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Abstract.

This paper stems from a larger body of work undertaken as part of a
postgraduate research study on co-operating primary teachers’ experiences of
the school placement process in Ireland. Given that co-operating teachers play
a key role in the initial teacher education process in Ireland (Teaching Council,
2013), the paper focuses on the types of engagement and interaction currently
evident in the practice of a select number of co-operating primary teachers who
intermittently host and work with student teachers in classrooms and schools.
The factors which inhibit the development of significant pedagogy-focussed
interactions are also explored. Through using a qualitative methodological and
analytical lens, findings indicate that there are a range of factors which constrain
engagement, and that co-operating teachers rely heavily on verbal pedagogic
discussion to interact with student teachers. Participants also emphasised the
challenges to engaging with student teachers as a result of uncertainty or
unwillingness from the perspective of either party. The implications of this
research are considered in terms of future research to extend the findings
presented herein, and the current national priority to develop a formalised
programme of co-operating teacher professional development in the Irish
context (Teaching Council, 2019). While the research was conducted prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic, the pandemic has underlined the key role of co-
operating teachers in the placement process and has highlighted the need to
formally acknowledge and support them in their work with students.
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1. Introduction.

Building on the consultative fora held throughout the 1990s, the passing of the Education Act
(1998) and the Teaching Council Act (2001) heralded a decade of significant change in teacher
education in Ireland. The subsequent publication of the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy
(Department of Education and Skills (DES), 2011), signalled a reconceptualization of the long-
standing model of initial teacher education (ITE) nationally, with programmes of teacher
education significantly adjusting to meet Teaching Council accreditation criteria (Teaching
Council, 2011). Lengthier programmes of study at undergraduate and postgraduate level, and
accordingly, extensions to practicum elements of such courses, were the obvious changes. Not
only did this mean a significant emphasis on practical experience within these third level
courses, it also meant an increase in the amount of time student teachers spent in the

classrooms of their co-operating teachers.

Partnership is an implicit principle underpinning the current organisation and conduct of school
placement as evidenced in The Guidelines on School Placement (Teaching Council, 2013), the
Cosan Framework for Teachers’ Learning (Teaching Council, 2016) and the School Placement
Innovation Report (Teaching Council, 2021). The key role of the co-operating teacher within this
partnership model is further acknowledged in Céim (Teaching Council, 2020), which details the
current accreditation criteria and process for ITE programme providers. This refers to the co-
operating teacher as Treorai?, translated from the Irish language as guide, a term which now
implies significant agency for the co-operating teacher in the placement process. Ascribing such
a formative and formal role to the co-operating teacher, is indicative of how their role has moved
from one of marginal involvement (Kellaghan, 2002; Coolahan, 2003; DES, 2006) to key
partners. However, this change has not yet been matched by support structures, training or
dialogue, leading Clarke and O’Doherty (2021) to contend that ‘the level of partnership and
sharing of professional responsibility for placement between colleges and schools which the

Council had envisioned has yet to materialise’ (p.65).

Given the evolution of the co-operating teacher role in such a short period of time, it is
unsurprising that research in the Irish context suggests that some co-operating teachers feel

under-prepared for their role, or certain aspects of the role, within school placement (Hall,

! Treorai (plural Treoraithe) is the Irish word for 'guide’ - a term introduced to replace the term co-
operating teacher by the Teaching Council (2019).
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Murphy, Rutherford & Ni Aingléis., 2018; O’Sullivan, 2020). The reasons for this could vary. For
example, there is currently no requirement for co-operating primary teachers to undergo formal
training for their role, with only some optional short courses being offered (DES, 2018). This
lacuna is acknowledged by the Teaching Council’s intention to create a formal, national
programme for co-operating teachers in the coming years. The Report and Action Plan of the
School Placement Working Group (Teaching Council, 2019), recommended the development of
a national framework of professional development for co-operating teachers, though also
acknowledged that neither the Teaching Council nor the DES can accurately state the number
of student teachers who undertake placements each year, indicating difficulties in identifying the
number of co-operating teachers nationwide. However, this acknowledgement of the need for
professional development for Treoirithe is a response to the envisioned increase in dialogue
between the student, the co-operating teacher and the HEI tutor. These partners are forging
Zeichner’s third space (2010), though not yet in a formal or coherent manner. The concept of
the third space has evolved in recognition of the role of the co-operating teacher as a school-
based teacher educator, who can support or hinder the transition between third level spaces
and practicum placement for student teachers (Chan, 2019). As Martin, Snow and Franklin
Torres (2011) point out, it has transformative potential as the teachers teach others to become
teachers. However, as Daza, Gudmundsdottir and Lund (2021) conclude, tensions characterise
the relationships in the third space and the needs, perspectives and interests of all partners
need to be addressed. In moving away from engagements premised on a hierarchy of
knowledge and expertise ‘this new and expanded way to understand professional practice
provides opportunities for learning about teaching in spaces where few hierarchies are
permitted’ (Daza et al., 2021, p.11). In developing a model of professional development for co-
operating teachers, it is essential to address that different knowledge communities have
different perspectives and priorities. As Lillejord and Barte (2016) contend, partnerships are
complex enterprises that require cross-institutional resources, infrastructure and knowledge

sharing to truly support professional learning and engagement.

This understanding of differing perspectives is important as literature indicates that engagement
is also influenced by the power dynamics within the relationship between the co-operating
teacher and the student teacher with whom they work. Draves (2008) emphasises that co-
operating teacher interpretation of the role can influence whether they view their role as power-
balanced and collaborative with the student teacher, or whether they see it in terms of expert

and novice relationships. This power imbalance may be unknown to both the co-operating
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teacher and student teacher within the dyad at the time, yet could be at play nonetheless.
Similarly, the focus of discussions and emphasis on particular areas of development can
subconsciously exude co-operating teacher power, where student teachers may be influenced
by what the co-operating teacher focuses on (Anderson, 2007; Parks, 2015; Matsko et al., 2018;
Chan, 2019). These less obvious aspects of the relationship appear to influence the type of
relationship that develops in this dyadic interaction, and hence the engagement that occurs as
a result. In their research, McGarr, O’Grady and Guilfoyle (2017) seem to indicate the extent to
which student teacher perception of important concepts or theories can be influenced by the
interaction they have with their teacher educators and the authenticity of the relationships in this
regard, suggesting that co-operating teachers play a powerful role in influencing student teacher

knowledge and practice.

Terms like collaboration and engagement are embedded in contemporary Irish educational
policy (DES, 2011, Teaching Council, 2011; Teaching Council, 2016), but what these mean for
co-operating teachers in practice merits exploration. Literature suggests the centrality of
relationships to successful school placement experiences and learning (Jones, Kelsey & Brown,
2014; Young & MacPhail, 2016). However, the development of such relationships may be a
complex task, not least given the time constraints often associated with placements of this
nature. It is suggested that devoting time to discussion and communication can foster trust to
enhance the relationship and navigate issues as they arise during the process (Graham, 1993;
Stanulis & Russell, 2000; Jones et al., 2014). Such discussion and communicative interaction
would undoubtedly support the policy-advocated move towards increased collaboration and
engagement. Yet, the existence of structural barriers, like limited time, preparation or lack
thereof, and the idiosyncratic development of Higher Education Institution (HEI) and school
guidelines seems to hinder full engagement with the process (Gardiner, 2009; Hobson, Ashby,
Malderez & Tomlinson, 2009; Young & MacPhail, 2016; Nielsen et al., 2017).

The Irish model of voluntary participation of schools and individual teachers in the school
placement process is somewhat unique in the international context of teacher education.
Jurisdictions like England, Scotland and the United States have seen more formal partnerships
and placements develop between schools and teacher education institutions (Darling-
Hammond, 2012; Hulme & Kennedy, 2016; Murray & Mutton, 2016), while Northern Ireland has
continued to rely on volunteerism, similar to the approach taken in the Republic (Clarke &
O’Doherty, 2021). While the provision of professional development for Treoraithe is welcomed,

should it be initiated, the developing tension between role requirements and the goodwill and
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volunteerism of participating teachers in Ireland, raises questions about engagement with the

role in the future.

2. Methodology.

The research reported herein stemmed from a larger study, guided by the key research
question: What are co-operating primary teachers’ experiences of school placement in the
Midwest of Ireland? The aims of the study focused on the types of interaction and engagements
experienced by co-operating teachers in their role, what was involved in these interactions, and
how co-operating teachers learned about their role within these interactions. Accordingly, the
study was located within in the interpretivist paradigm, based on a socially constructed approach
to understanding the phenomenon of school placement from the perspective of those directly
engaged with it — a selection of co-operating teachers (Cohen, Mannion & Morrison, 2011;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Wahyuni, 2012). This demanded a qualitative methodology, utilising
elements of qualitative inquiry, interpretative phenomenological analysis, and inductive content
analysis. Given that interpretative phenomenological analysis is based on the premise of
realising and interpreting participants’ lived experiences of the phenomenon under study (Smith,
2011; Smith, 2018), in this case school placement, it seemed an effective methodology to
explore the aforementioned question posed. This methodology acknowledges the interpretative
nature of qualitative research and emphasises that findings are “...an account of how the analyst
thinks the participant is thinking’ (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009, p.80).

Qualitative research, including interpretative phenomenological analysis, is characterised by
small sample sizes, where detailed understandings can be developed from participants (Cohen
et al., 2011; Smith, 2011; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Based on this understanding, a small sample
size of seven co-operating teachers (n=7) participated in semi-structured interviews to explore
their experiences of school placement, including their experiences of engaging and
collaborating with student teachers. The study’s sample inclusion criteria were developed to
ensure that those participating would be well positioned to answer the research question posed
(Teddlie & Yu, 2007; Bryman, 2016), and demanded that participating teachers be engaged in
school placement within the last five years and be based in the Midwest region of Ireland.
Participation in school placement, rather than knowledge or insight into current policy regarding

the role of the co-operating teacher was the determining factor.

Ethical approval was granted from the third level institution under which the research was being
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conducted, in line with recommended best practice (Bell, 2010; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013;
Creswell & Poth, 2018) prior to the commencement of data collection. This subsequently
comprised semi-structured interviews with participants, the preferred data collection technique
for studies employing an interpretative phenomenological analysis methodology (Smith, 2017).
Interviews were structured using an interview schedule, which outlined broad topics for
discussion, prompting reflection on participants’ experiences of engaging with student teachers,
the types of interactions they shared and the participants’ learning for their role as co-operating

teacher.
2.1 Data analysis.

Following data collection, interviews were transcribed and subsequently analysed using both
inductive and interpretative analytical lenses. Smith et al. (2009) advocate that interpretative
phenomenological analysis requires the reading and re-reading of transcripts, with emphasis
on extracting meaning from the data. This was augmented by recommendations in the literature
requiring that refinement of codes and categories supports the generation of meaning from raw
data when implementing a qualitative exploration like this (Gibbs, 2007; Miles, Huberman &
Saldana,, 2014).

The refinement process and subsequent analysis was multifaceted. The raw data was initially
coded and re-coded, with the emergence of categories and finally themes ensuing. The process
followed a hybrid model based on the coding strategies of Saldafia (2013) and Creswell and

Poth (2018). This is summarised in the form of a coding tree (Figure 1 overleaf).

The methods of analysis employed allowed for the augmentation of validity and reliability within
the study, from the constructivist perspectives of such validity and reliability. For example, the
process supported negative case analysis, highlighting the uniqueness of each participant’s
experience, which is highlighted in the literature as essential in such qualitative endeavours
(Creswell & Miller, 2000; Flick, 2010; Patton, 2015). Similarly, the repetitive nature of the
analysis heightened the study’s rigour of approach to ensure that data were represented
accurately and interpreted fairly, arguably enhancing trustworthiness and quality within the study
as a whole (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2013; Bryman, 2016).
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Figure 1: Sample analytical coding tree derived from Saldaiia (2013) and Creswell & Poth (2018).

Additional Refined
Codes...
Refined Code:
CT-ST Communication

Additional Categories...

Category:
CT-ST Relationships

l

Additional Initial
Codes...

H

Sub-theme: Initial Code:

Engagement with

. apion
Student Teachers ‘Open Communication

H

Initial Code:
ST Requests Content
Theme:
i Additional Refined —
Cooperating Teacher Codes... D
Engagement
Category: Initial Code:
CT-ST Discussion CT Initiated Discussion
Refined Code: - )
Initiating Discussions
Sub-theme: Categories — Refined Initial Code:

Codes — Initial Codes
etc.

Engagement with SP

Tutors ST Initiates Chat

\

Additional Initial
Codes...

3. Findings.

Reference to aspects of engagement and collaboration was frequent in the data generated and
referred to in various ways by each co-operating teacher. Some participants highlighted their
experiences of constraining factors resulting in limited engagement, while discussing an
unwillingness to collaborate between both parties, primarily stemming from issues of
awkwardness and uncertainty of role demands. The most prevalent engagements highlighted
by the co-operating teacher participants were verbal pedagogic support and collaborative co-
teaching engagement. It was clear that worthwhile pedagogic engagements were premised on
good communication between the co-operating teacher and the student teachers, with the
affective dimension and the sense of responsibility to the student teachers laying the basis for

the professional dialogue.
3.1 Engagement constraints.

Although participants indicated a willingness to engage in the school placement process and
support student teacher learning in their own individualised way, the data suggested that such

engagement was influenced by a variety of constraining factors, which in some cases appeared
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to deter meaningful engagement. The structure and timing of school placement was mentioned
in this regard, with participants highlighting the difficulties associated with finding time to engage

collaboratively and the informality of the feedback process:

‘Literally, we were walking over to the staffroom at lunch, and they said, “Have you any

feedback for me?”” (Co-operating Teacher 4).

‘Like we had the discussion in the morning, then we discussed at break time and at lunch

time’ (Co-operating Teacher 2).

The depth of effective reflection in these haphazard scenarios is questionable, particularly when
one considers whether the co-operating teacher might be prepared to give feedback in these
unplanned instances, or whether the student teacher might be receptive to such feedback and
engagement when presented in an unstructured and again, unplanned manner. This also
extended to the structure and organisation of the placement and how this in itself might hinder

engagement and learning:

‘And it can be difficult sometimes, you know, sometimes you have two student teachers
in. And one might be excellent, and one mightn’t be so good, and it’s very difficult then,
to you know, to even nab them on their own, you know what | mean?’ (Co-operating

Teacher 1).

This leaves much to consider in terms of how the process of school placement, without the
necessary structural and temporal supports, can hinder the level of engagement evident
between the co-operating teacher and student teacher, and accordingly influence the ways in
which the engagement advocated in policy is or is not enacted in practice. Where these
structural issues were addressed or overcome at an individual level, participants described their

current engagement or lack thereof, in a number of ways.
3.2 Verbal pedogogic support.

Pedagogic support was identified as the primary form of engagement and interaction between
co-operating teachers and the students with whom they worked. All participants (n=7)
highlighted the necessity of engaging verbally with student teachers for a myriad of reasons.
One such reason was to ensure the continuity of learning and classroom structures for pupils,

with one participant noting:

‘... we discuss how we have our timetable. We also have co-teaching and team teaching
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classes going on. | explain to her when that happens and how it happens... because it's

already planned’ (Co-operating Teacher 2).

Similarly, another participant referred to explicit verbal engagement to ensure continuity and the

sharing of expertise with the student teacher with whom they worked:

‘...we go through what | need the student teacher to teach and different approaches that

I use’ (Co-operating Teacher 1).

The focus of these engagements was primarily pedagogic in nature, suggesting that the co-
operating teachers were trying to strike the balance in the duality of their role as classroom
teacher and as co-operating teacher, having to consider the needs of their pupils and the needs
of the student teacher. This verbal engagement also seemed to be used to try and support
student teacher understanding of the teacher’s role in everyday practice. This idea of support
perhaps stems from the aforementioned affective dimension of interaction between the two, with
co-operating teachers willing student teachers to do well, and relying on their own knowledge
of pedagogy to support them in this way. However, they also referred to other key aspects of

this role beyond pedagogy, including classroom management and behaviour support:

‘... they [student teachers] would be watching you and you would be telling them what
works and what you find works well with it, how they should deal with the children and

that’ (Co-operating Teacher 6).

Many of the comments made by participants reverted to these interactions about practice-based
topics, like the pedagogic and managerial focuses of the above quotes. Again, this may derive
from their level of comfort discussing these aspects of the teaching and learning process, and
their awareness of being able to engage authentically with student teachers on these specific
areas. However, on occasion, the importance of verbally engaging the student teacher to praise

the practical demonstration of their knowledge was also emphasised:

‘As the class teacher, it is your responsibility to monitor what is going on and to pick up
on anything that they’re doing good on and praise it and to bring them along’ (Co-

operating Teacher 2).

‘... praising things that I've found work well and what they have done that the children

really reacted to and enjoyed...’ (Co-operating Teacher 7).

These findings give insight into the emphasis placed on the verbal interactions had between

these co-operating teachers and their student teachers. Evidently, verbal engagement seems
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to be essential in discussing the class, the structures in place in the class and how co-operating
teachers give feedback regarding how successful the student teacher is in demonstrating their
knowledge relevant to these domains. The data excerpts above demonstrate that this
engagement was built on co-operating teacher willingness to support the student teacher while
also ensuring consistency for their class. However, aspects of the data also indicated that such
verbal engagement is not always positive, and some co-operating teachers struggled when
having to address issues in practice with student teachers. For example, Co-operating Teacher
4 discussed the dilemma she faced in having to balance the responsibility she felt for the student

teacher’s wellbeing, with the necessity of delivering negative feedback:

‘... I wasn’t going to be able to do that or cut somebody down if they weren’t doing a

good job. That might have insulted them...’(Co-operating Teacher 4).

This suggests that the aforementioned duality of the role of co-operating teacher can be
complex for those faced with challenging experiences in working with student teachers,
remembering that co-operating teachers have a sense of responsibility to their pupils, but also
to the student teacher in their setting. This echoes many of the aspects of the role outlined in
the national guidelines on school placement (Teaching Council, 2013), where an emphasis on
introducing the class and student teacher to one another is central, as is the discussion of
relevant topics to be taught and developing an awareness of learner needs in the student
teacher. Essentially, these extracts highlight the complexity, but centrality, of verbal engagement
between co-operating teachers and student teachers, and the nuances associated with such

interaction in the practicum elements of primary teacher education in Ireland.
3.3 Collaborative co-teaching engagement.

A number of participants discussed their engagement with student teachers in terms of
collaborative co-teaching interactions, where co-operating teachers and student teachers
worked together explicitly on classroom initiatives. For example, Co-operating Teacher 6
discussed the inclusion of the student teacher as part of the already established collaborative

workings of the staff in the school:

‘...80 we’re used to working a lot together anyway, so a student teacher coming in just

becomes part of that...” (Co-operating Teacher 6).

While this signifies a move in the right direction regarding increased engagement between both

parties, the mere inclusion of the student teacher into an already established initiative does not
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in itself imply explicit learning or critical reflection on practice. One participant also referred to
the collaborative process of co-teaching a lesson with the student teacher with whom they
worked, demonstrating a level of engagement beyond the domain of discussion, as highlighted
previously:

)

‘It was a problem-solving lesson, and | intervened and the two of us taught it together

(Co-operating Teacher 5).

While the connotations of the above statement, and the reference to intervening, suggest the
collaboration was perhaps unplanned, it is important to note the shared responsibility of
undertaking a lesson collaboratively and the possible learning arising from such an experience
for both the co-operating teacher and student teacher involved. Similar can be said for the
inclusion of student teachers in a team, like the one mentioned by Co-operating Teacher 6,
where experience of shared responsibility for learning can also be developed. However,
participants did not explicitly discuss whether there was an element of post-lesson discussion
and analysis, where such opportunities for student learning may exist. The extent to which these
collaborative interactions were augmented with critical reflection on practice, and collaborative
planning for future interventions is unclear. This suggests that their influence on student teacher
learning is questionable in the absence of these key elements of learning as part of the ITE

phase of teacher development (Teaching Council, 2011).
3.4 Limited collaborative experiences.

While the findings thus far have highlighted the centrality of engagement, issues surrounding
willingness to engage with the other party were highlighted, with some cooperating teachers
commenting on their own awkwardness and uncertainty in initiating or maintaining these
interactions, as well as their experiences of student teacher unwillingness to engage in some

instances. For example, Cooperating Teacher 3 highlighted the latter, stating:

‘They've a very set, focussed set of ideas and plans, so no matter how much you want to give,

they may not want you to, you know... slip in’(Cooperating Teacher 3)

Inevitably, when the engagements are not supported by statements of shared understanding or
collaborative principles, it is understandable that reticence may characterise the participants’
interaction. This appears to have happened for Cooperating Teacher 3, with the idea of having
to ‘slip in’ in order to engage with the student teacher and encourage reflection being dissonant

with the vision for engagement described in policy.
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Shifting further from the vision referred to above Cooperating Teacher 4 suggested that the role
of cooperating teacher may even be more facilitative than collaborative, suggesting issues in
role interpretation and the idiosyncrasies arising in the absence of formal training for the role.
This interpretation had implications for the engagement evident between this cooperating

teacher and their student teacher:

‘... | feel the class teacher is nearly facilitating the student. Not observing them, not being their
tutor, not really there as a source of help. We really shouldn’t be. We're just giving you the

opportunity...’ (Cooperating Teacher 4)

This raises questions regarding how information about the role is communicated to those
engaging with it, but also how and if such information is used to inform individual practice. It is
apparent that the level of engagement required of both parties in the school placement process
and what this engagement entails warrants attention, as evidently, there are different levels of
engagement currently in practice, both verbal and more collaborative in nature. However, there
also appears to be issues in such engagement, leading to questions about how these issues

occur and where these issues stem from. This will be analysed further below.

4. Discussion.

The findings of the study represent the many forms of engagement the co-operating teacher
participants recognised in their experiences and interactions with student teachers during
school placement. The benefits and challenges arising from such engagements are evident,
ranging from continuity of classroom structures, and collaborative initiatives, to positive and
negative feedback, and the limited structures in place to foster such engagement and

interaction.
Pedagogic Discussions

The data suggests that while there are examples of engagement and interaction between co-
operating teachers and student teachers, much of what was reported by co-operating teachers
did not fully achieve the vision of collaborative engagement and learning implicit in the national
Guidelines on School Placement (Teaching Council, 2013). It is apparent that participants relied
heavily on transmitting pedagogical and managerial advice about their class to the student

teacher, rather than engaging more deeply in order to encourage student teacher critical
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reflection on practice, echoing research on the influence of co-operating teacher focus and
discussion on student teacher learning (Matsko et al., 2018; Chan, 2019). It has been proposed
that a shared understanding of both roles and having complimentary personalities or teaching
styles might support this interaction between student teachers and co-operating teachers
(Young & MacPhail, 2016; Ronfeldt, Brockman & Campbell, 2018). Therefore, one might
question whether the absence of these two factors might hinder efforts towards deeper
engagement, and instead, maintain the interaction at the more superficial level reported herein.
This might also be influenced by the fact that current guidelines (Teaching Council, 2013) tend
to revert to practice-related discussion recommendations, rather than emphasising the
important role co-operating teachers can play in linking theory with practice for student teachers
during practicum (Black, Olmstead & Mottonen, 2016) which can thus ‘dismantle barriers’
between HEls and schools (Chan, 2019, p.8). It remains to be seen if the reconceptualization
of the teacher as Treorai will be accompanied by specific professional development relevant to
this deeper engagement and what that will look like in practice, which this research indicates is

necessary as a first step in creating a shared vision of learning from school placement.
Engagement and Feedback

While the findings demonstrated the centrality of verbal engagement through discussion, they
also demonstrated the tensions arising in the role of the co-operating teacher, and their ability
to give feedback to student teachers. As Co-operating Teacher 4 highlighted, addressing
challenging issues with student teachers can prove difficult. Given the current system of
volunteerism in co-operating teacher practice in Ireland, paired with limited availability of, and
optional engagement with professional development opportunities associated with the role, it
might be suggested that some co-operating teachers may simply not have acquired the
necessary skillset to engage in student teacher feedback of this nature. It has been noted that
explicit training in developing these skills can enhance feedback effectiveness in practice in
international jurisdictions (Ball & Forzani, 2010; Salm & Mulholland, 2015). Perhaps expecting
co-operating teachers to give feedback, either positive or negative, regardless of the level of
informality of such feedback, is unfair in the absence of training for the skills required. With such
training and regular practice in giving feedback, the ability of the co-operating teacher is more
attuned to intervene before issues spiral, hence increasing the effectiveness of the practicum

experiences for all parties involved (Killian & Wilkins, 2009).

Barriers to Engagement
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The fact that some of the co-operating teacher participants discussed their experiences of co-
teaching is welcomed. This is an advocated approach to teaching and learning in lIrish
educational policy (Teaching Council, 2013; Circular 13/17), and supports authentic interaction
between co-operating teachers and student teachers. However, given that current discourse
emphasises the importance of putting supports in place to develop the relationship between co-
operating teachers and student teachers (Nielsen et al., 2017), it is unsurprising that not all co-
operating teachers referred to this level of collaboration. There is no specific time allotted to
intentional, planned interactions between co-operating teachers and student teachers in the
current system of school placement in Ireland, indicating that any interactions encroach on
either parties’ personal time, or on the time allocated to teaching and learning when the class is
present. This was evident in the participants references to informal, unplanned discussion
during break and lunch times. Hobson et al. (2009) suggest that these kinds of sporadic
arrangements are insufficient to sustain co-operating teacher motivation to engage with the role,
and instead more formal supports are required. This is worrying in the context of the
aforementioned volunteerism on which co-operating teacher participation in school placement

is built in the Irish context.
Understanding of Roles

Afinal important factor worth exploring in the engagement and interaction between co-operating
teachers and student teachers is the level of understanding of the co-operating teacher role. As
evident, the findings suggest that each co-operating teacher has their own way of working with
student teachers, some valuing discussion, others valuing collaboration for the benefit of their
pupils, and some unsure of the need for feedback and support at all. Clarke et al. (2014) propose
a spectrum of co-operating teacher participation in the role, some heavily involved in the
process, others physically present but socially removed from the student teacher’s learning.
While this may be influenced by the jurisdiction in which the co-operating teacher operates, and
the requirements in that regard, it may also stem from the way in which the role is interpretated
in the absence of specific guidance. In recalling that Ireland has yet to establish a formal, wide-
spread process of preparation for the role (Hall et al.,, 2018; Teaching Council, 2019), the
idiosyncratic descriptions of engagement seen in the findings suggest that the role envisioned,

and the role enacted continue to diverge in some cases.
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5. Conclusion.

While the findings herein are tentative and solely based on the experiences of a select number
of co-operating primary teachers currently engaged in the school placement process in Ireland,
they offer insight into how the role is engaged with and interpreted by those most familiar with
it. In many ways, the findings echo and extend those by Hall et al. (2018), in demonstrating that
co-operating teachers, while willing, are often reliant on their own experiences and interpretation
in how they engage with student teachers and how this in turn affects the experiences of those
involved in the process. With plans to create a more formalised, national professional
development programme for co-operating teachers in progress (Teaching Council, 2019), the
role of the co-operating teacher is at an important juncture in how school placement will operate

in the future.

With plans currently underway in developing this programme, it is important to consider the
ways in which future research might contribute to the broader discourse and understanding of
the nuances of the role in the Irish context. For example, research exploring the dyadic
relationship between student teachers and co-operating teachers will be useful in determining
whether the experiences of both parties are similar or dissonant in what is expected of the
interaction and how these expectations might shape the way in which it occurs in a particular
setting. This is particularly pertinent given arguments about the necessity of addressing the
perspectives and interests of all actors involved (Daza et al., 2021). This may have wider
implications in determining models of engagement and interaction between both parties going
forward. It is also important to consider and explore what a suite of learning for co-operating
teachers might look like. Given the challenges associated with the role in terms of time,
volunteerism, and motivation, designing a programme that is flexible and responsive to
teachers’ needs will be essential in promoting engagement with the role and subsequently,

deeper engagement with student teachers.

In the Republic of Ireland, as elsewhere across the world, since early 2020 the COVID-19
pandemic disrupted schools and colleges, however placements continued to be integral
elements of teacher education programmes. As placement schedules and supervision
arrangements were adapted to the prevailing schooling situation (Sepulveda-Escobar &
Morrison, 2020) and limited in-school tutor supervision was feasible, co-operating teachers
assumed a most valuable and vital mentoring and guiding presence for the student teachers.

Recent policy impetus (Teaching Council, 2019) and placement students’ experiences with
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teachers throughout the pandemic (Teaching Council, 2021), makes this an opportune time to
establish research-led support networks which will sustain impactful engagement between

these two players who are at the heart of the school placement learning-to-teach process.
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