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ABSTRACT
The engagement of both school and university has played 
a significant role in initial teacher education. The focus of this 
paper is the growth of an alternative style of school-university 
partnership from a single school to a Hub of 19 school-university 
partnership, in the inner-west suburbs of Sydney, Australia. Four 
school and university mentors who have participated over a seven- 
year period have completed surveys on their engagement. Using 
a Community of Practice (CoP) theoretical framework to underpin 
model development, it is possible to showcase the growth of the 
partnerships as important in informing discussion relating to the 
implementation of integrated school-university partnerships and 
practice.
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Contextual background

Schools have long made valuable contributions to university-based programmes for initial 
teacher education (ITE) specifically through the professional experience component 
(Babic, 2019). ITE has recently come under public scrutiny (e.g., Walker et al., 2019) as 
teacher quality, particularly professional readiness of newly graduating teachers, has been 
attributed to the decline in Australian school students’ reading, mathematics, and science 
skills (OECD, 2019). In addition, universities have also been criticised for engaging in 
practices that develop decontextualised ITE programmes that do not match school needs 
(Nguyen, 2020). Consequently, there is no abatement in calls for the school-university 
partnership agenda to develop strong models of integrative practice that meet pre- 
service student needs.

The key imperative of state and federal educational policy makers has been the drive 
for universities to produce profession ready graduates with skills and capabilities that 
meet the demands of professional practice (Aprile & Knight, 2019; Billett, 2015; Nguyen,  
2020). A consequence of this has been the accreditation of many university programmes 
being benchmarked against their ability to produce graduates who satisfy the demands of 
prospective employers. There is consensus that integrated and situated learning for pre- 
service teachers with guidance and collaborative efforts from university and school-based 
mentors is critical for the development of profession ready teachers (Bahr & Mellor, 2016; 
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Darling-Hammond, 2006). As a result, the recent past has witnessed a significant focus on 
the balance between university emphasis on academic rigour and the demands of school 
systems to produce teachers who can deliver effective instruction upon graduating 
(Aprile & Knight, 2019; Jones et al., 2016; McNamara et al., 2013). The nature of university- 
school partnerships has historically been tilted towards universities’ accessing research 
participants to meet their research agendas with little consideration of school systems 
and the problems they face that would benefit from research to provide a way forward 
(Jones et al., 2016; Nguyen, 2020). The Australian government has bridged this divide by 
commissioning studies across three distinct phases with each calling for greater colla
boration between schools and universities in ITE.

The first phase commenced in 2008 when the Council of Australian Government 
(COAG, 2008), the peak intergovernmental body that leads reform in Australian education, 
released its policy, National Partnership Agreement on Improving Teacher Quality (TQNP). It 
was based on this policy that Australian universities developed “partnership” models of 
professional experience where pre-service teachers are to be immersed in school com
munities and to develop ongoing professional relationships with in-service teachers at the 
school. This policy marked a significant and fundamental shift away from the discourse of 
in-service teacher as supervisor, to the in-service teacher as mentor (Manton et al., 2021).

The second phase in 2014, influenced by the Melbourne Declaration (Ministerial Council 
on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA), 2008), resulted in the 
Teacher Education Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG) Action Now: Classroom Ready 
Teachers Report (2014). This report promoted the idea of systems-based partnerships, 
where schools and universities would support the “integrated delivery of initial teacher 
education” (p. 4). In this way, the intention of Teacher education ministerial advisory 
group, (2014), was to improve the professional readiness of pre-service teachers by 
bridging the theory-practice divide in ITE by placing the professional experience, at the 
centre of ITE programme curricula (Billett, 2015). This approach was further affirmed by 
the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) in their Initial Teacher 
Education Program Standards (2015).

The third and current phase is underpinned by the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education 
Declaration (Department of Education, Skills and Employment [DESE], 2019), that identi
fies broader aims focused on evidence-informed and data-driven partnerships. The 
Declaration (2019) notes, “All Australian Governments and the education community, 
including universities, must work together to foster high-quality teaching and leadership. 
In February 2022 the Australian Government released the Quality Initial Teacher 
Education Review (QITE) (DESE, 2022, paragraph 3) with three key areas:

● Attracting high-quality, diverse candidates into initial teacher education
● Ensuring their preparation is evidence-based and practical
● Supporting early years teachers.

School-university partnerships

Although school-university partnerships in ITE have become a priority in state and federal 
education policy documents, the research literature on the impact of such partnerships 
for producing profession ready graduates is sparse (Jones et al., 2016). Moreover, there is 
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no blueprint on how to establish, manage and sustain high-quality partnerships nor 
understanding of the impact on producing profession ready graduates. Therefore, the 
purpose of this study was to understand high quality partnerships and the impact these 
partnerships have on producing profession ready graduates. To achieve this purpose, the 
following research question guided the study:

(1) How can school-university high quality partnerships be established, managed and 
sustained?

The Australian Catholic University-Strathfield South public school partnership 
project: introduction

During phase 2 of the Australian Government’s series of studies on greater school 
involvement in ITE, the NSW Department of Education (NSW DoE) responded to the 
Great Teaching Inspired Learning – Blueprint for Action (GTIL) (NSW Department of 
Education and Communities, NSW Institute of Teachers, & Board of Studies NSW, 2013), 
a ministerial call to improve the quality of teaching and learning in NSW schools. The GTIL 
Blueprint identified 16 proposed outcomes, with one focused on ITE. This ITE outcome 
included heightened entry-requirements into teacher education, strategies to attract the 
“best and brightest” (p. 8) and the need for pre-service teachers to receive “high quality 
professional experience” (p. 9). As noted above the focus of this study is the provision of 
high-quality professional experience.

In response to this call, the NSW Department of Education (DoE) developed the 
Professional Experience Hub (PEX Hub) Framework to strengthen and guide university- 
school partnerships (NSW DoE, 2016). As a result, universities in NSW were partnered with 
a school(s) in close geographic proximity. The Australian Catholic University (ACU) was 
assigned a single NSW Department of Education primary school in the inner west of 
Sydney, Strathfield South Public School (SSPS) and three academics from ACU’s School of 
Education were assigned by the Faculty of Education and Arts Executive Dean, to 
collaborate with SSPS in the PEX Hub. A memorandum of understanding (MoU) was 
signed at the school system level and agreed upon by ACU executives.

The ACU-SSPS partnership was committed to preparing pre-service teachers for the 
challenges of teaching and in this way, they formed a community of practice (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991).

Theoretical foundation
The concept of community of practice has been described as “a set of relations among 
persons, activity, and world, over time” and as being “an intrinsic condition for the 
existence of knowledge” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 98). Consequently, sociocultural 
theories of learning place community, cooperation and collaboration are at the heart of 
the development of the community of practice (CoP) process. In the ACU-SSPS CoP there 
was at the beginning a diverse group of educators, from different backgrounds, with 
varying degrees of experience and discipline knowledge, who worked intentionally from 
the peripheries. Figure 1 captures diagrammatically the overview of the starting point of 
study where the university and school participants are identified. Evident in this figure is 
the school principal, the University more broadly, and the university based professional 
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experience coordinator who were peripheral to the action of the pre-service teacher, the 
mentor teacher and school-based practicum coordinator. This intentional delineation of 
roles was based on a belief that each served a different and specific purpose, and while 
the coordination among these groups was important, it was not necessary for a closer 
interactive relationship.

The purpose of presenting this starting model is to make a distinction between the 
dialectical relationship described in this paper and the cited documents, from the tradi
tional university-school relationship centred around professional experience placements. 
As distinct from professional experience placements represented in Figure 1, the position 
taken by participants in this study and presented below is that the development of their 
relationship involves deliberate collaboration and action from both the school and uni
versity, where academics and teacher educators work seamlessly alongside one another 
as part of the ITE programme, co-creating and sharing ideas and resources to enhance the 
teaching and learning process. Such university-school partnerships involve the conscious 
collaboration that includes an equal and dialectical relationship between university 
academics and teacher educators in support of developing profession-ready pre-service 
teachers. TEMAG (2014) in particular, unreservedly singled out integrated delivery of ITE 
as a precursor to ensuring alignment with the expectations of schools and employers and 
this perspective was reinforced in the QITE Review (2022).

The three distinct phases of Australian Government intervention in ITE, brought about 
this change in sentiment regarding the importance of university and school collaboration. 
For the ACU-SSPS partnership, a CoP seems to best capture the intent of school and 
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School-Based Practicum 
Coordinator
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-
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Figure 1. Overview of study starting point.
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university members as it is made up of a “group[s] of people who share a concern or 
a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” 
(Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015, para. 3). The participants in the ACU-SSPS 
partnership commenced with a commitment to preparing pre-service teachers for the 
challenges of teaching and in this way, they shared a domain of interest (Wenger, 1998). 
This new community of school teachers and university academic staff were committed to 
working together as mentors for the pre-service teachers in their care. In this way they 
deliberately worked to cultivate the group where the emphasis is on legitimate peripheral 
participation with a view to becoming a central member (Buckley et al., 2019). To do this 
they developed over time a shared repertoire of resources as practitioners in the field. 
Their practice aligned directly with the evolving and multifaceted work on CoP that had 
moved from Lave and Wenger’s (1991) early work, to the more recent CoP theory 
(Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2014), used to guide this study as it encompasses 
a landscape of practices that are made up of a complex system of communities of practice 
and the boundaries between them.

Part of this evolving theory on CoP is the capacity to engage fully all members of the 
community, that necessarily requires them to cross boundaries and includes participation 
through conversation, engagement, reflection and reification through the development 
of documents, processes and procedures (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). 
However, the structure of the CoP remains based on earlier work (Wenger et al., 2002) 
that unifies three components: the domain as the area of knowledge that brings the 
community together, the community as the group of people for whom the domain is 
relevant, and the practice as a body of knowledge, methods, artefacts and stories that 
members share and develop together. It is through participation, that members of the 
community develop a sense of identity and belonging, which are central to forming 
partnerships built upon trust, respect and reciprocity (Le Cornu, 2016). This is the focus of 
this study, and with the use of the theory of a CoP it is possible to understand how school- 
university partnerships are established, managed and sustained, and the impact this has 
on developing profession ready graduates.

Study background. Over the seven years of the ACU-SSPS (2015–2021) school participa
tion has grown from one school to 19 schools in the western suburbs of Sydney. This 
growth in the ACU-SSPS partnership provided pre-service teachers with access to accre
dited teacher and academic mentors to guide their professional experience. Table 1 
captures the growth of the programme since its inception, including the number of 
schools, mentor teachers and pre-service teachers involved.

In the beginning of the ACU-SSPS partnership, the intent was to create a functioning 
CoP that fully integrated school system strategic and operational intent into university 
structure, theoretical content and professional experience. This required establishing 

Table 1. Growth of the programme.
Year Number of PSTs Number of mentors Number of schools involved

2021 148 100 19
2020 123 93 (Reduced paired placements due to COVID-19 restrictions) 17
2019 142 71 15
2018 121 61 (paired placements) 10
2017 109 55 (paired placements) 10
2016 87 43 (paired placements) 5
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common goals as a starting point. MacLeod et al. (2008) describe an authentic, practice- 
driven approach based on distributed leadership through the sharing of power. This 
moves the partnership beyond the formal MoU to the co-creation of a shared vision 
and aims focused on the purpose of improving the professional experience for pre-service 
teachers through the close collaboration of school and university staff. For this to be 
achieved, a Mentoring Accreditation Programme for Mentors of Pre-service Teachers was 
developed and delivered by ACU academics. The combination of these factors, informed 
by the TEMAG (2014) and NSW Government (2013) imperative for high-quality profes
sional experience, co-identifying three critical needs, aligned to the three dimensions of 
a CoP (Wenger, 1998):

● building a nexus between schools and universities (Domain: mutual engagement)
● making visible “university” in schools (Community: Joint enterprise) and
● developing quality teacher mentors (Practice: shared repertoire).

Participants. School and university mentors who have continuously participated in this 
study over the seven-year period from 2015–2021 were invited in 2021 to participate in 
survey completion reflecting on the partnership. As a result, three school mentors and 
one ACU academic mentor were identified as being involved for the entire seven-year 
period; their perceptions are reported in this paper. See Figure 2 below for the list of 
participants (pseudonyms have been used for each mentor), and their roles at the 
commencement of the partnership and at time of data collection. Worthy of note is 
that at the commencement of the ACU-SSPS partnership all participants were learning 
through their participation in the CoP. They would have been considered as Wenger 
(1998) terms “peripheral participants” although as the participants became more actively 
engaged in the practices of the community they could be deemed to have transitioned to 
“expert participants” (p.4). This growth in professional recognition is also evidenced in 
their advanced roles within their schools.

Data collection
The study received ethical approval from the Human Research Committee at ACU which 
permitted the collection of the following data to track the progress of the ACU-SSPS 
partnership. The CoP was documented through each iteration of the ACU-SSPS partner
ship. This was achieved through annual surveys completed by school and university 
mentors. Surveys were designed to take approximately 40 minutes to complete. Survey 
data were recorded, transferred to Excel and deidentified. Survey data specifically used for 

School and 
University Mentors 

Role in 2015 Role in 2021

Jay 

Harper 

Mentor Teacher

Mentor Teacher

Deputy Principal

PEX Coordinator

Logan Mentor Teacher PEX Coordinator

Riley University PEX 
Team Member

University PEX 
Lead/Coordinator  

Figure 2. ACU-SSPS mentor participants.
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this paper were collected between 2019 – 2021 with those participants who had partici
pated in the project from 2015–2021. Their perceptions of the project over this timeframe 
form the basis of this paper.

Data analysis. The intention of the ACU-SSPS partnership was to develop a CoP 
that reflects the common passion of both school and university mentors to 
develop profession ready pre-service teachers and through their ongoing integra
tion enhance the mentoring they offer as they interact more regularly and effec
tively. With this intention in mind, a CoP framework is utilised in this study. The 
CoP provides potential for conceptualising, illuminating and analysing the school- 
university partnership. In particular, the three dimensions of a CoP: Domain: mutual 
engagement; Community: joint enterprise and Practice: shared repertoire (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991) have been used as themes to guide the analysis of the data 
collected (see Figure 3).

Study limitation. Covid-19 restrictions impacted on the implementation of the pro
gramme in 2020 as it became difficult to place pre-service teachers in schools. In addition, 
maintaining contact with school based PEX Hub Coordinators was also a challenge along 
with ensuring they were engaged in consistent practices. Another limitation was the quick 
growth of the number of participating schools. This growth stretched university personnel 
and resources as university staff tried their best support all stakeholders. Further, this 
study has reported on the partnership over the full period from 2015–2021. As a result, the 

CoP criteria Description Present research study

Domain:
Mutual 
engagement 

Domain related: regular 
interaction and sets of 
relationships forming a 
common endeavour. 

The mutual engagement for 
this CoP is through school-
university partnerships and 
PEX Hub. There is a strong 
commitment to the 
relationships, interactions and 
negotiated meanings between 
those in the partnership.

Community:
Joint 
enterprise

Community related: the 
interactions, shared goals and 
negotiation entailed in the 
process itself. Also includes 
stated and shared goals, 
information, discussions and 
mutual accountability through 
shared practice where they 
learn from one another. 

Stated and negotiated aims of 
the partnership: How those in 
the partnership learning from 
each other, problem-solve in 
response to the local context 
and situations, and to negotiate 
the CoP’s enterprise. 

Practice:
Shared 
repertoire

Practice related: develop ways
of ‘doing’ over time with joint 
pursuit and shared resources 
such as experiences, tools, and 
documents, routines to support 
meaning making and 
negotiation

The practitioners’ shared 
repertoire is used to negotiate 
meaning through practice and 
co-constructed resources that 
belong to the school-university 
partnership project.

Figure 3. Three indicators of Wenger’s (1998) CoP and as it related to this study.
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participants reported in this study are limited to those who were engaged from the time 
of its commencement.

Understanding the community of practice and its impact on ITE
Through the ACU-SSPS partnership, we explore the successes and tensions surrounding 
the growth and development of the CoP through Domain: mutual engagement, 
Community: joint enterprise and Practice: shared repertoire.

Domain: mutual Engagement – building a nexus between schools and universities
Mutual engagement, within a CoP, is defined as people “engaged in actions whose 
meanings they negotiate with one another” (Wenger, 1998, p. 73). In the case of the 
mentors in this study, the rules around mutual engagement were organically grown 
rather than defined at the commencement of the partnership. It required a move 
away from the university and schools each working independently to a recognition 
by all mentors that mutual engagement was required to ensure the partnership’s 
success. To achieve mutual engagement, the project created an online networking 
platform, initially for one school, that grew to engage all Hub schools and the 
university, as they sought to bridge the policy-practice divide in ITE. This initiative 
was designed to encourage open and timely dialogue and responsive communica
tion that was accurate and transparent, where all views are valued. Survey responses 
from the school-based mentor teachers identified the importance of mutual engage
ment and their support for the notion of “complementary contributions” (Wenger,  
1998, p. 76), where all participants are open to give and receive help, as 
a foundation for success:

The success [of the ACU-SSPS over the seven years] has been built on a foundation of like- 
minded dedicated professionals with a common cause of the shared responsibility for 
preparing profession ready graduate teachers (Jay).

Based on the active and mutual engagement within the CoP, teacher mentors assumed 
leadership of the ACU pre-service teacher professional experience. The upskilling of 
mentors provided through the mentor accreditation programme by ACU mentors 
resulted in professional growth concluding with opportunities for promotion:

My responsibilities have changed over the course of my involvement with the PEX Hub 
beginning in 2015. Initially I was responsible for mentoring PSTs [pre-service teachers]. My 
role then changed to PEX Hub facilitator. These new responsibilities included liaising with 
Hub principals to determine numbers of teacher mentors to take on prospective PSTs for 
forthcoming practicums. I also facilitated the training of new mentors made possible through 
my mentor accreditation, communicating with them and providing follow-up support 
(Logan).

And:

When I first began as a mentor, I understood the partnership to be guided by recent 
department policy, GTIL, and its purpose to increase the quality of practicum experiences 
for PSTs thereby creating more classroom-ready teachers. I undertook mentor training to 
increase my capacity to build supportive mentor relationships with PSTs and link me in with 
a community of practice that would provide me with information and guidance in day-to-day 
responsibilities. My understanding of the partnership shifted when I took on the role of PEX 
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Hub facilitator and I delved more into the GTIL policy document to discover the research and 
case studies forming the foundations of the policy. ACU mentor training also contributed to 
my understanding of mentor relationships and the impact this has on the PST placement 
experiences (Harper).

Mentor engagement supportive of evidence-based practice
Both teacher and academic mentors value the practical components of ITE. Mutual 
engagement involving the development of evidence-informed professional experience 
initiatives were captured by a mentor teacher as having a significant impact in affirming 
the importance of these approaches to raising the standard and improving the quality of 
the professional experience:

This came at a time of reform when perceptions were that we were not producing quality 
teaching graduates . . . ACU mentor training was an initiative that improved the practicum 
experience by providing quality frameworks on mentoring based on research (Jay).

The provision of the mentor resources was not restricted to ACU providing the accredited 
programme. Rather mentors also worked to collaboratively provide resources for all Hub 
participants. Their contributions assisted the development of the identity of their CoP 
were valued with the following commenttypical of mentor perceptions:

PEX Coordinators at SSPS select and collate evidence-based resources into a shared drive for all 
mentors across our 19 schools. Its purpose is to have a “one stop shop” for time-poor mentors 
so that they do not have to search for practicum materials from disparate sources (Harper).

Mentors as researchers and reflexive practitioners
As the teacher mentors engage with the ACU Mentor Accreditation Programme, the 
partnership created opportunities for mentors within the CoP to become teacher 
researchers and reflexive practitioners.

I now better understand the latest research around mentor teaching, and I can utilise some of 
the strategies when providing feedback to other teachers on their practices. I have become 
more aware of my own capabilities, and the important role I will have in developing 
a supportive relationship (Harper).

They feel strongly that they now use research evidence to improve their mentoring skills 
and classroom practice.

During placement, I gather data on PST learning needs and design a curriculum of micro-skills 
several times a week for lunchtime workshops. At the conclusion of the placement, I collect 
data on practicum experiences and mentor experiences. . . (Harper).

Logan, who commenced as a mentor teacher and was promoted to the PEX Hub 
Coordinator role, concurred that the project developed her research practice while also 
strengthening her interpersonal skills.

I have received mentor training to prepare me for the role as mentor. This has enabled me to 
engage with contemporary research in the area of mentoring. As a PEX Hub facilitator my 
skills in communicating with a range of people from PSTs to principals has strengthened. My 
abilities to collect qualitative and quantitative data from mentors and PSTs have improved 
(Logan).
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The university PEX Coordinator agreed that the research undertaken by mentors in school 
was beneficial, leading to improved collaborations.

There have been instances where mentors have engaged in action research focusing on their 
pedagogical practice. Outcomes of their action research has resulted in modifications to the PST 
mentoring processes e.g. round table discussions with a focus on scaffolding learning (Riley).

Mentors also extended their research roles to present papers at conferences and the 
collaboration on peer-reviewed journal articles, demonstrating the lasting impact of the 
CoP and PEX Hub. Key findings from the Hub have been disseminated to model best 
practice by the NSW Department including growth from one school to a community of 
schools. The induction processes trialled in the Hub are now a part of all professional 
experiences in Hub schools. Additionally, findings from the study contributed to profes
sional learning on mentoring practices, strategies for informed professional judgement 
and round table professional learning for PSTs, for example, classroom management 
strategies. These regular mentoring interactions assisted relationships forming around 
a common endeavour. The university PEX Coordinator expressed her perceptions on 
undertakings.

Regular checks occur together with the academic mentor, the PEX Coordinator and the 
teacher mentors. For example, school visits occur throughout the year. On-site conversation 
with all stakeholders takes place about how a combined approach can support the PSTs 
(Riley).

Community: joint enterprise – making visible ‘university’ in schools
Joint enterprise is the process within the CoP whereby the aims, outcomes, approach and 
role descriptions, have been negotiated and mutually agreed by all (Wenger, 1998). In this 
study, clear timelines were collaboratively developed and measures, such as the devel
opment of communication methods and evaluation points for all stakeholders, were put 
in place to ensure that all mentors were clear on requirements and to ensure that the 
intended outcomes were achieved in a timely manner.

Learning as social participation
Describing the evolution of the partnership over the seven-year period, a mentor teacher 
captures the importance of the multi-directional and timely communication.

There is joint decision making and collaboration at all times. It is exemplified in all commu
nication between partners, in joint collaboration for research and the consistent improve
ment in all daily routine organisational aspects . . . Any changes to the practicum 
requirements are discussed or investigated collectively and not imposed on any member of 
the partnership. The Council of Deans resources (http://nswcde.org.au/resources/) was devel
oped in deep collaboration between our ACU and the Hub schools (Jay).

Collaborative approach to learning has seen many rewards with the university PEX 
Coordinator pointing out a number of additional co-constructed documents.

The partnership has allowed for co-construction and review of university teaching docu
ments. For example, the lesson plan template was reviewed by mentors in the Hub, updated 
by the university and embedded in curriculum units. Personnel from the Hub have also 
supported the development of mentoring professional learning materials (Riley).
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Learning is central to CoP identity
A major criticism of university ITE programmes is that they are decontextualised and thus 
divorced from the realities of schools (Le Cornu, 2016). This project made strides towards 
closing this gap.

The ACU-supplied face-to-face mentor training is a cornerstone of the success of our 
Hub. The relationships formed for our community of practice from the initial introduction 
into the high expectations and ethos of the Hub. We are building the capacity of 
accredited CRTs (Casual Relief Teachers) and middle leaders in our schools through this 
training. (Jay)

This professional learning provided the opportunities for the school mentors to 
increase their professional involvement with comments such as the following reflective 
of the mentors’ perceptions of what they have achieved.

I designed and created pre-practicum information for both PSTs and Mentors, specific to each 
school placement. I conducted induction orienting PSTs to the school. I collect data on PST 
induction experience checking that PSTs had received essential information about their 
placement including emergency information and school routines. I negotiate a schedule for 
university supervisors to visit PSTs (Harper).

Embodying the CoP foundations, all mentor’s views were valued, university academics 
mentors worked collaboratively with school mentors to create context specific pro
grammes for pre-service teachers. The presence of the university mentors in the schools 
not only benefited the pre-service teachers, but also the mentors:

It has strengthened my individual capacity by improving substantive conversation skills, 
establishing learning agreements with PSTs, building professional values and ethics, building 
trust and respectful openness with colleagues and learners in a two-way process. It has 
developed my professional autonomy and observation and feedback skills (Harper).

Practice: shared repertoire – developing quality teacher mentors
Cognisant of the NSW DoE mandate that practising teachers could not mentor a pre- 
service teacher without undertaking mentoring professional learning, context specific 
professional learning was developed to address that pressing demand in the form of an 
accredited programme. The leaders developing this programme were mindful of devel
oping a training programme that aligns with the needs of schools and that would 
ultimately invite collaborative participation. Consequently, ACU team members attended 
a training session in November 2015, focusing on the ACU Mentoring Professional 
Learning programme for all states. Several meetings were held with the SSPS principal 
to streamline the partnership agenda and goals. Following this, the team refined the ACU 
mentoring model to align with evidence-based practices and adult learning principles 
(Ambrosetti et al. (2014); Carroll et al. (2010). The teacher mentors worked collaboratively 
with university academics to co-construct and develop theoretical unit content. This 
content is now delivered by the teacher mentors to bridge the theory-practice divide. 
Thus, this process provides valuable professional learning and research opportunities for 
both the teacher educators and university academics.

A key feature of the collaboration is the co-construction of practical solutions in mutual 
settings where participants’ views are respected as authentic. To engage with mentors 
while pre-service teachers were on their placement, ACU academics, principals and the 
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two school-based PEX Hub Coordinators collaborated and initiated a school visit schedule 
to connect with each mentor and obtain feedback on their experiences. This proved 
beneficial for mentor teachers as it continued the professional learning outcomes within 
their classrooms and schools. The university PEX Coordinator commented that “changing 
the mindset of having a ‘good’ pre-service teacher assigned to a school/mentor to now be 
about working with the mentee to build their capacity to be profession ready” initially 
proved to be a tension point.

From 2019, the school based PEX Hub Coordinators engaged in training to facilitate the 
accredited mentoring programme to bring new mentors on board. The plan is to revisit 
and facilitate Professional Learning (PL) that is at the Lead and Highly Accomplished 
Teacher levels.

Professional growth of mentor teachers
The partnership addressed the NSW DoE mandate of improving the professional experi
ence of pre-service teachers through staff developing mentor teachers. The university PEX 
Coordinator identified in her survey data that in “preparing the PSTs for placement in the 
diverse school settings . . . We rely heavily on school partners to support the contextual 
nature of the school setting and that doesn’t always happen.” However, to align PL with 
the needs of schools, ACU academics attended training sessions to better understand the 
context within which ITE students undertook placement. Ultimately, the partnership 
resulted in upskilling of school and university staff as evidenced by responses from both:

Developing my mentoring skills and applying the scaffolds provided in training for feedback 
and challenging conversations. Using interpersonal communication skills to assist PST’s in 
developing their pedagogy. I participated in mentoring round tables to develop exemplars 
for best practice among our Hub schools (Harper).

And

I attended a training session, together with 8 NSW colleagues, in November 2015, focusing on 
the ACU Mentoring PL. I met regularly with the principal . . . , and AP [Assistant Principal] at 
the time . . . and decided to work towards building the capacity of practising teachers to 
mentor PSTs. I attended all school based and NSW based meetings/conferences (University 
Academic, Logan).

In the past teachers did not receive specific training in developing professional mentoring 
relationships. The partnership addresses the need for pre-service teachers to be mentored 
by teachers with skills as a pre-service teacher mentor.

In the past teachers at our school did not receive specific training in developing professional 
mentoring relationships. Through several conversations that I have had, teachers now feel 
a greater level of confidence in building these relationships and managing challenging 
conversations. Pre-service teachers at the end of their placement regularly commenton the 
successfulness of the relationship they developed with their mentor teacher (Logan).

The university PEX Coordinator’s comments on her survey were in agreement with the 
school based PEX Coordinator.

It is evident that the mentors have increased their capacity to be reflective practitioners 
during this process. At times, touch point surveys are sent to mentor teachers to reflect on 
their practices, areas they require further development with, and support required. The PEX 
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Coordinator discusses those responses with the university lead and support strategies are 
implemented. For example, a shared understanding was required for the final year assess
ment measure, GTPA [Graduate Teacher Performance Assessment], a support document with 
probing questions for mentor use was developed and shared with the mentors (Riley).

Through mutual engagement, the professional growth of the mentor teachers was 
evident. There was a significant and positive impact on the professional growth of the 
mentor teachers, and as a result, the improved quality of the professional experience for 
the pre-service teachers. Supporting this finding, two mentor teacher’s commentbest 
captures the sentiment of those surveyed by arguing that the partnership created an 
environment for nurturing high quality pre-service teaching experiences through 
strengthening and building the capacity of the mentor teachers:

Reflecting on my own beliefs and values as a mentor and advocating for preparing for future 
teachers as a benefit for teachers, mentors and the public-school system. . . It has strength
ened our school’s mentors through improved teacher quality with continual professional 
learning. Our mentors are equipped with an extensive professional toolkit with a raised 
awareness of practice though the strategies taught by ACU (Harper).

And

Efficiency of communication, time-saving (cutting down of frequently asked mentor ques
tions), but more importantly quality materials to set mentors up for success to provide quality 
practicum experiences for their PSTs (Logan).

Growth in professional networking
A partnership between ACU and just one school grew over the years into a vibrant 
community involving 19 schools where practitioners worked towards the common goal 
of improving the placement experiences of pre-service teachers with a view to them 
being “professional ready.” When the teachers were asked, how has the professional 
networking across the partnership grown? Typical of the comments was:

The partnership also addressed the need for our school to be developed as a PEX Hub school 
with training and resources to be shared with other schools in our community of practice. The 
major need was to provide consistent high-quality professional experiences for PSTs and 
supervising teachers . . . to equip classroom teachers as skilled mentors with experiences and 
resources, professional mentoring training and a community of practice to develop their 
skills. The need for a Hub of expert schools to be developed as a lighthouse in best practice 
with training and resources to be shared with other schools in our community of practice. The 
mentor training met the need and could be delivered across our network of schools con
sistently (Jay).

And:

Regular school visits and online forums have allowed for professional networking amongst 
the community of schools. Collegial trust is established between school leaders and the 
university lead, as well as the Director and DoE corporate personnel. Of recent, co- 
constructed strategies are implemented as a response to the national workforce teacher 
shortages. (Riley)
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The growth of the partnership and the subsequent networking, was attributable to 
additional factors, including delivering context-specific training, resource sharing, reach
ing out, maintaining contact, peer support and networking for a common cause.

We could share knowledge and support teacher mentors in our own and other schools in the 
network with resources to build their expertise in professional experience . . . scaffolds, 
reflection forms, feedback models were developed and shared. This met the need for 
consistent high-quality experiences for PST’s (Harper).

New understandings. This research is grounded in such socio-cultural theories of learn
ing and meaning making that occur collectively and individually within this community 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Within this CoP, members have discussed their growing varying 
levels of expertise and experience, their roles have spanned from peripheral participant to 
expert, and they have demonstrated that they are driven by their shared purpose and 
commitment to nurture and produce profession-ready graduates, through the sharing of 
ideas, strategies, the development of solutions and innovative initiatives to create 
a unique and contextual knowledge base and resources.

It is also through the shared experience that we can bridge the gap between the 
theoretical perspectives presented by academic staff at university, the practice of teach
ing and the experiences of the mentor teacher as all members come to understand 
common language, experiences and characteristics of the culture of the environments 
for all involved. Whilst universities and schools are complex social environments with their 
own communities of practice, both university and teaching staff are open and willing to 
join and be accepted by the CoP that is focused on the preparation of profession ready 
graduates.

In pursuing their interest, they engaged in joint activities and discussions, helped each 
other, and shared information (Domain). The foundation of the partnership was trust and 
care about their standing with each other and ability to learn from one another 
(Community). In order to develop shared practice that included the development of 
resources, artefacts, tools and solutions to problems (Practice) (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Department of Education

Pre-
Service 
Teacher

Mentor Teacher

School-Based Practicum 
Coordinator

School 
Principal

Professional
Experience
Coordinator

University

Figure 4. Cycle of design 6: 2021 iteration of the ACU-SSPS PED Hub Partnership.
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Figure 4 provides a diagrammatic overview of the study where the university, 
school participants and the dimensions of the CoP are identified. This is the sixth 
iteration (2021), which is the present-day structure of the ACU-SSPS PEX Hub partner
ship. Evident in this figure is the closeness with which the university based 
Professional Experience Coordinator collaborates with the school-based Practicum 
Coordinator with the School Principal and the University. Evident in this figure are 
the dotted rings that demonstrate the fluidity of the relationship – the movement in 
and out of each of the components and roles (Wengner-Trayner & Wenger_trayner,  
2014). This figure gives greater appreciation to the complex landscape that supports 
several communities of practice that interact with one another and that ultimately 
support the pre-service teacher to become profession ready graduates. This has been 
made possible as the professional experience coordinator and the school-based prac
ticum coordinator worked collaboratively and professionally to support mentor tea
chers in their work with the pre-service teachers while they each also belong to 
a broader landscape of communities of practice. This change between Figure 1 at 
the commencement of the project and Figure 4 at the sixth iteration, indicates that 
the boundaries between the individual communities of practice have become highly 
penetrable, permitting legitimate participation by all members. In this way, the prac
tices that have been developed are the result of the CoP itself.

Conclusion

This research study provides evidence that an appreciation of the landscape of the range 
of communities of practice in school-university partnerships contributes to a CoP 
designed specifically to promote graduate ready teachers. Further, it provides evidence 
that the evolving theory of communities of practice (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner,  
2014) does indeed extend to a landscape of communities of practices. This makes the use 
of the theory complex as researchers must be mindful of the full landscape and how these 
various interacting communities of practice assist or diminish efforts to establish, manage 
and sustain school-university partnerships. Targeted attention needs to accompany the 
collaborative efforts of each of the school and university partnerships to ensure 
a hierarchical interaction is not developed. Instead, the participants who formed the 
school university partnership, discussed in this paper, came willing to learn from each 
other and to grow together. This prevented the potentially limiting components of the 
partnership as each partner recognised that existing communities of practice, either in the 
their school or university setting, making sure they did not direct the way the school 
university partnership was to operate.

The CoP framework, specifically Domain: mutual engagement, Community: joint enter
prise and Practice: shared repertoire, influenced and shaped the design of the school- 
university PEX Hub partnerships and the learning processes through emphasis on profes
sional agency, negotiated competences and the changed and continuing development of 
professional relationships of those within the CoP (Pyrko et al., 2019). Consequently, the 
partnership grew exponentially to become a thriving community with 19 Hub schools. 
Over 300 teachers from these schools have become mentors through NSW Education 
Standards Authority (NESA) accredited ACU Mentoring Professional Learning and more 
than 500 pre-service teachers have participated in the ACU-SSPS partnership. The 
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partnership has allowed for the formation of a CoP within and across the landscape of 
school system and ACU communities of practice. The process has resulted in a shared 
purpose focusing on priorities including graduate teacher readiness and contributions to 
the professional learning of all stakeholders. This finding is consistent with earlier 
Australian research (Salter & Halbert, 2019). Further, the partnership also focuses on 
developing a mentoring programme and support culture of professional experience 
and teacher leadership development that ensures quality of practice in the use of the 
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (Professional Standards) (APSTs). As such, 
the CoP framework ensured an informed understanding of how the partnership would be 
designed and how the community would interact, learn from each other, form relation
ships, participate, engage in their roles and co-construct knowledge. The outcome of this 
project that commenced with one school and ACU and that quickly grew to 19 schools, is 
indicative of the robust, respectful and professional collaboration that is occurring within 
the ACU-SSPS partnership.
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