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The teaching practicum in Japan can be powerful in its impact despite its brief length, so it is
important to investigate the ways that preservice teachers (PSTs) understand and represent their
practicum experience. | analyzed 23 published practicum narratives written by Japanese PSTs
in their 3rd year of university using Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimensional narrative
space (place, time, and participants). This analysis highlights an understanding of practicum
that resonates with studies of PSTs in various contexts. Specifically, the practicum is seen as an
embodied experience that happens in a particular setting, giving PSTs the chance to physically
inhabit the role of teacher. Moreover, PSTs’ growing confidence in their abilities is achieved
through iterative cycles of practice and marked by particular emotions.

BARTITOHBERBIER VB CHEDICAERFEEEZHTEN D5, WO U RBENT DA ESRATHRIRY
BOVERANDZEIFAYITH S, Clandinin & Connelly (200000 3 RITDF =7+ T - ANR—X (5P -Fim - BRE) Z 8+
ELTERWKEZFERD2ADHEERE DRI Z DT e, ZODITCRREE ENRBLEDHBERE DIRA S 1 x4
S CITONeRBEEWNRICUILRITHRERRT LI LN DD o T BB RBIIFEDIHBA CRISEMHRAE
BRELTHON REEICERICHEGROREZR I REEEZ 5. T D L EEEDBERDRENICOVTOEEIF. EED
RIEFBOFEDRECER NS,

l n Japan the teaching practicum (kyouiku jisshuu) constitutes a somewhat problematic
step in the process of training preservice teachers (PSTs) for public school careers.
Despite its short length (1-3 weeks), the practicum can, for better or worse, have an
enormous impact (Lassila & Uitto, 2016; Yonesaka, 1999). Research on practicum
sessions in various contexts has indicated that they generate intense emotions
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(Bloomfield, 2010; Yuan & Lee, 2016) and are an important locus for the development

of professional identity (Kanno & Stuart, 2011; Seban, 2015; Trent, 2013). However,
participating in a practicum can also confront PSTs with realities that are at odds with
their teaching ideals, and this can hinder development and even lead to withdrawal from
the profession (Alsup, 20006; Fujieda, 2010).

Given this impact, it is important to investigate the ways that PSTs understand and
represent their practicum experience. The use of a narrative approach is of particular
relevance in this regard as it is a universally employed means of construing experience.
As Barkhuizen (2011) has observed,

In the process of constructing narratives, narrators make sense of their lived
experience; they understand it, give it coherence, make connections, and unravel
its complexity. The converse, of course, may also be true; the act of narration can
sometimes confront disconnections, dead-ends, and uncertainties. (p. 393)

Furthermore, in keeping with recent conceptualizations of identity as constructed
through discourse (Varghese, Morgan, Johnston, & Johnson, 2005), a focus on narrative
provides insight into how teachers perform and negotiate their professional identities
(Sereide, 2006; Watson, 2006). For example, Bloomfield (2010) has drawn on the work
of Deborah Britzman in analyzing a PST’s account of her practicum experience as a
“struggle for voice” (p. 222), mixing elements of personal biography, emotions, and
institutional constraints. Bloomfield argued that teacher educators need to be aware of
how PSTs take up the pragmatic stance of merely getting by as they navigate these often
conflicting elements (p. 232).

In this study, 1 explore some of these concerns through an analysis of a small corpus
of published practicum narratives. Although previous research (such as Timos$tsuk &
Ugaste, 2010) has suggested that interviewing PSTs anonymously may make them more
likely to share the less positive aspects of the practicum, this analysis focuses on PSTs’
publicly expressed perceptions of the practicum. Specifically, my aim is to examine the
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institutionally sanctioned ways that PSTs represent the practicum and its significance for
their positioning at the entry point to the profession. The research question guiding the
analysis is: How do PSTs narrate their experience in a public forum?

Method

The 23 narratives analyzed here were published by a national university located in
Central Japan as part of its annual report on practicum activities (Shizuoka University
Faculty of Education, 2016, pp. 17-39). The narratives concern Practicum 11, a 3-week
session usually completed by education majors during their 3rd year. Prior to the
practicum, individual PSTs were solicited by the faculty’s practicum committee to

write kansoubun (reflective impressions) once it ended, resulting in a sampling of
practicum sites by location and type (19 elementary schools, three middle schools, one
kindergarten). PSTs’ kansoubun were edited slightly by the committee for length and
typographical errors. Although there are variations in word count and individual style, all
of the narratives are reflective in tone and consist of a page of single-spaced Japanese text
(roughly equivalent to about two to three pages or around 500 to 700 words in English).

My analysis of the corpus is iterative and draws on the general principles of thematic
analysis as they have been applied to narrative inquiry (Barkhuizen, Benson, & Chik,
2014; Murray, 2009). 1 began by noting key words that seemed significant within each
narrative, looking for terms commonly used across the texts, and 1 then developed and
assigned codes to each sentence. | then reread the narratives in randomized order and
rechecked all codes, revising wording and occasionally changing a previously assigned
code as well as assigning multiple codes to single sentences. At each stage, I recursively
compared codes (and later themes), revising, deleting, and adding so as to avoid codes
that were assigned only once or only within one narrative.

The final stage (presented below) involved grouping codes and examining them
according to Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimensional narrative space (place,
time, participants). This framework is particularly useful in highlighting the ways that
PSTs describe their experience as part of an overall professional trajectory. Following
Clandinin and Connelly, I pay particular attention to the perspectival shifts within each
dimension: place to place, past to present to future, and self to others. A number of codes
are relevant to more than one part of the framework. For example, narratives frequently
refer to the narrator’s lack of ability or experience. This code involves the past perspective
of the time dimension because it relates to the personal histories that PSTs bring to the
practicum. However, it also involves the self perspective of the participants dimension
because it relates to PSTs’ feelings about observing and conducting classes. In the analysis
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that follows, 1 examine and exemplify each dimension in turn, starting with the “outer”
dimensions of place and time, which tend to frame the “inner” dimension of participants.
I have translated the extracts used here into English, though the analysis was conducted
on the original Japanese texts. The numbering system indicates page and sentence
number(s). All narratives are one page long, so extracts with the same page number are
from the same narrative. School names have been redacted. (See Appendix for Japanese
originals of all extracts used below.)

Results
Place

The place dimension is reflected in references to the name, location, and type of school
where the practicum was completed, the PST’s assigned class and mentoring teacher,

as well as statements about the value of an on-site practicum in contrast to university
coursework. References to place tend to occur at the beginnings and ends of narratives
and before and after specific episodes within them, thus framing more specific narrative
content. While many of these references are simple factual statements made in passing, a
number of them describe particular features of the context that influenced the way PSTs
approached teaching: “I did this practicum at an elementary school. 1 felt that elementary
school classes are ‘one chance in a lifetime. Each hour of class is a contest, and you can’t
go back and change it” (18.17-19). Another PST wrote, “1 did my practicum with a fifth-
grade class. 1 felt that the characteristics of the fifth graders were that they were friendly
and a lot of them were able to communicate well with others” (32.3-4). Observations

like these are taken a step further in statements about the overall value of the practicum:
“The points of reflection that arise through actually implementing lessons are difficult

to realize in university classes and were a valuable source of information that 1 was

able to acquire through the unique environment of the practicum” (19.17). Thus, the
significance of the practicum as a learning experience is closely connected to the specific
locale of the school and class.

Time

References to time organize the narratives around the 3 weeks of the practicum. The
central portions dealing with what happened during practicum are framed by statements
that refer back in time to before it as well as forward to the future. The narratives
frequently described the practicum as being different from or exceeding the expectations
PSTs had of it beforehand, often referring to their personal histories and lack of teaching
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experience: “As | hadn’t had much experience with children, I went into practicum with
absolutely no image, and during the lessons many of the children responded in ways
that went beyond what 1 expected” (31.2). This sense of background also comes up in
occasional references to Practicum 1, which PSTs had completed during the previous
year: “Practicum 1 was a brief 1 week in length, so 1 mainly concentrated on getting to
know the children. As a result, we finished the practicum with a relationship not of
students and teacher, but of students and PST” (24.7-8).

In describing the practicum itself, almost all of the narratives make some reference to
the 3-week length, which is described as either long or short, sometimes both at the same
time: “The 3-week period of the practicum seemed both long and very short, but it had
a great influence on my understanding of education and students” (37.2). Specifically,
the practicum is characterized as short in inverse proportion to its positive influence (as
suggested in the previous extract) but long in terms of the anxiety that it generates: “1
was filled with anxiety thinking . .. ‘Will 1 be able to get through these 3 weeks?”” (31.1).
The activities of the practicum are categorized through references to the 1st week, which
is typically devoted to class observations, and the 2nd and 3rd weeks, during which
the PST plans and implements lessons. Many of these are passing references, though
occasionally the two parts are contrasted more specifically: “During the 2nd and 3rd
week, in addition to class observations, practice teaching started, so there was a feeling of
tension that was different from the 1st week” (32.12).

References to the future, which typically occur at the ends of narratives, extend the
practicum experience forward by describing it as something to be built on and made use
of, most immediately at university (including the ensuing Practicum 111): “By properly
reflecting on what 1 did during class and otherwise, 1 hope to take in lots of things at
university and connect them to Practicum 111 next year” (21.28). Narratives also connect
the practicum to the more distant context of a future career: “l want to become a teacher
after further developing my knowledge and skills of teaching children. This 3-week
practicum was a very important experience for my future” (22.20-21). These references
thus reflect an acknowledgment of the need for further experience and development,
implying that the PST still has much to learn, but that the practicum has been an
important step along that path.

Participants

The participants dimension encompassed a much larger and richer group of themes, so
have subdivided it into experiences and accomplishments, which 1 explain below in turn.
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Experiences

Experiences include overall characterizations of the practicum and the things that PSTs
describe as happening to them during it, such as emotions, realizations about teaching,
and the actions of others (especially of children and mentoring teachers). Overall,
characterizations are closely related to time and place and present the practicum as full
(juujitsu shita) or dense (koi), often in contrast to the short length: “I felt that the 3-week
length of practicum was very short, but looking back now it seems like a very full time”
(32.16). Related to this are frequent references to the practicum as providing experiences
that are not just understood mentally, but felt in a physical sense: “1 was able to feel
with my skin and burn into my eyes the things about children, school, and classroom
management that make up the life of a school teacher—things that can’t be experienced
by attending university lectures” (33.2).

Eighteen of the narratives describe specific emotions, most of them positive, such as
happiness and pleasure, hopefulness, nostalgia, and most commonly thankfulness: “I'm
thankful to the teachers and children at S Elementary School for providing me with
this precious experience” (29.20). While a much smaller range of negative emotions is
mentioned, the emotion most commonly referred to overall is anxiety (fuan), which is
usually presented as something that is overcome during the course of the practicum:
“After 1 introduced myself, the children immediately gathered round me and talked to
me about lots of things. At that moment, the anxiety 1 felt about practicum changed to
enjoyment” (23.9-10). Thus, while negative emotions are acknowledged, they are also
harmonized as part of the learning process of the practicum.

Realizations and observations about the nature of teaching as a profession comprise
a significant part of the narratives. These include statements about the importance of
understanding children and child-centered teaching: “The teacher has to be aware of the
characteristics of each child, think about what kinds of abilities they want to develop,
and guide them [in that direction]” (35.3). Closely related to this are statements that
characterize the teacher’s job as a difficult one, usually due to a tension between the need
for careful planning on the one hand and flexibility during class on the other:

I realized that class rarely proceeds in the way the teacher has imagined it will.
It’s not good to make a lesson plan thinking that this is how you want it to go.
You have to think about it from the children’s perspective, such as what they’re
thinking about and the spots where they might trip up. By considering all sorts
of circumstances, you become able to respond flexibly to situations that come up
during class. (35.10-13)
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Central to the ability to plan and maintain flexibility is the trust that has been built up
between teacher and students: “No matter how wonderful the materials that you prepare
are, a class doesn’t happen without a relationship of trust with the students” (28.6).
Statements about the challenges of teaching contrast with those about its value (yarigai)
and charm (miryoku). These are occasionally connected to observations of teachers
working behind the scenes (ura de) in support of children’s development, especially in
planning and carrying out school events. Being a teacher is also described as the chance
to observe children’s day-to-day growth:

The practicum put me in touch with the unaffectedness that children have, and even
in a short period of 3 weeks, 1 was able to notice growth in the changes occurring
within them. 1 realized that being able to watch over children’s development is what
makes teaching an attractive profession. (18.28-29)

One final aspect of experiences concerns the support and encouragement that PSTs
reported receiving during practicum. This includes general framing statements about
the whole practicum as well as specific stories of incidents occurring within it. Support
is most often described as coming from the mentoring teacher and occasionally from
other teachers and the school principal, who usually provides general words of advice
that the PST uses to reflect on the practicum experience. Support from mentoring
teachers is often described, along with the emotion of thankfulness, and includes
the modeling of specific skills and behaviors as well as advice about lesson plans and
instruction, for example: “Although the teacher had her own classes to prepare for, she
helped me with my lesson plans without showing any displeasure [iya na kao wo sezu
ni—literally ‘without making a disagreeable face’], and I'm very thankful for that” (24.23).
Encouragement is also mentioned in conjunction with particular emotions (anxiety,
nervousness, thankfulness, and happiness) and is mostly presented as arising from the
attitudes and responses of the children. Specifically, the PST’s anxiety or nervousness is
described as being reduced or dissipated by the reactions of the class: “1 was nervous the
first time 1 faced the class, but on seeing the calm atmosphere and smiling faces of the
children, 1 felt relieved” (32.5).

Accomplishments

Accomplishments are closely related to experiences, but emphasize the PST as the doer
rather than the experiencer. As might be expected, the most common accomplishments
involve class observations, lesson planning and implementation, and the skills acquired
through these activities. Class observations are often mentioned early in the narratives
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(reflecting the temporal structure of the practicum) and can be analyzed as experiences
when they are presented as an occasion for realizations about teaching and the PST’s
lack of experience. However, they amount to accomplishments when PSTs note specific
points that are made use of later, such as classroom management skills modeled by the
mentoring teacher and specific insights into the class and the individual students:

As a result of carefully thinking about the children’s feelings and deepening my
understanding of them during the first week, during my actual lesson I was able to
think about, for example, supporting this child in this way, and helping everyone to
understand by stating things this way. (29.12)

References to lesson planning and implementation run throughout the narratives,
including framing statements about the number of lessons the PST taught, as well
as those that accompany experiential topics, such as observations about the nature
of teaching and the PST’s lack of experience, and descriptions of the support and
encouragement of the mentoring teacher and the class. More common, however, are
specific stories of things that PSTs attempted or focused on while teaching, difficulties
involved in lesson planning and implementation, and praise received from mentors.
Underlying these references is a sense of teaching as an iterative cycle of planning,
implementation, and reflection that incrementally adds to the PST’s experience and
skills: “As the lessons piled up, 1 was able to note things that went well and new things to
work on. I only taught eight lessons, including my demonstration class,! but felt I made
progress in that time” (19.15-16).

Also running throughout the narratives is a sense of skills acquired. Nineteen of
the narratives make some mention of this, often by describing specific skills, such as
posing questions and giving directions, intervening in conflicts, learning how to praise
(homeru) or scold (shikaru) as needed, preparing interesting lesson materials, responding
to and understanding each student individually, and maintaining a student-centered
atmosphere, as in the following:

It’s important for the teacher to avoid stepping in more than necessary and to let
the children think for themselves. This process of giving hints when they make a
mistake and getting the whole class to think holds for every school I think. (38.9-10)

In contrast to specific skills, the narratives also describe the PST as having acquired
an overall teacherly perspective: “By talking to the teachers, 1 not only learned about
the realities and issues of current educational practice, but also the teachers’ outlook
on education, and 1 was able to deepen my own thinking as a result” (18.5). As with
references to lesson planning and implementation, skills are often described as being
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built up incrementally over time through constant trial and reflection, with the
acknowledgment that the PST still has much to learn.

A final set of accomplishments involves understanding children. As with class
observations, understanding children can be seen as an experience, particularly when
it is related to realizations about the nature of teaching. On the other hand, it amounts
to an accomplishment when it is described as being put to use in lesson planning and
implementation (see 29.12 above) or as something that the PST achieved during the
practicum: “On the final day, the students said to me, ‘We won't forget you, teacher’

1 felt then that the efforts | had made over the previous 15 days to communicate with
and understand the children were rewarded” (25.12-13). Understanding children is also
closely related to building trust, which also can be seen as an accomplishment: “During
the 10 opportunities that I was given to teach class, by repeatedly thinking about the
students and watching their reactions, 1 think I was able to build a relationship of trust
with them” (37.20). Underlying these references is, once again, a sense of time, in that
trust and understanding are deepened through repeated encounters, as well as a sense
that lessons and education in general are co-constructed by teacher and students.

Discussion

An important limitation of this analysis is the fact that it uses narratives that were
solicited and published by the university, meaning that the PSTs’ accounts are filtered
by what they perceive as “appropriate and strategically wise to share” in a public forum
(Bloomfield, 2010, p. 221). While it is impossible to say how much these accounts
might differ if they had been generated under different circumstances (such as through
anonymous interviews), evidence of filtering is suggested by the generally positive

tone of the narratives and the harmonization of negative emotions and experiences.
This contrasts with studies that have highlighted the “messier” aspects of practicum,
including problems with mentors (Yuan, 2016; Yuan & Lee, 2016) and PSTs’ doubts
about their identities as teachers (Trent, 2013). The results presented above also contrast
with Timostsuk and Ugaste’s (2010) findings in that these narratives tend to focus not
so much on PSTs’ successes and failures during practicum, but on the things that they
learned.

Nevertheless, this analysis highlights issues that resonate with other practicum studies.

First and foremost, the narratives frequently describe the practicum as an embodied
experience (Alsup, 2006) that happens at a particular time and place removed from
the university, giving PSTs the chance to physically feel what it means to be a teacher.
Moreover, despite the short length of the practicum, the narratives display a sense of
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identity development through practice (Kanno & Stuart, 2011). As the number of lessons
observed and taught increases, PSTs begin to have more confidence and to feel that they
are on their way to becoming teachers. Also, while there is little sense of tension, many
of the narratives refer to the challenge of planning lessons while remaining flexible and
able to respond to unexpected situations—a skill that Alsup (20006) has examined and
theorized in detail.

In short, while it would no doubt be useful to compare published narratives like these
with other, less public accounts (such as interviews and journals), the foregoing analysis
provides insight into the ways that PSTs’ personal understandings of their experiences
interact with institutional constraints.

Notes
1. “Demonstration class” (kenkyuu jugyou) refers to a class that the PST teaches during

the final week of practicum and which is observed by the PST’s mentoring teacher
and supervising professor from the university.
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Appendix

Japanese Originals of Extracts Used in the Text

All extracts are presented in full (regardless of elisions in the main text above).

18.5

ST EFEESETWEZWIET, SOBERGOBRCHERELZHHILNTELLZTT
72, RAETOBEBEZMNDIENTE, MEFOEZA T 2RO LIENTE .

18.17-19
FEOFEEZNERTITOETW W e, INARDIFZEL—H—2 1 THDHEE T, 53D
1R 1 RIS EL T H D BIEDRE T80,

18.28-29

EEEZELT, TEDOFHDODREIICMNDZENTE, FEHEVYEVWHROHT THT-EBITE
ZHZLIIREEZRCAHIENTER, FEDDREERSFHIENTELHMIK I HHHFET
HBHEK LT,

19.15-16

R ZENQDTELICRSTE LR, FILLWKERZ DT 2L TE, MIFREE G0, T2
DT8R LINMEBEZRAT A TR T, EAZ K U B8N 785 /e D TR E S,

19.17

EIRITHEZTOIETRATBRERENDIDIF, RFNDEZEDHF TIIFEHNDBDOTHD, &
BEEEVOIFRBRE THLIENTEHERERTH S,

21.28

BETONE., FEUINTOREEEBAERDIRD, KRFETHLTHEIDIEZTINL ., KED
EEMIZO R TNWERZNTT,

22.20-21

FEBLBICBADIZDDHBEHE M Z O > EHITDT THNLHAICADIZNT T, SRIOEY
1 FADFFRICESTETHHEEARRN TS =EFTLZ,
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23.9-10 31.1

LU, FIO TR FROIFE IO T EBBIZR-> T, HEMME LR, TEBBIET<IT
FDEIANEFH>TETINT, 7l<‘é/uﬂﬁb7f}!bj‘f<hibto T OBRENT, RERITEC T
BHEEN, BBLATEDDELZ,

24.7-8

HEEE ] TRUABEWSEWHIE 5727280, LIS FEDEEMELIRHIEITERLT
BLTWRL, ZOIDEEEBEMENSRR TR, A EEEE ELNIBERTEEEKAT
LEWEL,

24.23

FREHBICHZEORMND DDITHTEE T TICHD ORERERICHEFNTWEE
=L ARBITEH L TWET,

25.12-13

BEFHE, RERICFEDLBNS I EEDILEENBNRIENIZEEZNT THEo7, TDE
EI5HERIT TEZII a2 —3 3%, TEBRBNOHEBEROLOEZ LI EN WD

Niz&ORLIMN LIz,

28.6

EANBICEBSLVWEMZEZRBELZEIAT, TEBLOBEHEMBBRMAEIT TR EIIR I LEE
Puo

29.12

FRROEEIFITI, 4‘Hﬁfl/’)<@&?k%)@%*‘f%é%z_ HfZROIOELIEHR DD,
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