‘situated learning theory’ by fostering the development of 
‘communities of practice’ (CoP) (Lave and Wenger 1991), where student teachers 
are members of a professional community of experienced practitioners (Graven 
2002). Proponents of this view argue that student teachers need to experiment with 
their practices in conversation with other more experienced and knowledgeable 
practitioners rather than only through individual reflection (CEPD 2009a; Reed et 
al. 2002). However, a critique of the CoP approach is that it tends to ignore diversity 
in terms of teacher-student experiences, and contextual conditions in South African 
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schools and classrooms. A danger is that the ‘discourse of community’ may be 
taken up as a way of avoiding having to deal with such differences. The approach 
also assumes that student teachers have access to expert practitioners who are able, 
and have the time and inclination, to collaborate. It also assumes that established 
teachers are amenable to engage critically with their work, and not simply interested 
in entrenching existing practices (CEPD 2009a; Ensor 2004; Morrow 2007).

The socially critical-reflective-practice model
The socially critical-reflective-practice model is similar to the reflective-practitioner 
model but is based on the assumption that student teachers need to become more 
critical of the role of education in the larger socio-political context and develop 
understanding of how schooling reproduces inequality (Morrow et al. 2004b in CEPD 
2009a). During the apartheid era in South Africa, support for this model arose largely 
in response to criticism that schooling in many teacher training institutions was 
treated as if it was politically neutral, with the role of education being disassociated 
from the broader societal, economic and political context (CEPD 2009a).

Underpinning the socially critical-reflective-practice model is the notion that 
novice teachers need to be made aware of their social justice task as teachers. Hence, 
the emphasis in the model is on helping students to reflect on the ways in which 
particular notions of ‘hierarchy and power’ are promoted in schools and classrooms 
(CEPD 2009a, 68), and on how teachers, through their classroom practices, can act 
as agents in creating a more equitable society (Samuel 2010). This model is implicit 
in the MRTEQ, which argues that teacher education programmes should

address the critical challenges facing education in South Africa today – especially 
the poor content and conceptual knowledge found amongst teachers, as well as the 
legacies of apartheid, by incorporating situational and contextual elements that assist 
teachers in developing competences that enable them to deal with diversity and 
transformation (DHET 2011, 9–10).

The main critique of the model is that student teachers may be able to criticise 
prevailing ideology, but developing social awareness does not necessarily make their 
teaching more effective and help to improve academic achievement in classrooms. 
For real social justice change, it is not enough to become critically reflective, student 
teachers must also be able to provide disadvantaged learners with epistemological 
access to ‘powerful’ school knowledge (Wheelahan 2010). The model is also 
generally considered to be more appropriate in schooling systems where there is 
a need for teachers ‘to act as more autonomous agents’ (CEPD 2009a, 70). For 
example, the purpose of the People’s Education movement in South Africa in the 
1980s was to challenge the authoritarian apartheid system (CPED 2009a).

The master-apprenticeship model
The master-apprenticeship or craft model which draws on ‘the notion of apprenticeship’ 
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(Ensor 2004, 227), is another example of a more practice-based approach (Morrow 
et al. 2004b in CEPD 2009a). In South Africa, this model has formed part of a move 
towards a site-based model of teacher education through learnerships, where it is 
believed that schools and classrooms are the contexts in which student teachers, 
under the guidance of expert practitioners, will acquire appropriate strategies for 
teaching and learning (Morrow et al. 2004b in CEPD 2009a; Samuel 2010).

The master-apprenticeship model is based on the assumption that best practice 
must be demonstrated (Ensor 2001). Underpinning the development of this model is 
the view that the influence of ‘theory-first’ approaches on the professional practice of 
student teachers is limited because many students lack models of ‘valued practices’ 
in-action. Because teacher educators themselves tend not to model such practices 
in their own teaching, students need demonstrations and other images of what ideal 
practices look like (Ensor 2000). Also key to the model is the notion that all practices 
cannot be made explicit through language. Implicit ‘craft aspects’ of teaching 
competence, and more context-dependent principles of teaching are best learnt 
through direct experience and empirical observation of ‘masters’ at work (Ensor 
2001, 2004).

The main strategy for implementing the model is for student teachers to be 
exposed to the knowledge, skills and dispositions of established practitioners reputed 
for the quality of their teaching (Grossman, Schoenfield and Lee 2005). Thus the 
model depends heavily on access to effective schools, or ‘school environments that 
are stable and predictable’ (CEPD 2009a, 69), and on the availability and willingness 
of adepts in such schools to work with students. A major constraint in terms of 
implementing the model in South Africa is that many schools and classrooms provide 
‘restrictive’ learning environments (Fuller and Unwin 2004). The assignment of all 
student teachers so that they are exposed to experts also poses a challenge. 

Arguably the model requires strong partnerships between universities and 
‘professional development schools’ that are well-supplied with the kind of teachers 
who can model best practice in classrooms (CEPD 2009a, 67). Such an approach is 
encapsulated in the Integrated Strategic Planning Framework for Teacher Education 
and Development in South Africa (DBE and DHET 2011, hereafter the Framework), 
where goals and structures for advancing the quality of teacher education in the 
country are articulated. On the other hand, the diversity of schools and contexts 
that exist in South Africa is pertinent. If student teachers are only exposed to well-
functioning and well-resourced schools in ideal conditions, their experiences may 
not prepare them adequately for coping with the reality of dysfunctional schools, 
large classes, poorly resourced classroom, and poor socio-economic circumstances 
(Morrow and Samuels 2004 in CEPD 2009b). To combat this concern, the Framework 
specifically calls for school placements to be in functional schools in a variety of 
social contexts, including rural areas.

A further danger with this model is that it can lead to the assumption that all 
professional knowledge is implicit. The approach can also be reduced to the lecturer 
or practitioner simply modelling ‘the privileged teaching repertoire’ (Ensor 2000, 
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2004), or what student teachers are supposed to do, with attention falling on the 
procedures or practices themselves rather than the principles underlying the practices 
(Davis et al. 2007; Ensor 2001). The critique is that it is not enough for privileged 
practices to be modelled, and for student teachers to experience what such practices 
look like. Unless they are also provided with access to the principles that produce the 
practices themselves, they may gain practical (or ‘relevant’ procedural) knowledge, 
but still not understand the rationale behind decisions they make (Davis et al. 2007; 
Ensor 2004).

The quality of the mentorship that students may experience is often of concern. 
Mentors may rely on ‘an assumed shared context of experience’ (Davis et al. 2007, 
15). When this happens, the underpinning principles remain recognizable only to 
those student teachers that already have access to them (Ensor 2004). Student teachers 
who do not already have access to the principles tend to simply take on the outward 
form by mimicking the practices modelled, reproducing what they have observed in 
instrumental or procedural ways (Davis et al. 2007). For example, student teachers 
may observe and practise group work, but the principles that generate these practices 
may remain ‘invisible’ for them (Ensor 2001) so that they are unable either to adapt 
practices appropriately in non-routine situation or to innovate in different contexts 
(Brodie et al. 2002; Reed et al. 2002). 

In general the main critique of experiential approaches is that in-class exposure 
on its own is inadequate to help teachers develop teaching skills that improve student 
learning. The argument is that the practice of teaching requires ‘a mix of different 
forms of knowledge, drawn from both non-empirical (conceptual) and empirical 
(situated in everyday life) domains’ (Gamble 2009, 3). Of concern is that experiential 
approaches may privilege experience over academic learning. Experiential, situated 
or practical knowledge may be given greater value than conceptual and theoretical 
and/or subject content knowledge, with implications for formal learning. 

In the following model, theory and practice are taught simultaneously. The model 
includes both propositional knowledge and contextual and situated knowledge, and 
‘highlights ways in which beginning teachers need to bring these together’ (Lewin 
and Stuart 2003, 96).

TEACHING THEORIES WITH PRACTICE 

The idea underpinning this model is that theory (understanding why) should be cross-
referenced with practice (knowing how) through ‘scaffolding’. The assumption is 
that student teachers need to be equipped with principled knowledge, and for this to 
happen, the abstract principles or theories associated with or underpinning particular 
practices cannot remain implicit. They must be explicitly explained to and discussed 
with student teachers. However, in this model the ‘practice’ to be acquired by 
student teachers is the ability to question, explain, justify, and articulate the reasons 
for actions. Arguably the strategy used in this approach is the ‘interrogation’ (as 
opposed to reflection) of ‘records of practice’ (e.g. video recordings, transcripts of 
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lessons of other teachers, or the student teachers themselves teaching) through the 
use of productive questioning techniques, for example, asking students to describe 
and explain their reasoning or support for practices or actions (Davis et al. 2007). 

However, the images or representations of classroom teaching are not what are 
foregrounded in the process. Rather academic texts or readings are used to enable 
the ‘interrogation of practice’ (Davis et al. 2007). Examples of practice are probed 
by means of appeals to one or more ‘discursive fields’, rather than through student 
teachers’ local knowledge and personal experiences. What is important is that student 
teachers are required to articulate, describe, make judgments, justify and explain 
their thinking in relation both to the practices they have observed, and what they 
have read in research and other theoretical literature (Davis et al. 2007). 

A key assumption is that, for student teachers to exercise ‘professional reasoning’ 
(Gamble 2009; Grossman et al. 2009); make theoretically-informed judgments of 
practice; and be responsive or adapt ‘in-action’ to unpredictable situations (Adler 
and Davis 2006), they need to increase their capacity for intellectual analysis, and 
‘knowledge-grounded discursive ability’ (Gamble 2009, 3). However, also central 
to this model is the assumption that principles or theories associated with practices 
need to be ‘both spoken and shown’ (Ensor 2000, 180). Students need to be inducted 
into and gain access to the ‘professional argot’ (Ensor 2004, 222). Although a feature 
of the model is the notion of modelling through the ‘performance of the lecturer’ or 
‘images and records of the practice of teaching’ (Davis et al. 2007, 23), the idea is 
that the depictions of practice that student teachers look at need to be ‘distanced’ 
through the use of ‘discursive resources’ (Davis et al. 2007, 23) which act as an 
external lens for objectifying images or records of practice (Adler et al. 2005).

Clearly a major challenge with implementing this model is the higher level 
academic and other demands made on student teachers and teacher educators. 
Teacher educators and student teachers’ levels of subject knowledge, academic 
and other capabilities as well as available resources are factors that play a role in 
implementation.

What becomes evident in trying to unpack some of the assumptions driving 
the various professional learning models pertaining to teacher preparation, is that 
positions with regard to the theory-practice relationship also relate to different 
assumptions about the relationship between pedagogical knowledge and disciplinary 
or subject knowledge (Adler and Reed 2002; Hoadley 2009). Underlying different 
positions on this relationship are two different theories of knowledge and skills 
transfer. In one position the tendency is to see pedagogical theory and skills as generic 
and applicable within and across subject domains. The other position supports the 
teaching of pedagogical knowledge within a particular subject domain. This forms 
the next section of the discussion. 
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TEACHING PEDAGOGICAL KNOWLEDGE AS IF IT IS TRANSFERABLE 
ACROSS SUBJECTS

This position is adopted when the assumption is that pedagogical skills and 
knowledge apply to the teaching of all subjects. One approach is to provide student 
teachers with access to a range of pedagogical theories, principles and approaches 
so as to allow them to select and make choices as to which theories and approaches, 
or combination of theories and approaches, are relevant for use in their teaching 
in different subjects, classrooms and school contexts. An alternative approach is 
to convey ‘preferred ways of teaching’ (Ensor 2004, 225) or a privileged form of 
pedagogy or theory of learning, for example, a learner-centred, constructivist, or 
inductive approach. 

The main argument against the position of teaching pedagogical knowledge 
as if it is ‘content neutral’ or transferable across subjects is that the possibility for 
appeals to the authority of the discipline underpinning the subject being taught is 
weakened (Davis et al. 2007). A further critique is that this position can lead to the 
notion that how to teach, is more important than a student teachers’ disciplinary 
knowledge-base, and can downplay the role of teachers’ subject knowledge (Levine 
2006; Reeves and Robinson 2010). The danger is that the emphasis can fall so much 
on pedagogical processes or problem-solving that what results is ‘content-light’ or 
‘content-free’ pedagogy (Coffield et al. 2004). This was one of the central criticisms 
of the policy of outcomes-based education in South Africa (Shalem 2010), leading to 
the development of a more content-driven school curriculum, introduced in schools 
from 2012.

Indeed, some advocates of the position concede that the ‘transfer’ of pedagogical 
knowledge or ‘privileged’ practices from one subject to another is only possible 
providing that student teachers have sufficient subject matter knowledge in the 
relevant subjects. In other words, they acknowledge that a certain level of specialised 
content knowledge is a necessary pre-condition for the transfer of general and/or 
specific pedagogical skills, theories and principles across subjects to be effective. 
Much depends on teacher educators’ assumptions about the type of expertise 
future teachers should possess and about what primarily counts as the knowledge 
underpinning the practice of teaching.

The position of teaching pedagogical knowledge within a subject domain, on 
the other hand, assumes that integrating content or subject knowledge with teaching 
skills is necessary because student teachers need to know a way of teaching specific 
subject or content knowledge. 

TEACHING PEDAGOGICAL KNOWLEDGE WITHIN A SUBJECT DOMAIN 

This position underpins conventional ‘subject pedagogy’ courses which focus 
on how particular subjects are taught and learnt. A key assumption underpinning 
teaching pedagogical knowledge within a subject domain is that the practice of 
teaching draws on the conceptual knowledge of the particular domain. The position is 
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underpinned by a discipline specific understanding of the practice of teaching, where 
knowledge of the discipline or school subject provides a foundation for practice, 
and for making reasoned choices. The idea is that a pedagogical approach needs to 
be developed or re-defined in relation to different domains of knowledge because 
different knowledge domains (e.g. the natural and social sciences) are structured 
differently (Bernstein 1996, 1999). 

One critique of this position in teacher professional learning is that a ‘content-
driven’ ‘Applied Science’ approach may be adopted where the assumption is that 
student teachers are essentially learning to ‘apply scientific knowledge’, in other 
words, subject matter or disciplinary knowledge (mathematics, history, etc.) in 
the classroom context (Schön 1983), as opposed to learning to integrate subject 
knowledge with pedagogical knowledge (DoE 2005). A critique of such an approach 
is that student teachers may have sound content knowledge, but limited or ineffectual 
teaching repertoires (Rusznyak 2008). The criticism is that such an approach ‘ignores 
the complexities of transforming this knowledge into appropriate opportunities for 
learning in school classrooms’ (Adler et al. 2002, 151).

However, key to the position of teaching pedagogical knowledge ‘within a subject’ 
is the idea that the practice of teaching is structured by the principles of pedagogy 
as well the principles of the subject domain. Shulman’s (1986 and 1987) notion of 
Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK), and the notion of Mathematical Knowledge 
for Teaching (MKfT) (Adler and Davis 2006; Ball and Bass 2000; Brodie 2004; 
Davis et al. 2007; Hill, Rowan and Ball 2005), for example, foreground domain or 
subject-specific pedagogy. The view is that pedagogical knowledge is related to a 
disciplinary or subject base, and ‘deeper’ pedagogical knowledge and skills can only 
be developed within the context of domain knowledge.

Nevertheless, it seems that a problem with implementing an approach which 
integrates subject knowledge with pedagogical knowledge tends to occur if pre-
service student teachers’ subject knowledge is weak. If student teachers are not in 
control of the subject knowledge and the intention is to also improve subject content 
knowledge, mixing content knowledge and method tends to result in difficulties with 
keeping a focus on improving their subject knowledge (Graven 2005). The tendency 
is for pedagogical skills and methods of teaching to dominate pedagogical discourse, 
thereby compromising the development of subject knowledge. 

When student teachers have limited or weak subject knowledge, the most effective 
way of improving their teaching practices in a particular subject area seems to be 
to teach content knowledge separately. In this case, debates in teacher education 
usually revolve around the level or threshold of content knowledge necessary for the 
integration of pedagogical knowledge with subject knowledge to take place.

Both of the above positions seem to require a certain level of subject content 
knowledge as an essential pre-condition. If student teachers typically do not have a 
solid foundation in their teaching subjects, and have low levels of content knowledge, 
it seems that attention initially needs to be given to strengthening or deepening 
student teachers’ subject knowledge (Adler and Davis 2006; Lewin and Stuart 2003; 
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Ma 1999), for example, through foundation courses for academically weak students 
– especially in mathematics and science. However, a question arising in this context 
is whether student teachers require knowledge at or beyond the school level they 
will teach (Hoadley 2008) – something which has far-reaching implications for 
programme design.

Much seems to depend on whether student teachers are being prepared either as 
specialists, who teach one or two subjects, or as generalists, where many subject 
areas have to be accommodated in teacher education programmes (Hoadley 2009). 
There is also the consideration of whether they are enrolled for a four-year Bachelor 
of Education (BEd) degree, or a one year professional qualification which builds on 
the disciplinary grounding of an undergraduate degree.

DISCUSSION

Each of the theory-practice models outlined here may be embedded within an approach 
which mainly sees pedagogical knowledge as generic, or within an approach which 
supports the teaching of pedagogical knowledge within a subject domain. Different 
approaches reflect different positions on the type of expertise future teachers should 
possess, and ‘what counts’ as the knowledge underpinning the practice of teaching 
(Adler et al. 2002; CEPD 2009; Gamble 2009). Approaches can be underpinned 
by different theories of learning, and reflect different understandings about what 
‘theory’ is (Gamble 2009).

Teacher educators usually recognise that the practice of teaching ‘draws upon 
a variety of knowledge resources’ (Liakopoulou 2011, 73). Most teacher educators 
draw on a combination of academic subject matter knowledge, curricular knowledge, 
pedagogical knowledge, practical knowledge and skills, experiential or situated 
knowledge, and tacit knowledge. The MRTEQ acknowledges these different types 
of learning for teaching, and summarises these as follows:

• Disciplinary learning: the study of education and its foundations; the study of 
specific specialised subject matter;

• Pedagogical learning: general as well as specialised pedagogical content 
knowledge;

• Practical learning: learning in and from practice;
• Fundamental learning: communicative competence in a second language, ICT 

skills, academic literacy;
• Situational learning: knowledge of various learning contexts, including policy, 

political and organisational contexts; learning to work with diverse challenges 
(DHET 2011, 11–12).

In reality, teacher educators usually adopt hybrid or eclectic approaches (CEPD 
2009a). Indeed the MRTEQ indicates that ‘specific mixes of these five types of 



248

learning and knowledge depend on the purpose of the qualification and provide the 
basis for the design of curricula for specific learning programmes’ (DHET 2011, 12). 

However, even within a ‘hybrid’ approach, factors such as ‘what is considered 
crucial “theoretical” knowledge’ (Gamble 2009, 22) for the practice of teaching, and 
notions of the type of expertise future teachers should possess, clearly influence the 
emphasis given, and result in a continuum of positions. For example, courses which 
see practice as primarily structured by the principles of constructivism will have a 
different emphasis from approaches which see teachers as subject experts, and the 
practice of teaching as primarily structured by the principles of the subject domain.

The discussion thus far has outlined some conceptual distinctions in initial teacher 
education and has shown how these influence curriculum design. In the next section, 
we indicate what we consider to be the priority features of professional learning for 
South African teacher education.

Developing student teachers’ professional learning
Over and above needing to work within parameters set by policy, curricula need 
to be responsive to student teachers’ entry-levels of subject knowledge, and to 
consider student teachers’ own biographies, as their personal experiences at school 
and their particular social conditions affect how they engage with the process of 
learning. Other factors, such as the overall length of the programme; the amount 
of time available for particular courses and allocated to teaching practice; the level 
and quality of school site-based support and mentorship available; and the existing 
capacity and expertise of teacher educators all play a role and influence approaches 
adopted (CEPD 2009a; Hoadley 2009).

Our starting point is that the practice of teaching is structured by the principles 
of the subject domain as well as by the principles of pedagogy. Ultimately, it is 
‘the degree of connectivity’ between the different types of knowledge that ensures 
effectiveness (Liakopoulou 2011, 69). Student teachers therefore need to have 
strong foundational knowledge of the subject they are teaching. If they have a weak 
subject knowledge base, it seems that the principles of the subject are less likely to 
be acquired through a curriculum which tries to integrate the development of subject 
knowledge with pedagogical skills and methods of teaching.

We hold that what is important as far as pedagogical knowledge and skills is 
concerned is that beginner teachers at least enter the profession with an understanding 
of the principles and theories associated with and underpinning pedagogical 
practices and begin to develop the ability to recognise contexts to which the relevant 
theory applies and contexts in which the theory does not apply (Clarke and Winch 
2004). We therefore support a model where knowledge of the discipline or school 
subject provides a foundation for practice, and for making reasoned choices and 
where student teachers are provided with opportunities to increase their capacity for 
making such choices through continually examining examples of practice (such as 
videos of teaching) with carefully scaffolded reference to theory (academic text or 
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readings) (Davis et al. 2007).
We also believe that in a country like South Africa, with its vast educational 

disparities, aspects of the curriculum should be located within a broad understanding 
that effective and responsible teaching ‘represents a confluence of the intellectual 
and the moral’ (Shulman 2004, 378). Teacher education programmes might address 
this principle in a variety of ways, for example: through the inclusion of community-
oriented programmes; diversity training; deliberate placement of student teachers in 
schools with social challenges; an emphasis on critical reasoning; a commitment to 
high levels of academic engagement; and so on. It is our view that such an approach 
is better served when it is infused into the design of the programme, rather than being 
an add-on module or intervention.

CONCLUSION

Lunenberg and Korthagen (2009) argue that teacher education will be more effective 
if the triangular relationship between experience, theory and practical wisdom is 
taken seriously as the basis for curriculum development and teacher educator 
interventions. This goes beyond the frequent discussions about whether theory 
or practice should come first but requires that the whole context in which teacher 
education takes place is considered. 

The discussion in the article has shown how approaches to teacher education are 
influenced by the wider social and political context, current educational policies, 
changing systemic and contextual conditions, prevailing educational theory, and 
past and present research findings (CEPD 2009a). We have argued that teacher 
educators need to be explicit about the assumptions underpinning the choices they 
make for the design of their programmes and have tried to provide some conceptual 
tools for such explication. Teacher educators expect student teachers to be able to 
motivate and justify the choices they make in their lesson planning; similarly, it is 
incumbent on teacher educators to be able to provide a rationale for their curriculum 
design. Student teachers themselves are also likely to benefit from understanding the 
pedagogical reasoning behind the design of teacher education, as this models how 
they too might think about ‘their own story and choices’ (Kosnik 2007, 22).

The rationale for the design of a programme needs to be based on more than 
‘what works’ at a level of craft knowledge; the selection and sequencing of content 
and pedagogy must be located within a conceptual framework that deals explicitly 
with the relationship between theory and practice in professional learning, always 
bearing in mind that this relationship can be understood in different ways. 

The theory-practice relationship, as has been shown, is multidimensional and 
teacher educators will need to base their choices on international literature and 
research on learning to teach, as well as on their own ‘wisdom of practice’ (Shulman 
2004) in the context of the schools and student teachers with whom they work. In 
so doing, teacher educators will hopefully advance both the debate about, and the 
practice of, professional learning in teacher education.
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