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Abstract 

This study reports on how student teachers' workplace experiences were transformed into 

learning experiences. Twenty-six stories from ten student teachers were collected by means 

of digital logs and in-depth interviews and unraveled using a new technique of reconstructing 

stories into webs. In these webs, the factors that played a role in student teachers' learning 

processes, the relationships between these factors, and the chains of student teachers’ 

activities and experiences in their learning processes were visualized. The results show that 

student teachers’ learning from experiences is a process involving many interrelated personal 

and social aspects, including past and present experiences gained in multiple situations and 

contexts over time. Four chains of activities and experiences could be distinguished in their 

learning processes. The findings indicate that reconstructing stories into webs is a promising 

technique for unraveling the complexity of learning from workplace experiences. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The workplace is increasingly seen as an important context to enhance student teacher 

learning: student teachers must not only develop knowledge about teaching and learning, 
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but they must also develop as professionals through experiences in practice (e.g., 

Grossman, Hammerness, & McDonald, 2009; Mattson, Eilertsen, & Rorrison, 2011). In 

the Netherlands, as in many other countries, this has resulted in more school-based 

teacher education programs, ranging from those in which student teachers are employed 

as real teachers to programs in which they do their internship in practice schools under 

supervision by a mentor (e.g., Ball & Cohen, 1999; Hagger & McIntyre, 2006; Maandag, 

Deinum, Hofman, & Buitink, 2007). In all programs, workplace learning is a substantial 

part of teacher education. 

 Despite the importance that many policy-makers, researchers, and practitioners attach 

to workplace learning by student teachers, little is known about the nature of this type of 

learning. Research has mainly focused on the characteristics, conditions, and experience 

of the workplace as a learning environment (e.g., Fuller & Unwin, 2004; Snoek & Struyf, 

2012; Tang, 2003) and on the impact of this type of learning (e.g., Denton, 1982; Caires 

& Almeida, 2005). In addition, research on student teacher learning often focuses on one 

specific aspect, such as the influence of mentoring on learning or the effects of written 

reflections on experiences, which does not do justice to the multidimensional, 

idiosyncratic, and context-specific nature of student teacher learning (Mutton, Burn, & 

Hagger, 2010; Olsen, 2008). It is important that the learning environment fits with this 

nature of student teacher learning (Calderhead & Shorrock, 1997; Vermunt & Verloop, 

1999). Such environments need to be underpinned by theories of teaching that are firmly 

based on an analysis of student teacher learning (Vermunt & Verloop, 1999). 

 This study aims at gaining a better understanding of how student teachers learn from 

their experiences in the workplace (i.e., practice school/classroom). Workplace learning is 

understood as a complex process in which student teachers both experience the practice 

of teaching and give meaning to their practical experiences. In this study, student 

teachers’ practical experiences were taken as starting points of their learning processes. A 

practical experience has been defined as a change in the student teachers’ awareness of 

the workplace situation in which they participated and that was caused by a certain event 

or activity (Webster-Wright, 2006). By giving meaning to these experiences, new 

knowledge integrates with existing knowledge into the learners’ conceptual framework 

(Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985). During this process, practical experiences are 

transformed into learning experiences. A learning experience—defined in this study as a 

student teacher’s awareness that something has been learned—can occur in a situation in 

or outside the workplace. In this study, we used a holistic perspective to gain insight into 
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this learning process, because learning in and from the workplace appears to be a 

complex process in which learning, context, and learner are inextricably related (Illeris, 

2011; Jarvis & Parker, 2005; Webster-Wright, 2006). Consequently, many different 

aspects, situations, and contexts that play a role in student teachers’ learning processes 

must be taken into account in order to understand and interpret these processes. The 

central question this study attempts to answer pertains to how student teachers’ practical 

experiences in the workplace are transformed into learning experiences. Insight into this 

learning process may have important implications for transforming the workplace into a 

real learning place for student teachers. The study may also be relevant to teacher 

educators and mentor teachers to better understand and conceptualize the support 

student teachers need while learning in and from the workplace. 

 

Theoretical framework 

 

In this study two angles are needed to investigate student teachers’ learning from 

workplace experiences: one that does justice to the complexity of the learning process, 

and one that sheds light on the operating mechanisms in this process. For the first angle, 

literature on holistic and narrative approaches to learning is used; for the second, 

literature on continuing professional learning is relied on. 

 

Understanding workplace learning from a holistic perspective: a narrative 

approach 

In their review of research on teacher professional learning, Opfer and Pedder (2011) 

conclude that the majority of research focuses on specific activities, processes, or 

programs in isolation from the complex environments in which teachers work and learn. 

Webster-Wright (2009) came to a similar conclusion in her review of authentic 

professional development studies. She found that much of the current research on 

professional development is atomistic, considering the learner and the learning context as 

separated. This also counts for much of the research on student teacher learning (e.g., 

Olsen, 2008). Research on student teacher learning tends to focus on one specific aspect, 

such as learning activities and their outcomes, the context for learning, and the influence 

of mentoring on learning. Although this research produces valuable information, it is 

incomplete. In reality, student teacher learning is a complex, holistic, and situational 

process of (a large number of) continuously interacting factors, such as knowledge, 
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values, memories, beliefs, mentor feedback, and student behavior in the classroom, 

including social, cultural, and organizational circumstances in which the student teacher is 

involved both as a person and as a professional (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004; 

Mutton et al., 2010; Olsen, 2008). A holistic perspective is thus needed to unravel all 

these interacting factors in order to understand and interpret student teachers’ workplace 

learning. From a holistic perspective, learning experiences are seen as the outcome of the 

continuous interactions among all these different factors. Davis and Sumara (1997) have 

called this relational whole of different factors a complex system or a complex web of 

experiences. 

 A narrative approach was used in our research on this complex learning process. For 

this approach, people give meaning to their experiences by interpreting these experiences 

narratively (e.g., Josselson & Lieblich, 1999). Stories are seen as portals through which 

experiences are interpreted and made personally meaningful (Connelly & Clandinin, 

2006). According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), this process of meaning making 

through interpreting experiences narratively can be characterized as relational (experiences 

are both personal and social), temporal (experiences stem from other experiences and lead 

to new ones), and situational (experiences take place in situations). In this process, learner, 

context, and learning are inextricably related. It might thus be assumed that the 

complexity of student teachers’ workplace learning in which student teachers both 

experience the practice of teaching and give meaning to their practical experiences is 

encapsulated in and can be understood by investigating student teachers’ stories 

(Goodson, Biesta, Tedder, & Adair, 2010; Polkinghorne, 1995). By reconstructing these 

stories into webs, insight can be obtained into the complexity of student teachers’ 

learning from experiences. In these webs, the nature of the different factors that play a 

role in the student teachers' learning processes and the relationships between these 

factors are made visible. 

 

From workplace situation to transition situation: a chain of activities and 

experiences 

Since the beginning of the 1980s, many researchers have highlighted the fact that learning 

experiences emerge from the interaction with the environment in which the learner is 

situated: what someone learns depends largely on the situation in which learning takes 

place (Putnam & Borko, 2000). Student teachers’ workplace learning occurs in many 

situations: in the classroom with students, during mentor feedback, in a meeting with 
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colleagues, etc. To understand student teachers’ learning process it is important to 

examine the learning process in all these different situations (Borko, 2004). 

 From a holistic perspective, Webster-Wright (2006) showed that learning experiences 

of professionals are related to specific situations. The professionals participating in her 

study described situations in which they identified, either at the time or in hindsight, that 

something had happened that resulted in learning. She has called these situations transition 

situations, being situations where the professional’s awareness of the situations changes. 

Different types of transition situations were found, ranging from relatively 

straightforward types (e.g., talking with a colleague) to more complex types (e.g., 

resolving a difficult organizational dilemma). Many significant transition situations were 

characterized by interaction with others, such as discussions with colleagues, receiving 

feedback, and coaching others. It was also found that learning experiences never stood 

by themselves; they were always connected to prior experiences. The experience that “it 

all made sense” or that “the pieces fell into place” (Webster-Wright, 2006, p. 104) was 

the result of a chain of activities and experiences that took place in multiple transition 

situations. 

 Interesting in Webster-Wright’s study was that experiences that contributed to the 

learning experiences of professionals did not take place only in the workplace but also in 

other contexts, for example, in a classroom during a course. Professional learning did not 

happen only through chains of activities and experiences in the same context but also 

through connecting experiences in different contexts over time. In order to gain a better 

understanding of how student teachers learn from their experiences in the workplace, it 

is necessary to examine the extent to which student teachers connect practical 

experiences in the workplace with experiences gained in other contexts. It is possible that 

student teachers give meaning only to practical experience, for example, during a course 

at the teacher education institute or during the writing of a reflection report at home. By 

conceiving of learning experiences as the result of chains of activities and experiences, it 

is possible to gain understanding of specific situations, which—in relation to each other 

and possibly located in different contexts—are conducive to the student teachers’ 

workplace learning processes. 

 

Research questions 

Based on the aim of this study and the theoretical framework described above, the 

following two research questions were formulated: 
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1) Which interrelated aspects, situations, and contexts play a role in the 

transformation of practical experiences into learning experiences? 

2) What chains of activities and experiences can be found in the transformation of 

practical experiences into learning experiences, and how are these related to the 

aspects, situations, and contexts that play a role in this process? 

 

 

Method 

 

Participants and context 

Ten student teachers from five teacher education institutes of universities of applied 

sciences in the Netherlands (bachelor degree/level) within seven different disciplines 

participated in this study. Student teachers agreed to participate after the study was 

introduced and explained. In order to obtain a rich data set, participants who varied in 

gender, age, discipline, and year of study were selected (see Table 1). To ensure that the 

participants could speak freely about their experiences, the study was conducted by an 

independent researcher and each participant’s anonymity was guaranteed. All of the 

student teachers did their teaching practice in different schools for pre-vocational 

secondary education (PVSE) or secondary vocational education (SVE) in the central and 

southern part of the Netherlands. SVE prepares students for their future working career 

or for studies in universities of applied sciences. PVSE prepares students for SVE. As 

part of their teacher education programs, student teachers were required to perform 

various activities in their practice schools, such as teaching, observing experienced 

teachers, and participating in meetings with colleagues. 

 

 
 Table 1.  General characteristics of the 10 participants. 

 

Institute Discipline Alias Gender Age Year Teaching practice period 

1 Pedagogy Suzan Female 23 3 

4 

Sept. ‘09 – July ‘10 

Sept. ‘10 – April ‘11 

  Stephanie Female 21 3 

4 

Sept. ‘09 – July ‘10 

Sept. ‘10 – April ‘11 

2 Hospitality Mike Male 23 1 

2 

Nov. ‘09 – July ‘10 

Nov. ‘10 – April ‘11 

  Sylvia Female 22 1 Nov. ‘09 – July ‘10 
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2 Nov. ‘10 – April ‘11 

3 Social Skills Mohamed Male 21 1 

2/3* 

Sept. ‘09 – July ‘10 

Sept. ‘10 – April ‘11 

  George Male 23 2/3* 

4 

Sept. ‘09 – July ‘10 

Sept. ‘10 – April ‘11 

4 English Sarah Female 28 3 

4 

Nov. ‘09 – May ‘10 

Sept. ‘10 – April ‘11 

 Geography Mary Female 21 3 

4 

Nov. ‘09 – May ‘10 

Sept. ‘10 – April ‘11 

5 Economy Irene Female 23 2 

3 

Feb. ‘10 – July ‘10 

Nov. ‘10 – April ‘11 

 Welfare and 

Health Care 

Kathy Female 22 2 

3 

Feb. ‘10 – July ‘10 

Nov. ‘10 – April ‘11 

 

* These student teachers combined the second and third year of their four-year program 

 

 During teaching practice periods, the student teachers were coached by a mentor 

from the practice school. Also, they were visited once or twice in their practice school by 

a teacher educator from the teacher education institute. The length of these periods 

differed per teacher education institute and year of study, ranging from five to ten 

months per year. During these periods, the student teachers also attended weekly 

meetings (ranging from one day to four days) at the teacher education institute, for 

example, for lectures, workshops, and discussions with peers. 

 

Data collection 

Data were collected by means of digital logs and in-depth interviews. The digital logs 

were used to collect stories about student teachers’ learning experiences as the results of 

learning in and from the workplace. The in-depth interviews were used to gain insight 

into the process through which practical experiences were transformed into learning 

experiences. 

 

Digital logs 

During the research period (September 2009 – April 2011), the student teachers reported 

four to eight stories in their digital log about a workplace situation in which they, either at 

the time or in hindsight, identified that something had happened that resulted in learning. 

In order to help them consider different aspects of their experiences, they were asked to 

structure their stories around questions referring to the workplace situation, the transition 

situation, and the learning experience (see Table 2). 
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 During their teaching practice periods, the student teachers were contacted via email 

approximately once every six weeks and asked to describe a learning experience they had 

in the past four weeks. The email contained information about what was meant by a 

learning experience, instructions on how to report on a learning experience (see also 

Table 2), and a deadline for sending in the report. When the researcher received a 

reported learning experience, a quick check was performed to see if the story addressed 

all questions. Missing information was asked for, if necessary.  

 

 

 

 
 

 Table 2.  Questions to be answered about the reported learning experience. 

 

 Questions 

Workplace situation o  What happened? 

o  Can you describe the workplace situation?  

o  Where were you? (for example, in the classroom, in a meeting) 

o  What were you doing? (for example, teaching, talking with your mentor) 

o  Were there others involved in the situation? If so, who? (for example, students, 

colleagues) 

Transition situation o  When did you realize that you had learned something? (for example, in the 

workplace situation, during conversation with your mentor, during a lecture at the 

teacher education institute) 

o  What contributed to the learning experience? (for example, students’ behavior, 

mentor feedback, requirements from the teacher education institute) 

Learning experience o  What did you learn? 

o  How important was this learning experience for you? 

 

 

In-depth interviews 

The student teachers were interviewed two or three times (March 2010, June 2010, 

January 2011) about the processes through which their practical experiences were 

transformed into learning experiences. Six student teachers were interviewed three times; 

the other four student teachers were only interviewed twice due to illness or lack of time. 

In total, 26 interviews were held. The starting point for each interview was a story in the 

student teacher’s digital log that the student teacher had indicated as important. In order 

to refresh the student teacher’s memory, each student teacher was asked to read the story 
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he or she had described in the digital log. All interviews were audiotaped. The length of 

the interviews varied between 45 minutes and one hour. 

 The interviews were narrative in that the questions could differ per participant, but all 

were asked about the relational, temporal, and situational nature of their experiences, 

based on Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and described before. Examples of questions 

are: “In your digital log you have written that you learned a lot from the conversation 

with your mentor. Can you tell something more about that?” (relational); “You told me 

that you felt uncomfortable through the behavior of a student. Can you describe what 

happened?” (situational); “Last year you had a similar experience. What happened? What 

did you do? Do you do anything different now? If so, why? What has happened in the 

meantime?” (temporal). When no new information was added to the participant’s story, 

the interview ended. 

Data analysis 

The data were analyzed in two phases based on the distinction that Polkinghorne (1995) 

made between narrative analysis and analysis of narrative. The aim of narrative analysis is to 

produce stories as the result of research. The focus is on constructing a narrative 

configuration of the data into a temporally organized whole. Polkinghorne (1995) has 

called this process of narrative configuration the process of emplotment. According to 

him, the plot is the narrative structure in which the events and activities in the data are 

linked together as contributors to a certain outcome (for example, a learning experience), 

and by which a contextual meaning of such an outcome is displayed. When the data are 

emplotted, thus, events and activities take on narrative meaning, which means that they 

are understood from the perspective of their contribution and influence on a particular 

outcome. The aim of analysis of narrative is to identify themes and patterns across the 

stories. The focus in this kind of analysis is on unraveling the storied data into different 

categories, and on identifying relationships among the categories. By carrying out both 

types of analyses, insight can be obtained into the contribution of and the relationships 

between the aspects, situations, and contexts on student teachers’ learning experiences. 

 

Narrative analysis 

In this first phase, stories were written about the way student teachers learned from their 

practical experiences. Each story was based on the data of one digital log and the in-

depth interview about the student teacher’s accompanying learning process. After reading 

the digital log and the interview data thoroughly, a plot was developed that fit with the 
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data (Polkinghorne, 1995) and that was characterized by a structure that included a 

beginning, middle, and end (Cortazzi, 2014). The beginning consisted of a description of 

the student teacher’s practical experience (for example, in Mike’s story shown below, the 

fact that one student didn’t know how to clean a pineapple) and the end contained a 

description of the learning experience (Mike’s realization that students make mistakes 

and that he needs to learn to allow them to do so). The way of processing the middle can 

be characterized as hermeneutical (Josselson & Lieblich, 1999): by moving back and forth 

between the data and the plot, it became clear which aspects, situations, and contexts 

contributed to the student teacher’s learning experience. This process resulted in 26 

stories about how student teachers’ practical experiences were transformed into learning 

experiences. The following is an example of such a story: 

 
Mike, story 7 

Mike guides a group of vocational students in the preparation of a meal for guests at a 

restaurant. One student has been given the task of cleaning a pineapple, but she doesn’t 

know how. Mike demonstrates the proper technique; however, when the student begins, she 

has trouble cutting into the pineapple. Mike concludes that the student needs a sharper knife. 

He gives her a sharper knife but notices she is using it incorrectly. Mike becomes impatient. 

“She just stood there watching, so I said: ‘It’s not going to work, is it? If your dish needs to be ready by such 

and such a time and you are not even half way there.’ I said: ‘Let me just quickly do it, because we have to 

hurry up. Go work on something else. This is taking too long.’” As soon as Mike begins to cut into the 

pineapple, the student remarks that she needs to learn how to do it herself. “Of course, I 

thought, I’m not supposed to be here as a cook.” Later, upon further reflection, Mike realizes that 

this is not the first time that he has taken over other people’s work. During his feedback 

sessions, Mike’s fellow classmates remarked that he was very quick to take over his 

classmates’ work. He was told that he should try to avoid this type of behavior. According to 

him, it all has to do with his professional experience as a cook in a restaurant where it is 

completely normal to take over a task when time is running out. “In a kitchen it’s normal to just 

take over; there is no time to pause and explain. If you can do it, then do it.” Perfectionism also plays a 

role. “I always strive for perfection. Just let me do it, then I know for certain that I have everything under 

control.” Up till now Mike has done very little with the feedback from his fellow classmates, 

and now he’s exhibiting the same behavior with his students, but now in his role as a student 

teacher. “In a professional kitchen it’s all about the money. Once you have internalized that… That’s what 

stays with you.” He realizes that he himself began as a student, that students make mistakes, 

and that he needs to learn to allow them to do so. 

 

 

 



11 

 

Analysis of narratives 

In this second phase, the stories were analyzed for: (a) aspects, situations, and 

contexts that contributed to the student teachers’ learning experiences, (b) the 

relationships that connect these aspects, situations, and contexts within complex 

webs, (c) the chains of activities and experiences in these webs, and (d) the 

relationships between the chains of activities and experiences, and the interrelated 

aspects, situations, and contexts. This phase consisted of the following five steps: 

 1. All stories were divided into fragments. Each fragment represented an aspect, 

situation, or context that contributed to the student teacher’s learning experience; a 

new fragment started when a different aspect, situation, or context was introduced. 

This resulted in a total of 411 fragments. The number of fragments ranged from 7 

fragments to 22 fragments per story, with an average of 15.8 fragments. 

 2. All fragments were coded by a process of open-coding, followed by the 

development of a category system based on the analytical framework of Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000). The relational, temporal, and situational nature of experiences was 

divided into five characteristics, representing the main categories of the system: the 

personal and the social (relational), the past and the future (temporal), and the situational 

(situational). With regard to the situational, a distinction was made between the workplace 

situation and the transition situation. By assigning the coded fragments to the main 

categories, it became clear that activities played an important role in the student teachers’ 

learning processes (for example, writing a reflection report and giving instructions to 

students), but that this was lacking as characteristic in the framework of Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000). Activities was therefore added as a main category to the category system. 

All coded fragments could be assigned to these seven categories. Finally, by comparing 

codes by category, the coded fragments within the seven main categories were divided 

into a total of 23 subcategories (see Table 3 for an overview and definitions of the 

categories). 

 3. For each story, the nature of the connections between the coded fragments was 

clarified using arrows and dashes. An arrow refers to the order in which activities and 

experiences took place. A dash refers to the relationship between an activity or 

experience and the coded fragments that represented the aspects, situations, and contexts 

that contributed to the learning experience (for example, the connection between a 

teaching activity and a conception of learning). This resulted in a more- or less-complex 
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web for each story in which the relationships among the coded fragments were visualized 

(see Figure 1). 

 4. For each web, the activities and experiences of student teachers that were 

connected by arrows were placed into a time-ordered chain. Then, the similarities and 

differences between these chains were studied, resulting in four overall chains of 

activities and experiences in student teachers’ learning processes (see Table 4). 

 5. For each overall chain, the relationships between the different activities and 

experiences of the chain and the aspects, situations, and contexts that contributed to the 

student teachers’ learning experiences were determined. These relationships were 

visualized in the webs by dashes. Subsequently, the nature and number of aspects, 

situations, and contexts for each activity and experience were studied. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Practical experience: Sarah teaches 
English. She has problems keeping order 
in the classroom. She is looking for a 
solution. (teaching situation) 

This is a new experience. Last year, she 
didn’t have problems keeping order. 
(workplace experience) (past) 

Now and then she feels like a 
child. (emotion) (personal) 

She read an article about it at 
her teacher education institute; 
this convinced her. (learning 
experience) (past) 

She tried it last year; it didn’t 
work. (workplace 
experience) (past) 

She reflects on this problem 
(learning activity) (activity) 

It was a required performance 
task from the teacher 
educational institute. 
(institute requirement) 
(social) 

Her concerns were different: 
she wanted to learn how to 
teach, and about herself as a 
teacher. (workplace 
experience) (past) 

She felt like a fool; she was playing a 
teacher role. (emotion) (personal) 

She stands at the classroom door 
and says hello to each student, loud 
and friendly. (teaching activity) 
(activity) 

Her students say hello to her; they 
behave quietly. (student behavior) 
(social) (outcome) 

Learning experience: While she stands 
at the classroom door, she realizes that 
to keep order, she must begin her 
lessons clearly. (teaching situation) 

This year, she feels like a real 
teacher. (self-perception) 
(personal) 

She realizes that she is ready 
to welcome her students at 
the classroom door (learning 
experience) (individual 
situation) 
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 Figure 1. An example of a web (Sarah). 

 

 

 

Reliability and validity 

The following measures were undertaken to ensure the reliability and validity of the data 

analysis. First, all constructed stories were sent to the participants for a member check. 

They all recognized their learning processes in the stories and judged the reconstruction 

of their learning processes as accurate. Second, in line with an audit procedure (cf. 

Akkerman, Admiraal, Brekelmans, & Oost, 2006), another researcher checked the 

reliability of the coding process, as well as the justifiability and acceptability of the 

analyses. The raw data from one digital log and the accompanying in-depth interview, the 

story written by the researcher, the coded fragments, the web, and the time-ordered chain 

in the web of one student teacher were placed at the disposal of the auditor. The manner 

in which the data were gathered and analyzed was judged to be accurate and acceptable. 

Third, within this audit procedure the reliability of the category system was determined at 

the level of the subcategories by having 15% of all the fragments also coded by a second 

researcher. The researchers disagreed upon seven fragments. After discussion, they 

agreed upon an additional four fragments, resulting in an inter-rater reliability (Cohen’s 

kappa) of the category system of 0.93. 

 

 

Results 

 

Aspects, situations, and contexts contributing to learning experiences 

The analysis of the 26 webs showed that many interrelated aspects, situations, and 

contexts played a role in the transformation of student teachers’ practical experiences 

into learning experiences (see Table 3 for an overview of the set of categories that 

represent the aspects, situations, and contexts in the student teachers’ learning from 

practical experiences, including the number of fragments and examples of fragments). 

With regard to the frequencies of the aspects, situations, and contexts across the webs, it 

became clear that most student teachers’ learning processes were initiated by experiences 

in workplace situations that can be characterized as teaching situations (21). It also became 
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clear that the personal was dominant in the student teachers’ learning processes (109 

aspects). Within this category, most fragments could be coded as 

conceptions/perceptions (41). The results furthermore indicated that not only the  

workplace but also other contexts affected student teachers’ learning, for example  

sporting contexts (7 aspects). Within the category that is related to the past (57 

fragments), most fragments (35) could be coded as previous student teachers’ workplace 

experiences. Looking closely, 16 of these experiences were gained at a previous practice 

school. Striking is that at least 31 out of 47 learning experiences were gained in situations 

that differed from the workplace situations in which the practical experiences occurred. 

Furthermore, student teachers mentioned 21 times a learning experience that can be 

understood as an in-between experience; they became aware that something had been 

learned, but it was not the final learning experience.



15 

 

 Table 3.  Categories that played a role in student teachers’ learning processes, including the number of fragments and examples of fragments illustrating the subcategories. 

 

Main categories Subcategories and number of fragments Examples of fragments 

Practical experiences in workplace situations (26) 

Events, thoughts, or feelings that cause a change in 

student teachers’ awareness of the workplace situation 

in which they participate 

Teaching situations: classroom management (6) 

Teaching situations in which student teachers have problems 

keeping order 

George gives a lecture on citizenship but his students are extremely 

restless. They are easily distracted and constantly talk with each other. 

(story 1) 

 Teaching situations: instructional (15) 

Teaching situations in which student teachers undertake 

instructional activities 

Mohamed guides a workshop about communication skills to a group of 

vocational students. (story 17) 

 Research-oriented situations (5) 

Situations in which student teachers undertake research-

oriented activities, such as observing lessons and interviewing 

students 

Kathy observes a lesson of her mentor. He regularly asks questions, he 

encourages students to think about the teaching subject. The students 

are motivated. (story 10) 

Activities (71) 

Activities in or outside the workplace to learn the 

teaching profession 

Learning activities (34) 

Activities in or outside the workplace to stimulate and regulate 

their own learning 

Sarah reflects on this problem at home. She wants to know if her 

grammar instructions were correct. (story 6) 

 Teaching activities (37) 

Activities with regard to the planning, conducting, and 

evaluation of education 

Mike began his lesson with clear instructions. (story 9) 

Personal (109) 

Personal knowledge, conceptions, emotions, attitudes, 

and values 

Conceptions/perceptions (41) 

Conceptions of learning and teaching, including perceptions of 

professional tasks and situations 

In Mary’s opinion it’s important to activate students, for example by 

organizing collaborative activities. (story 4) 

 Self-knowledge/self-perception (30) 

Knowledge and perceptions about themselves both as a person 

and as a professional 

 

“I’m a perfectionist, a real control freak, I want to keep control.” (story 12) 
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 Concerns/expectations/motivation (8) 

Concerns, expectations, and motivation with respect to 

(learning) the teaching profession in general and workplace 

learning in particular 

George wants to show his students that he is a good teacher. (story 1) 

 Self-confidence (18) 

The extent to which student teachers have confidence in 

themselves both as a person and as a professional 

Stephanie has gotten more self-confidence. Up till then she was always 

nervous as she prepared her lessons. (story 15) 

 Emotions (12) 

Positive and negative feelings about themselves both as a 

person and as a professional, and about others who are 

involved in their learning processes 

“You need not tell me that I’m not ready to teach without the supervision of a 

mentor, that feels like a slap in my face.” (story 4) 

Social (86) 

Environmental influences, such as teacher education, 

mentor feedback, and students’ behavior 

Mentor feedback (30) 

Conceptions and behavior of mentors 

Sylvia received feedback from her mentor about how to deal with such 

a long list of assessment criteria. (story 20) 

 Workplace circumstances (6) 

Workplace circumstances (such as culture and organization), 

and workplace requirements with respect to workplace learning 

It’s a mess at Irene’s practice school. There is no overview of the given 

classes; many lessons are repeated unnecessarily. (story 25) 

 Teacher education institute requirements (7) 

Teacher education institute requirements with respect to 

workplace learning, including conceptions and behavior of 

teacher educators 

George must carry out a project from the teacher education institute. 

He is free to choose a subject. (story 2) 

 Student characteristics and student behavior (36) 

Student characteristics and student behavior in the workplace 

“And then she laughed. I had never seen that before.” (story 3) 

 Outside-school contexts (7) 

Other contexts than the workplace and the teacher education 

institute 

 

Irene’s mother advises her to give students more responsibility. (story 

26) 
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Past (57) 

Past experiences 

Learning and teaching experiences as a student (13) 

Past experiences gained in primary and secondary schools 

“I went to the same school but the way of teaching was completely different then.” 

(story 10) 

 Learning and teaching experiences as a student teacher 

(9) 

Past experiences gained in the teacher education institute 

Last year Sarah’s teacher educator told her that the teacher is always 

responsible for students’ behavior in the classroom. (story 6) 

 Workplace experiences as a student teacher (35) 

Past experiences gained in practice schools 

Suzan has tried several things before to keep order but without effect. 

(story 21) 

Future (15) 

Future orientations with regard to learning the teaching 

profession 

Learning goals (12) 

Knowledge, skills, and attitudes that student teachers want to 

acquire with respect to the teaching profession 

That is one of her learning goals: to say no! (story 14) 

 Plans (3) 

Activities that student teachers want to undertake to learn the 

teaching profession 

Mohamed intends to introduce the teaching method differently next 

time. (story 18) 

Learning experiences in transition situations (47) 

Student teacher’s awareness or feeling that something 

has been learned 

Teaching situations (16) 

Workplace situations in which student teachers undertake 

teaching activities 

During the workshop, Mike becomes aware of the importance of 

adjusting his instructions to the level of the students. (story 8) 

 Communication situations (17) 

Situations in or outside the workplace in which student teachers 

communicate with others 

“During the evaluation session with my colleague, I became aware of what students 

expect from my lessons.” (story 13) 

 Individual situations (14) 

Situations in or outside the workplace in which student teachers 

reflect on events, activities, and experiences individually 

At home, Kathy reflects on all those different teaching methods and 

she concludes that students prefer interactive education. (story 10) 
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Chains of activities and experiences in student teachers’ learning processes 

 

From workplace situation to transition situation: chains of activities and experiences 

With regard to the chains of activities and experiences across the webs, four overall 

chains came to the fore (see Table 4). The chains ranged from three (chain D) to eight 

types of activities and experiences (chain A). In two chains (A and B), the practical 

experience was followed by a teaching activity. Chain B contained one learning 

experience, chain A two. In the other two chains (C and D), the practical experience was 

followed by a learning activity. Again, one of these chains contained one learning 

experience (chain D) and the other two (chain C). 

 Sarah’s learning process (see Figure 1) is an example of chain C. Sarah had problems 

keeping order in the classroom (practical experience) and reflected on this at home 

(learning activity). When she realized she was ready to welcome her students at the 

classroom door (learning experience; in-between), she put it into practice (teaching 

activity). As a result, her students behaved quietly (outcome) and she realized that it is 

important to begin her lessons clearly (learning experience; final). 

 With regard to the frequencies of these chains, it became clear that almost half of the 

26 student teachers’ learning processes could be characterized by chain B (12 in total) 

and only two by chain D. The results furthermore showed that 11 out of 12 webs in 

chain B started in a teaching situation with an instructional character. The two webs in 

chain D both started in a research-oriented situation. 

 Looking closely, in 18 out of 21 webs that started in a teaching situation, the practical 

experience was followed by a teaching activity. When Mike guided a group of students in 

the preparation of a meal (teaching situation), he noticed that one student didn’t know 

how to clean a pineapple (practical experience). Therefore, he demonstrated the proper 

technique (teaching activity). In those webs that started in a research-oriented situation, 

the practical experience was always followed by a learning activity. When Kathy observed 

her mentor gives a lesson (research-oriented situation), for example, she was impressed 

by his interactive way of teaching (practical experience). At home, she reflected on this 

experience and compared her mentor’s teaching style to her own (learning activity). 

Moreover, 11 out of 15 webs that started in a teaching situation with an instructional 

character contained one learning experience (chain B), and 5 out of 6 webs that started in 

a teaching situation in which student teachers had problems keeping order in the 

classroom contained two learning experiences (chain C and D). 
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Table 4. Chains in student teachers’ learning processes, including number of webs. 

 

Chains Number 

Chain A 

Practical experience (workplace situation) → teaching activity → outcome → learning activity → learning 

experience; in-between (transition situation) → teaching activity/learning activity → outcome → learning 

experience; final (transition situation) 

6 

Chain B 

Practical experience (workplace situation) → teaching activity → outcome → learning activity → learning 

experience (transition situation) 

12 

Chain C 

Practical experience (workplace situation) → learning activity → learning experience; in-between 

(transition situation) → teaching activity/learning activity → outcome → learning experience; final 

(transition situation) 

6 

Chain D 

Practical experience (workplace situation) → learning activity → learning experience (transition situation) 

2 

Total 26 

 

 

Relationships between activities and experiences, and aspects, situations, and contexts 

With regard to the aspects, situations, and contexts that are related to the different 

activities and experiences that could be distinguished in the four overall chains in the 

student teachers’ learning processes, it became clear that almost all aspects, situations, 

and contexts were connected to the practical experiences (99 relationships) and the 

learning activities (100 relationships) of the student teachers (see Table 5). This means 

that the student teachers’ learning processes in particular were influenced by aspects, 

situations, and contexts during these activities and experiences. 

 

 
Table 5. Types of activities and experiences, including number of related aspects, situations, and contexts. 

 

Types of activities and experiences Aspects, situations, and contexts 

Practical experience 99 

Teaching activity 17 

Outcome 13 

Learning activity 100 

Learning experience 0 

Teaching activity or learning activity 6 

Outcome 17 

Learning experience 0 
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 Sarah’s learning process (see Figure 1) nicely illustrates this outcome. Sarah’s struggle 

with keeping order in the classroom (practical experience) was reinforced by her emotion 

of feeling like a child now and then and by the fact that this struggle was new for her; up 

till then she had never had any problems keeping order. Later, upon further reflection 

(learning activity), multiple aspects, situations, and contexts affected her learning process, 

varying from prior workplace experiences welcoming students at the classroom door to 

changing concerns in her learning process of becoming a teacher. 

 Striking is that 11 out of 12 learning goals (see Table 3) were related to the workplace 

situations in which the student teachers gained their practical experiences. The results 

furthermore indicated that student teachers made connections with their past experiences 

gained in the teacher education institute only during their learning activities. 

 The four overall chains are visualized in a model that represents the different activities 

and experiences of the process through which student teachers’ practical experiences in 

the workplace were transformed into learning experiences, including the aspects, 

situations, and contexts that affected this learning process (see Figure 2). In this model, it 

becomes visible that all student teachers’ learning processes can be integrated in an 

overarching model. 
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   Chain A    R = Related aspects, situations, and contexts 

   Chain B 

   Chain C (Sarah’s learning process is an example of this chain) 

   Chain D 

 

 

Figure 2. Overall model of chains of activities and experiences, including related aspects, situations, and 

contexts, in the transformation of student teachers’ practical experiences into learning experiences. 
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Discussion 

 

Aspects, situations, and contexts that contributed to student teachers’ learning experiences 

In this study, student teachers’ learning processes in and from the workplace were 

presented as webs taking into account that learning, context, and learner are inextricably 

related. The analysis of the webs, each representing the transformation of a student 

teacher’s practical experience into a learning experience, showed that student teacher 

workplace learning is a complex process in which many interrelated factors played a role. 

Based on the frequencies of these factors, it became clear that personal aspects were 

dominant in the student teachers’ workplace learning, which is in line with results from 

other studies on student teacher learning (e.g., Olsen, 2008). 

 With regard to the situational aspects, it became clear that student teachers’ workplace 

learning was particularly initiated by practical experiences in teaching situations. In general, 

however, workplace learning can occur in many situations, for example, during 

conversations with parents and in a meeting with colleagues. An obvious explanation 

might be that during workplace learning, student teachers’ main concern is learning to 

teach. In the present study, student teachers were only interviewed about stories in their 

digital log that they had indicated as important, and most of these were about practical 

experiences in teaching situations. 

 Strikingly, many learning experiences took place in transition situations that differ 

from the workplace situations in which student teachers gained their practical 

experiences. As in Webster-Wright’s study (2006), it seems that student teachers often 

give meaning to their practical experiences in situations that differ from the original 

workplace situations. It was also notable that the majority of transition situations were 

teaching and communicating situations. These situations have in common that other 

people are involved, for example, peers. Webster-Wright’s study (2006) showed that 

significant transition situations for professionals are characterized by interaction with 

others. This could also be the case for student teachers. The frequency of social aspects 

that were involved in student teachers’ workplace learning seems to confirm this 

conclusion: 66 out of the 86 aspects could be coded as mentor feedback, and student 

behavior and student characteristics. Interaction thus seems to be an important condition 

for learning from practical experiences. 

 The results furthermore indicate that not only the workplace but also other contexts 

played a role in student teachers’ workplace learning. They learned from their practical 
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experiences by connecting these with prior experiences from their primary and secondary 

schools, from other contexts, such as during spare time employment, and from practice 

schools during previous school practice periods. Striking was that in most of the webs, 

student teachers made few connections between practical experiences and experiences 

gained at their teacher education institutes. Researchers and practitioners are increasingly 

interested in boundary-crossing approaches to learning (e.g., Gutiérrez, 2008). In such 

approaches, both the potential and the importance of investigating and promoting 

learning across various contexts and culturally valued activities over time is emphasized, 

for example across teacher education institutes and schools (Zeichner, 2010). From a 

holistic perspective on learning from experiences, it seems that student teachers learn by 

connecting different experiences gained in different contexts over time, but they relate to 

experiences gained at their teacher education institutes only rarely during this learning (cf. 

Hammerness, Darling-Hammond, & Bransford, 2005). 

 

Chains in transforming student teachers’ practical experiences into learning experiences 

Four overall chains of activities and experiences came to the fore, all representing 

different processes through which practical experiences of student teachers were 

transformed into learning experiences. The chains differed in length, but each existed of 

at least three types of activities and experiences, namely, practical experience, learning 

activity, and learning experience. The results also showed that almost all aspects, 

situations, and contexts that affected the student teachers’ workplace learning were 

related to the practical experience and the learning activity of the student teacher. Since 

personal aspects were dominant in the student teachers’ workplace learning, it is feasible 

that the influences on workplace learning were different for each student teacher. This 

implies that the learning experiences were also different. In other words, no individual 

student teacher’s practical knowledge and insights are exactly similar to those of others 

(cf. Mutton et al., 2010). Learning in and from the workplace thus seems to be a person-

bound process in which many influences are involved and of which the outcomes are 

unpredictable. 

 Student teachers’ learning in and from the workplace also seems to be a situation-

bound process. The results showed, for instance, that 5 out of 6 chains that emerged 

from situations in which student teachers struggle with keeping order in the classroom 

contained two learning experiences and that, to offer another example, all practical 

experiences occurred in research-oriented workplace situations were followed by a 
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learning activity. These outcomes suggest that different kinds of workplace situations 

might lead to different chains of activities and experiences, and that the nature of such 

situations can thus determine the nature of the student teachers’ learning process. In the 

literature, variations in learning from experience by student teachers are mostly explained 

by differences in personal factors, such as their expectations of practical experiences, or 

by the facilities and constraints of the practice school in which they are placed (e.g., 

Consuegra, Engels, & Struyven, 2014; Mutton et al., 2010). Our study indicates that next 

to these explanations, the nature of workplace situations, such as struggle with keeping 

order and giving instructions to students, might offer another explanation for 

understanding differences in student teachers’ learning in and from the workplace. 

 The results furthermore indicate that the transformation of the student teachers’ 

practical experiences into learning experiences occurred both in a linear and in a circular 

way. Sarah’s awareness of the importance of beginning her lessons clearly, for example, 

was the outcome of a consecutive chain of different types of activities and experiences 

that evolved from her struggle with keeping order in the classroom. It was this particular 

sequence of activities and experiences that moved the student teachers forward in their 

learning from experiences. Simultaneously, student teachers linked their practical 

experiences to various prior experiences and personal conceptions of learning and 

teaching. Sarah relied strongly on her memories when she looked for a solution for her 

problems keeping order by combining her struggle, for instance, with prior concerns of 

becoming a teacher and perceptions of self. It was this circular process of moving back 

and forth between past and present experiences through which the student teachers gave 

meaning to their practical experiences. Olsen (2008) has found a similar learning process 

in his study on student teachers’ knowledge construction and has called this “a sequenced 

path of circles” (p. 126). The present study indicates that these “circles” occur at two 

particular moments during learning: in workplace situations in which student teachers 

gain practical experiences and during learning activities. 

 Looking closer at these two moments, it was striking that student teachers did not 

connect their practical experiences at the beginning of their workplace learning processes 

to their experiences gained in their teacher education institutes. The results furthermore 

indicate that 11 out of 12 learning goals were related to the workplace situations in which 

student teachers gained their practical experiences. In current teacher education 

programs, student teachers are expected more and more to plan and regulate their own 

learning process, guided by their learning goals (Hammerness et al., 2005). At the same 
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time, there is an increasing interest by policy-makers, researchers, and teacher educators 

in approaches of boundary-crossing between theory and practice (Zeichner, 2010). The 

results of our study indicate that student teachers linked theory to practice, but only 

during their learning activities; their experiences at the beginning of their workplace 

learning process were strictly personal. Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann (1985) have 

already mentioned the pitfalls of the dominance of personal experience in teacher 

preparation; when student teachers rely on such experiences without examining them 

critically, their learning can lead to adherence to conceptions and practices that are 

misguided and conventional. In view of the nature of learning from experiences that was 

found in the present study, it seems logical therefore to encourage student teachers to set 

their learning goals at the beginning of their workplace learning from more theoretical 

points of view. Planning and regulating workplace learning through a variety of 

theoretical lenses might lead to a critical attitude by student teachers toward their 

experiences on and conceptions of teaching. 

 

The narrative approach: reconstructing stories into webs 

In this study, it was assumed that the complexity of student teachers’ workplace learning 

is encapsulated in and can be understood by investigating student teachers’ stories. By 

reconstructing these stories into webs, a comprehensible way was found to unravel this 

complexity. In a web, both the aspects, situations, and contexts that play a role in the 

learning process and their (sequential) interrelationships become visible and 

simultaneously do justice to the complexity and uniqueness of the student teacher’s story. 

Therefore, the strength of this method is that during analysis the complexity of student 

teacher learning is not reduced—as is the case with several other methods—while 

understanding of the different interrelated factors that play a role in this learning is 

gained. Also, by comparing the webs and developing an overall model that represents the 

transformation of student teachers’ practical experiences into learning experiences (see 

Figure 2), the method still does justice to the complexity and uniqueness of the student 

teachers’ stories. 

 

Limitations and suggestions for future research 

This study did not obtain insight into the strength of the different influences of aspects, 

situations, and contexts on the transformation of practical experiences into learning 

experiences. It might, for example, be possible that student teachers make few 
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connections among practical experiences and experiences gained at the teacher education 

institute, but that nevertheless the influence of these relationships is large. Another 

limitation pertains to the generalizability of the results. Only a small group of student 

teachers participated in this study. Also, data were collected by means of digital logs and 

interviews, which both strongly rely on self-reflection. In future research, it would be 

useful to rely on multi-method triangulation. Furthermore, student teachers were only 

interviewed about learning experiences that they had reported on in their digital log and 

indicated as important. Future research with larger samples of student teachers and larger 

numbers of learning experiences might be interesting for at least two reasons: to examine 

whether certain practical experiences are particularly important for transforming into 

learning experiences and which kind of chains of activities and experiences can be 

distinguished in such transformation processes. Finally, this study focused on the nature 

of student teacher workplace learning but obtained no insight into the quality and impact 

of this type of learning. It would be interesting, for example, to investigate to what extent 

the results of workplace learning are in line with the professional demands on the 

teaching profession. 

 

Implications for practice 

Given the current educational context in which student teachers are expected to take 

responsibility for their own workplace learning process, the quality of student teacher 

learning depends largely on the capability of student teachers to steer their own 

workplace learning process. This requires from student teachers, for example, that they 

are able to gain deep understanding of their own conceptions of learning and teaching, 

and of the social, cultural, and contextual circumstances that influence their learning. 

Teacher educators should therefore acknowledge the interconnectedness of all parts of 

student teacher workplace learning and help student teachers to become aware of all the 

different influences on their learning process. They must find ways to support student 

teachers’ insights in their own workplace learning processes, for example by making use 

of stories. Stories are powerful tools for reflecting on and transforming learning 

processes, and useful for helping student teachers themselves make sense of what and 

how they learn (Goodson et al., 2010). Teacher educators and mentors in schools could 

encourage student teachers to tell and write stories about their experiences, individually 

or in sessions with their peers, and help them interpret these in terms of influencing 

factors on how and what they learn or should learn in and from the workplace. 
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Interaction seems to be an important condition for learning from practical experiences. 

Furthermore, teacher educators and mentors can stimulate student teachers’ workplace 

learning, for example by encouraging student teachers to set more theoretical-based 

learning goals at the beginning of their learning processes. Our study indicates that 

student teachers relied strongly on personal experiences at the beginning of their 

workplace learning; they didn’t link theory to practice. Planning workplace learning 

through a variety of theoretical lenses might stimulate student teachers to broaden their 

focus on teaching and learning. Consequently, student teachers will conduct activities in 

various workplace situations. It is important that mentors in schools attune their 

guidance to the nature of the situation, because our study indicates that different 

sequential orders of learning stem from different kinds of workplace situations. For 

example, if at the beginning of their workplace learning student teachers observe teacher 

instructions in the classroom (research-oriented situation), one could encourage them to 

reflect on their experiences from different teaching perspectives after observing. Our 

study suggests that experiences in research-oriented situations are always followed by a 

learning activity, such as reflecting on experiences. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Through visualizing the transformation of 26 practical experiences into learning 

experiences from 10 student teachers as webs, it can be concluded that learning from 

experiences is a more- or less-complex process of many interrelated personal and social 

aspects, including past and present experiences gained in multiple situations located in 

multiple contexts over time. By using a holistic perspective, it became clear that 

workplace learning by student teachers is not limited to the workplace. Our study 

showed, for instance, that most learning experiences took place in situations outside the 

workplace. Workplace learning by student teachers thus must be perceived as a process 

of learning in and from the workplace. 

 The technique of unraveling stories into webs especially provided recognition of the 

number and nature of the influences on student teachers’ workplace learning and of the 

possible mechanisms by which this type of learning might occur. We need to be cautious 

about drawing conclusions about this finding because the number of unraveled stories 

was relatively small, but it seems that these mechanisms stem from the nature of 
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workplace situations in which student teachers gain their practical experiences at the 

beginning of their learning. If the dominance of the personal in learning in and from the 

workplace is also taken into account, our study suggests that student teachers move along 

different sequential orders of learning that emerge from workplace situations while 

moving back and forth between their past and present experiences, conceptions, and 

sources of expertise that constitute their understanding of the situations, and of which 

the outcomes are personal and unpredictable. For influencing the student teachers’ 

workplace learning, it seems that special attention is needed for the beginning of their 

learning process (e.g., encouraging student teachers to set more theoretical-based learning 

goals) and for the sequence of learning activities (e.g., helping them to become aware of 

the influences on their learning), since the aspects, situations, and contexts that affected 

their learning are related to these two sequences of their learning process. 

 Furthermore, learning in and from the workplace by student teachers must not be 

perceived as a separate form of student teacher learning, but as an integral part of the 

wholeness of their learning. Through visualizing the student teachers’ workplace learning 

as webs, our study showed that all aspects, situations, and contexts that contributed to 

the student teachers’ learning experiences were interconnected; one cannot disconnect 

one of these influences without losing one of the others and changing the outcome of 

the learning process. This means that workplace learning by student teachers includes 

learning at the teacher education institute, learning at home, and learning in the past, 

because all these types of learning were more or less involved in learning from workplace 

experiences. In view of the debate on school-based teacher education, and in particular 

Zeichner’s statement for creating hybrid spaces in teacher education preparation, this 

understanding of student teacher workplace learning might be interesting. Hybrid spaces 

aim to enhance student teacher learning by involving the rejection of (often competing) 

dichotomies, such as academic and practitioners knowledge and theory and practice in 

teacher education programs (Zeichner, 2010). According to Zeichner, the developing of 

such environments “does create spaces for student teacher learning that take advantage 

of multiple sources of expertise that can support highly-quality teaching” (p. 95). 

Although much research needs to be done on the impact of such spaces on student 

teacher learning, our study indicates that in learning from practical experiences, student 

teachers rely on multiple experiences and sources of expertise. The creation of hybrid 

spaces in teacher education preparation thus might be promising because such 
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environments seem to fit with the nature of learning in and from the workplace by 

student teachers. 
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