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Abstract 

Pedagogical internship (PI) is an important component of teacher training programmes in Zimbabwe. 
It is envisaged to give student teachers experience in the classroom. However, the variation between 
the theoretical expectations of pre-service teachers (PST) and their actual experiences in the field has 
been a relational lacuna in academic research in Zimbabwe. This research sought to address this by 
presenting data on the relation between college PSTs’ expectations about teaching mathematics and 
their actual experiences during PI in Zimbabwe. The study shares findings from a mixed methods study 
that employed two questionnaires completed by 120 PST before and during PI respectively, and a third 
questionnaire administered to school-based mentors. The researcher also conducted in-depth interviews 
with a few selected PSTs and teacher educators to elicit their views about the PSTs’ practices. The 
results show that there is, indeed, a conflictual relationship between the PSTs’ expectations of teaching 
mathematics and their experiences in the classroom. PSTs showed a consistent anticipation that they 
would sail through PI without many difficulties, but this expectancy turned out to be idealistic and 
impractical. The research also established that PSTs’ expectations about teaching mathematics prior 
to PI can influence their field practices, hence, determining their opportunities to learn to teach the 
subject. It is recommended that teacher training institutions organize programmes for PSTs before PI to 
prepare and acquaint them fully with the skills that are needed to face challenges of teaching that may 
otherwise come as a shock during PI.
Keywords: expectations of teaching, field experiences, mathematics knowledge, pedagogical internship 
(PI), pre-service teachers (PSTs)

Introduction

Several studies, including that of Chong and Low (2009, p.61) and Delamarter (2015, 
p.2), have suggested that PSTs enter education programmes with pre-determined perceptions, 
expectations, and conceptions about teaching. According to Frydaki and Mamoura (2011), most 
PSTs view teaching from the way they interpret events and then perform according to how 
they comprehend it. This is due to the lenses of their beliefs and expectations. The tendency 
of viewing teaching knowledge this way implies that the expectations that PSTs bring to the 
classroom regarding mathematics teaching may influence their practice of teaching the subject. 
For example, PSTs with the belief that knowledge is certain and unchanging are likely to teach 
learners mathematics by mere transmission of what they know (Makamure, 2016). Du Toit 
Brits and Nel (2016, p. 81) therefore posited that teachers sometimes express expectations and, 
on these expectations, they behave in a specific manner. This idea is echoed by Incecay (2011), 
and Lo and Anderson (2010) who asserted that beliefs and expectations govern PSTs’ thoughts, 
perceptions, actions, and judgements during field placement.
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In this research, a belief is considered as something one has surmised as true and 
expectations are regarded as predictions of what will happen. Beliefs can therefore influence 
expectations. For example, if a teacher believes mathematics is a difficult subject, that may 
affect his expectations about how it is taught. Purnomo et al. (2016) ascertained that beliefs 
that teachers have about the nature of mathematics determine instructional practices. This 
view is reflected in Peressini et al.’s (2004) study which submitted that some PSTs believe 
doing mathematics denotes getting correct answers fast and learning mathematics signifies 
mastering procedures. This belief of the nature of mathematics may prompt PSTs to encourage 
memorisation of concepts, formulae, and procedures in their teaching.  The beliefs and 
expectations of PSTs can thus shape the PSTs’ teaching behaviour which, in turn, can affect 
their opportunities to learn to teach mathematics during PI. There is therefore a connection 
between learning to teach and PSTs’ expectations. If people learn by trying to make sense of the 
differences between their predictions (expectations) and reality, then the presence or absence of 
practice shock could affect opportunities to learn. For example, if PSTs think that the only thing 
they need to learn or teach during PI is content, then that also affects what they may be ready to 
learn. Hence the idea of expectations and reality impacts on the way of learning to teach. 

There is a general consensus between Sag (2014) and Hamaidi et al. (2014) that PSTs’ 
expectations of teaching are sometimes absolutely divorced from reality during PI. These 
discrepancies between PSTs expectations and reality have been documented differently 
by various scholars. Delamarter (2015), for example, contended in a case study that PSTs’ 
expectations are often unrealistic. According to Delamarter, the expectations become unrealistic 
because most PSTs often generate an ideal in which they anticipate relational connections with 
the learners to trump content delivery. Whilst personal contact with learners is a crucial aspect 
of teaching, Delamarter professed that the PSTs tend to focus more on these relationships to the 
exclusion of academic considerations. Using observations, Eisenhardt et al. (2012) also argued 
that PSTs experience dissonance because their preconceived notions about learners conflict 
with their field experiences. The scholars argued that many classrooms today have become 
diverse and PSTs are not prepared to address the needs of diverse learners.  This view shows 
that PSTs may miscalculate the abilities of their students and their own (PSTs) proficiency 
to teach some mathematical concepts. These miscalculations could result in reality shock if 
the PSTs’ expectations fail to conform to their classroom practices. Delamarter (2015, p.2) 
consequently submitted that the sudden confrontation with the realities of PI may lead to 
practice shock for PSTs. Practice shock can be viewed as a sudden and surprising experience 
during PI when the PSTs’ expectations about teaching conflict with the full realities of the 
classroom. According to Stokking et al. (2003), PSTs experience a shock when they struggle 
coping with change. However, Stokking et al. (2003) posited that the level of such challenges 
depends on the instruction they acquired in college and the support they are given during PI. 
These views illustrate that a thorough preparation of PSTs before PI may assuage the negative 
effects of PI surprises.

Research Problem

Considering the background stipulated above, the question that remains is: In what 
context is this problem of practice shock more pronounced and does the problem exist in the 
contexts of developing countries such as Zimbabwe? If so, in what forms and to what extent? 
According to Du Toit-Brits and Nel (2016), research into this phenomenon of PSTs expectations 
and experiences in developing countries such as South Africa is limited. Extensive research 
concerning teachers’ expectations and teaching behaviour was in most cases conducted in the 
context of developed countries such as Canada and Israel (Du Toit-Brits & Nel, 2016).  In addition, 
research on the discrepancies between PSTs’ expectations prior to and realities during PI have 
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been well-documented in the developed countries by scholars such as Cole and Knowles (1993) 
who talked about shattered images of PSTs. In other studies, Pourdavood (2017) explained 
PSTs’ expectations towards mathematics while Sheridan (2016) examined changes in PSTs’ 
beliefs of pedagogy. Furthermore, Purnomo et al. (2016) outlined PSTs’ beliefs and practices in 
mathematics classes whereas Weinstein (1988) described unrealistic optimism. More work is 
therefore required for developing country contexts because PSTs in these countries, including 
Zimbabwe, have disparate cultural environments and varied exposures compared to the rest of 
the developed countries. Zimbabwe differs from developed countries because of its status as 
an underdeveloped country. This gap therefore prompted the research to explore mathematics 
PSTs’ expectations and their practices in Zimbabwe. 

The present research presents the extent to which PSTs’ expectations impact on their 
field practices in Zimbabwe. Furthermore, the research argues for the rationale to examine 
information on the ways in which the gap (if any) between PSTs’ expectations of teaching 
mathematics before and their actual experiences during PI can be taken into account. This 
would reduce teaching challenges faced by PSTs and create better opportunities for them to 
learn to teach mathematics. Two research questions guided the research. The first is: How 
are Zimbabwean PSTs’ expectations concerning teaching mathematics before PI and their 
actual practices during PI related? The second one is: To what extent do PSTs’ expectations 
concerning teaching mathematics during their teacher education programme reflect in their 
actual classroom teaching practices? 

Research Focus

Naylor et al. (2015) indicated that PSTs join teacher education programmes with a 
diversity of educational and life experiences, hence, diverse beliefs, values, and dispositions. 
Similarly, Feiman-Nemser (2001) affirmed that PSTs have lifelong experiences before teacher 
education. For this reason, the PSTs could have idiosyncratic preconceived ideas about teaching. 
These preconceived ideas may construct and give birth to various peculiar expectations among 
them as they step into teacher education programmes.  Most PSTs may therefore want to relate 
their PI classes with their personal experiences. Briley (2012) and Yilmaz and Sahin (2011) 
agreed that PSTs’ prior conceptions about teaching are linked directly to their classroom 
practices. Similarly, Naylor et al. (2015) affirmed that prior experiences and beliefs influence 
the skills and knowledge to be presented in the classroom.  For example, if a PST was earlier on 
taught with a particular teaching method, their perspective on teaching may evolve around this 
method. This suggests that previous experiences may exacerbate the tendency to underestimate 
the complexity of teaching, which can give rise to unlimited and unhealthy surprises during PI. 
Using a survey, Kahn et al. (2014) also argued that beliefs (which are presumed to give birth to 
expectations) cannot be separated from classroom practices. The ideas adduced above suggest 
that class practices of PSTs are likely to be determined by prior expectations which emerge as 
a result of prior experiences.

Expectations and Practice Shock

Wall’s (2016) study found that PSTs before PI expect and believe that teaching is 
simple and that teaching ensures learning, teaching is autonomous and that learners perform 
uniformly within grade levels. Such expectations may affect and determine the PSTs’ teaching 
methodologies and their perception of the learners they teach. In contrast with their expectations, 
PSTs usually find themselves frustrated and bewildered owing to unprecedented factors that 
emerge from classroom contexts (Wall, 2016).
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Weinstein (1988) raised the issue of “unrealistic optimism” among PSTs, which can 
culminate into practice shock. Weistein (1988) asserted that the structure and content of 
teacher education programmes can also contribute to unrealistic expectations among PSTs. In 
particular, Weinstein’s study alluded to the programmes in teacher education as being deficient 
in typical characteristics of professional preparation. For example, Weinstein’s study found that 
programmes in universities portray the notion that learning to teach is not problematic as long 
as certain procedures are followed religiously, hence averting discussions on what PSTs should 
do in the face of a challenge during PI. Wall (2016) concurred that there seems to be a mismatch 
between PSTs’ learning on campus (which can give rise to expectations) and their practices in 
the field. This mismatch implies that the theoretical knowledge acquired by PSTs in college 
may not suffice in the implementation of skills in teaching. 

Grouws et al. (1996) developed a theoretical framework with several categories for 
mathematical beliefs of teachers. One of the categories entails beliefs about the structure, 
composition, and status of mathematics (nature of mathematics). For instance, mathematics 
can be perceived by PSTs as a group of distinct, independent facts (Grouws et al., 1996). 
When PSTs carry this view into the classroom during PI, they may promote “instrumental 
understanding” of mathematical concepts among learners, whereby certain procedures are used 
to solve mathematical tasks without comprehension of why and how the procedures function 
(Leikin & Levav-Waynberg, 2009). An understanding of what mathematics is and better forms 
of teaching it by PSTs prior to PI may redirect their expectations about teaching mathematics 
during PI. Pourdavood (2017) asserted that views about what mathematics is and what it is not 
influence PSTs’ expectations, experiences, and beliefs towards teaching mathematics.

In one study on PSTs’ expectations regarding teaching mathematics before PI, Lo and 
Anderson (2010) revealed that some PSTs regard mathematics as a constant body of knowledge. 
This view suggests that PSTs are just there to re-teach mathematics for content retention and 
not for understanding and application of mathematical concepts. In the same vein, Peressini et 
al. (2004) submitted that PSTs believe that performing mathematics entails obtaining correct 
answers at the drop of a hat and that mastering procedures and memorising rules signify 
learning mathematics. For this reason, McDiarmid and Ball (1998) affirmed that PSTs assume 
that “good” mathematics learners are students who can recall formulas and procedures and, as 
a result, the inability to memorise these formulae and procedures implies poor performance. 
Such a mind-set is likely to determine the PSTs’ teaching strategies. When these strategies fail 
to work and the goals of teaching are not met, it may result in “unrealistic optimism” among 
PSTs, which can give rise to reality shock in the classroom. Some PSTs are confident to teach 
mathematics when they are on PI, assuming they are familiar with the subject content (Lee et 
al., 2013). What could be concealed to them is that the tacit comprehension of mathematics may 
not be helpful to the learner if it remains dormant. Whilst PSTs may think they have adequate 
pre-requisite ability to teach effectively because they have the content, they may fail to realise 
that content alone can lack the multi-dimensionality that makes the classroom a complex 
environment. Despite the knowledge of mathematics content, they have, PSTs are normally 
biased towards their ability to instruct learners from different cultures and to deal with individual 
differences in the classroom (Weinstein, 1988). Naylor et al. (2015) hence indicated that teacher 
education programmes have been sold short by the lack of internship, detachment of theory 
and practice, and transmissive teaching models taught in universities. These programmes in 
the universities are likely to impact on the PSTs’ perceptions and expectations about teaching 
mathematics. For example, the programmes portray a situation where teaching mathematics 
may be viewed as being theoretical and remote and that it can be done by any educated person 
(Naylor et al., 2015). However, PSTs get shocked when the situation in the classroom immerses 
them in the “real, practical and immediate” teaching contexts (Naylor et al., 2015, p.120). The 
teacher education curriculum should therefore strive to make PSTs understand that teaching 
mathematics goes beyond subject content, theory or having a “bag of tricks” (Naylor et al., 
2015, p.120) to teach it. 
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Possible Solutions to Buff Practice Shock

Given that PSTs enter PI with extensive pre-conceptions about teaching, the role of 
teacher education is to challenge their preconceived knowledge of the subject that they will 
teach (Naylor et al., 2015). This role helps them to have a positive change regarding teaching and 
promotes “learning to teach” (Sheridan, 2016) particularly learning to teach mathematics. It is 
therefore vital for teacher educators to be aware of PSTs’ prior expectations to improve the PSTs’ 
practices, hence, fostering effective teaching and learning of mathematics. Prior expectations 
may be preserved if they are consistent with the demands of learning to teach (Peressini et al., 
2004), but can be reshaped or rerouted if they are incompatible and misaligned with teaching 
(Barahona, 2014). Sometimes when PSTs notice that their expectations are dysfunctional, they 
panic and, ultimately, their dreams and hopes are shattered. These pre-existing expectations 
may be altered if teacher educators can present data which is believable, practical, convincing, 
and explainable to PSTs (Clark-Goff & Eslami, 2016).  White and Chant (2014) suggested 
that teacher educators (both in college and in schools) should create opportunities for PSTs 
to see the practical application of mathematics theory by challenging their expectations and 
perceptions. The implication of this idea is that teacher educators must be privy to the thoughts 
and expectations that are brought by PSTs to the classroom and be prepared to challenge and 
reinforce them so that change occurs. PI is therefore the domain in which expectations can be 
reinforced and/or challenged to create the opportunity to learn to teach mathematics.   

Research Methodology 

General Background

The present research was anchored on the pretext that mathematics is a practical subject 
and that it can only be understood through practice. The pragmatist philosophy was employed 
to guide the selection of the mixed methods approach to explore the connection between PSTs’ 
theoretical expectations and their educational performance in the classroom with regard to 
mathematics teaching in Zimbabwe. The pragmatist paradigm is an ideology which believes 
that education must be practical and must occur through experience (Creswell, 2014). Since 
the research intends to establish the extent to which PSTs’ expectations resonate with their field 
practices, it fits well into the precepts of pragmatism. The explanatory sequential design was 
deemed to be suitable for this research so that quantitative findings can be clarified and interpreted 
by qualitative data to ensure that the results are credible and trustworthy (Terrell, 2012).  As 
this study employed the explanatory design, the researcher was able to distribute questionnaires 
to participants first before and during PI. This was followed by focus group interviews (FGI) 
during PI. This was done to evaluate the link between PSTs’ previous expectations and beliefs 
against their field experiences. According to Ivankova (2014), the explanatory design allows 
confirmation by qualitative means (FGI) in the event that questionnaires provide unexpected 
data. During their first year, PSTs in Zimbabwe learn pedagogics of teaching mathematics as 
well as mathematics content. During their second year (on PI), they are deployed in schools 
all over the country (rural and urban areas) and the practising schools are diverse in terms of 
teaching and learning resources.  In their final year (3rd year), the PSTs continue with pedagogics 
and mathematics content up to first year degree level. A conscious decision regarding which 
PSTs would provide the desired information was therefore made. 
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Sample

Convenience sampling was used to select 120 first year PSTs from two colleges using 
codes A and B. The figure was thought to be a realistic representation of the population of 160 
as it represented 75% of the total number of first-year mathematics PSTs in the two colleges A 
and B. A population of 160 calculated at 95% confidence level and margin error of 4.5% would 
require a sample size of 120. The researcher also purposively selected 42 school-based mentors 
from the 3 provinces where most students were deployed for PI. The mentors were selected 
from teachers who supervised the PSTs during PI. Seven college-based teacher educators also 
participated in the research. 

Instrument and Procedures

First year mathematics PSTs from two teachers’ colleges A and B were selected to 
answer a group-administered questionnaire (separately) prior to PI. This sought to determine 
their pre-conceptions and expectations of mathematics content, mathematics teaching and 
mathematics learners before field experiences. A follow-up questionnaire developed by the 
researcher was also administered to 105 PSTs in the middle of their PI. The PSTs were from 
the same group that responded to the initial questionnaire. This questionnaire was meant to 
solicit information on the PSTs’ experiences during PI. The responses enabled the researcher to 
compare PSTs’ expectations before PI with their actual experiences during PI. FGIs were also 
conducted with 22 PSTs from the same group that answered questionnaires to allow for in-depth 
exploration of the findings. The secondary teachers’ colleges A and B were thus considered as 
they had first year PSTs in session and were soon expected to go on internship. The 42 mentors 
answered a questionnaire to elicit information illustrating any discrepancies in the perceptions 
of mentors about PSTs’ practices during PI. Follow-up FGIs with 14 mentors who participated 
in answering questionnaires were also conducted to ascertain their views about the strengths 
and shortcomings of PSTs during PI. The questionnaire focused on their mathematics content 
knowledge and their teaching knowledge in the field. Selected college-based lecturers also 
answered individualised semi-structured interviews to establish their views concerning the 
nature of mathematics knowledge acquired by PSTs during their time in college. 

Data Analysis 

The first questionnaire developed by the researcher requested for PSTs’ demographic 
data and teaching expectations, whilst the second one sought their teaching experiences. The 
third questionnaire sought mentors’ views about PST’s classroom performance. The SPSS 
programme was used to analyse responses to the three questionnaires and to test their reliability. 
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was computed to give the coefficients 0.614, 0.850 and 0.758 
for the three questionnaires, respectively. Although coefficients of over 0.7 are recommended 
for a strong approximation of reliability, coefficients under 0.7 may realistically be accepted, 
especially when working with psychological constructs such as personal traits, abilities and 
attitudes (Kline, 1999). This justifies the relatively low scale of 0.614. The three questionnaires’ 
internal consistency were therefore relatively high. The quantitative data collected from 
questionnaires were cleaned, entered, and analysed using the SPSS programme. The results 
of the questionnaires were analysed on a 5-point Likert scale using descriptive statistics and 
paired samples t-test. The 5-point Likert scale was given a weighting of 1 to 5, and had the 
highest score of 5 representing ‘Strongly Agree’ (S.A), with ‘Strongly Disagree’ (S.D) taking 
the lowest score of 1. Using the Likert scale enabled the calculation of means and standard 
deviations necessary in this mixed methods design study. The descriptive analysis reported 
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on the frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations of the PSTs’ expectations and 
experiences during PI. A paired samples t-test analysis was carried out at 5% significance level 
to determine the significance of the difference between the two means of ‘expectations’ of 
teaching prior to PI and ‘teaching experiences’ in the field. 

The result of the interviews with the lecturers, mentors, and PSTs were presented and 
analysed to confirm quantitative data. To ensure that the trustworthiness and credibility criteria 
is met, interview data were compared with the quantitative data, and audio recordings were 
transcribed into textual data. 

Research Results 

Expectations and Experiences of Teaching

Table 1 juxtaposes the means of expectations of teaching prior to PI and the experiences 
during PI on the question items that examined the same skills, so as to establish the discrepancies 
between the two constructs. Expectations were drawn from questionnaire 1 administered prior 
to PI, whilst the experiences were from questionnaire 2 answered by PSTs during PI.

Table 1
Expectations and Experiences of Pedagogical Internship Compared

Expectations of learning to teach before PI 
(Extract from Questionnaire 1)

Classroom experiences during PI (Extract from 
questionnaire 2)

Item  Expectations M SD Item  Experiences M SD

8
I know how to manage my 
classroom during lessons 3.91 .773 9

My classroom management 
skills are quite appropriate 4.10 .714

9
I know how to deal with students' 
misconceptions and understanding 3.65 .820 10

I have an understanding of how 
students learn mathematics 3.97 .771

10
I can adjust my teaching based on 
students’ understanding 4.24 .745 22

I can adjust my teaching styles 
to suit various learners 4.31 .731

11
I will be able to adjust my styles of 
teaching to suit various learners 4.37 .750 22

I can adjust my teaching styles 
to suit various learners 4.31 .731

12

I can choose good teaching styles 
to direct students’ learning 4.20 .763 11

I can apply different teaching 
approaches during lessons at 
appropriate times

4.21 .762

13

I can select appropriate teaching 
resources to improve my teaching 
strategies

3.99 .855 15
I can select appropriate teaching 
resources that enhance my 
teaching

4.28 .630

14

Knowing different approaches 
means the ability to use them 3.59 1.061 13

I know about different 
approaches which means I can 
use them for teaching

3.78 1.180

15
A variety of approaches to teach a 
concept confuses students 2.66 1.297 12

Using a variety of approaches 
may confuse students 2.64 1.381

16
I will be able to use skills gained in 
college during PI 4.28 .856 18

It is quite easy to utilise skills 
gained in college during PI 3.62 1.021

17
I am able to relate well with the 
students during PI 4.11 .768 20

There is a sound relationship 
between me and my students 4.30 .786

18
The teacher should accept students’ 
ideas and propositions 4.20 .826 24

I respect and accept students’ 
thoughts and suggestions 4.41 .661
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Expectations of learning to teach before PI 
(Extract from Questionnaire 1)

Classroom experiences during PI (Extract from 
questionnaire 2)

Item  Expectations M SD Item  Experiences M SD

19
I can motivate students lacking the 
desire to learn maths 4.33 .650 19

I can motivate students who lack 
the desire to do mathematics 4.24 .779

20

I can assess students' learning in 
various ways 3.90 .827 26

I can assess and evaluate my 
students' performance in the 
classroom

4.34 .782

21
Teaching is what I expected in life 3.18 1.275 29

Teaching is what I expected 
in life 3.48 1.356

  Expectations (Total average) 3.90 .876 Experiences 3.99 .889
*Note: Each pair of items from Q1 and Q2 is testing the same skill. M – Mean, SD – Standard Deviation

From Table 1, the PSTs evaluated themselves quite high in terms of teaching before and 
during PI as indicated by the total means of 3.9 and 3.99, respectively.  The result indicates 
that an overwhelming majority of the PSTs were confident of being able to teach well and 
present lessons with minimal problems as shown by the means of the responses from the first 
questionnaire ranging from 3.91 to 4.37. This demonstrates a strong agreement. This result is 
supported by the t-test analysis that was done to determine the significance of the difference 
between expectations of teaching prior to PI and classroom experiences during PI. This is 
illustrated in the results below:

Table 2
Testing the Difference between Expectations and Experiences

µ Paired Differences t df p

µ SD

Pair 1

Expectations of learning to 
teach before pedagogical 
internship - classroom 
experiences during 
pedagogical internship

-.09857 .26878 -1.372 13 .193

H0 :μD=0 ; H1: μD≠0 

In Table 2, μD is the difference between means of expectations before PI and classroom 
experiences in the field. Since , we do not reject H0 and conclude that, there is inadequate 
evidence to claim that at 5% level of significance, expectations of teaching before PI are 
different from experiences during PI. The result therefore explains that PSTs’ expectations of 
teaching were associated to their experiences during PI. 

The expectations and experiences in Table 1 above are however grouped into instructional 
and relational practices. In this research, relational expectations refer to expectations of academic 
relationship or association between the teacher and their students. This includes provision of 
social-emotional learning needs to the student by the teacher. Instructional expectations and 
experiences are considered in the research as practices regarding the actual teaching processes 
that include the teaching of mathematics content and the styles of teaching it for understanding. 
The instructional practices in table 1, which are the main focus of the research, show that there 
are negative differences between expectations and experiences during PI. This implies that 
teaching expectation levels were higher than the experience levels, hence, expectations were 
not met. The instructional practices have been extracted from table 1 to be reflected in Table 3 
below:
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Table 3
Instructional Expectations and Experiences of PI Compared

Q 1 Q 2 Comparison of Expectations and Experiences

Item N0.
Item 
N0. ITEMS

Expectations 
M (E1)

Experiences 
M (E2)

Difference Between 
Expectations and 
Experiences 
(E2 – E1)

11 22
I will be able to adjust my styles of 
teaching to suit various learners 4.37 4.31 -0.06

15 12
A variety of approaches to teach a 
concept confuses students 2.66 2.64 -0.02

16 18
It is quite easy to utilise skills gained 
in college during PI 4.28 3.62 -0.66

19 19
I can motivate students lacking the 
desire to learn maths 4.33 4.24 -0.09

*Notes: Q1 means Questionnaire 1 before PI; Q2 means Questionnaire 2 during PI; A pair of items in Q1 
and Q2 tests the same skill

Generally, Table 3 shows that PSTs were over expectant in instructional practices of 
teaching mathematics rather than in relations with learners. However, PSTs’ responses to item 
16 before PI (M= 4.28) and item 18 during PI (M= 3.62), were disparate. Items 16 and 18 read: 
“It is quite easy to utilise skills gained in college during PI”. The PSTs’ responses concerning 
their ability to use college acquired skills in the classroom were therefore obtrusively different 
and the rating decreased from 89.8% to 61.1%, as depicted in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1
 It is Easy to Utilise the Skills Gained in College during PI 

The PSTs’ reflections show that they expected application of skills to be easy and lessons 
conducted according to the way the PSTs were prepared in college as evidenced by the high score 
of 89.8%. These expectations suggest that PSTs enter the teaching profession with somewhat 
many expectations regarding teaching and learning. The difference between 89.8% and 61.1% 
may also indicate that the PSTs may have underestimated learners’ learning needs and over 
anticipated their own (PSTs) capability to implement the skills learned in the classroom setting 
prior to PI. For example, the teaching approaches that the PSTs used during PI could have been 
unsuitable for the quantity of work they planned, the topics they taught and learners’ aptitudes. 
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The following selected reflections from participant A6 during interviews (which were echoed 
by other participants) indicate PSTs’ lived experiences on this matter.

My view was that pupils’ understanding would be better. However, the reality in the classroom 
revealed to me that, for each topic, although I thought it was easy, when they wrote the individual 
work, they would give different answers on the same question. I expected them to perform the 
same… so, yeah, it’s not that easy. You don’t know how to teach them in order to understand.  

Although the above pre-service teacher expected teaching to be easy, probably because 
she knew the content, the following interview response from A5 shows that media selection, 
contrary to the PSTs’ expectations, was very demanding. 

…Or else you go with a chart, you think they will quickly understand what is on the chart, then 
you realise sometimes you need concrete things like when you choose media. Say, I am doing area, 
I say, side by side. Sometimes you need to go with something like a tile, then you show them that, 
this is the dimension, and this is another dimension, instead of just doing charts.

From these responses, A6 was concerned about the most effective methods for use to 
teach students with varied abilities. A5 also realised immediately the significance of using 
concrete objects to improve understanding of concepts, showing that education can come 
through experience. Many PSTs seemed to have a myriad of teaching strategies but still required 
to catch up with the details of how and when to implement them during classroom teaching. 
The PSTs’ expectations regarding what would be required seemed to conflict with reality. The 
findings show that PSTs regard PI as easy to achieve, but they become discouraged when their 
theoretical expectations are confronted by practical reality.  

Over 70% of participants expected teaching mathematics to be simple and straightforward, 
which turned out to be unrealistic.  This finding confirms the quantitative results from 
questionnaire two (Table 4) which indicate that 70.6% of the PSTs were disagreeable to or 
unsure about the match between their expectations and experiences of teaching. 

Data from item 30 of questionnaire 2 (Table 4) describe PSTs as less positive concerning 
the relationship between their expectations and classroom experiences. This is demonstrated 
by the low mean of 2.54 and a low measure of 29.4% agreement. The standard deviation is 
0.857<1.0, which implies that responses are homogeneous as shown in Table 4 below.

  
Table 4
Pre-service Teachers’ Expectations vs Experiences

N Disagree Neutral Agree
Experiences during pedagogical internship M SD

30. My classroom expectations of teaching 
mathematics before pedagogical internship 
match my experiences during pedagogical 
internship

104 58% 12.6% 29.4% 2.54 0.857

*Note: The mean column stands for the mean on the Likert scale (1 – 5)

The results of Table 4, Figure 1 and the PSTs’ interviews show that, during PI, the PSTs 
in this research, in contrast with their expectations, faced multiple challenges. These included 
problems that were associated with growing their teaching techniques during lessons and lesson 
preparations. 

Mentors’ views on PSTs’ Practices during PI (extract from questionnaire 3)
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Table 5 below shows the views of school-based mentors about PSTs classroom 
practices.

Table 5
Mentors’ Views about PSTs’ Classroom Practices (Questionnaire 3)

ITEM
n= 42 n Disagree Neutral Agree M SD

16
The college has done enough to prepare pre-
service teachers for pedagogical internship 40 55% 12.5% 32.5% 2.88 0.791

17 My mentee knows the content s/he teaches 40 7.5% 17.5% 75% 3.88 0.911

18 My mentee’s classroom management is very 
satisfactory 39 10.3% 17.9% 71.8% 3.67 0.838

19
Field experience courses offered in teachers’ 
colleges for mathematics pre-service teachers 
need to be enhanced 

40 2.5% 17.5% 80% 3.95 0.677

*Note: The mean column stands for the mean on the Likert scale

The responses for items 16, 17 and 19 of questionnaire 3 suggest that, although PSTs 
have the subject content (item 17), they may still be struggling with pedagogy (items 16, 19). 
The mentors hence suggested that internship courses offered in teachers’ colleges need to be 
improved (item 19, mean =3.95) so as to enhance the PSTs’ performance. 

In their explanation of the problems they faced with PSTs on PI (Questionnaire 3), the 
main issues raised by the school-based mentors included PSTs resisting advice (25%), and poor 
teaching styles (11.1%), among others. These assertions were substantiated by the outcomes 
of the interviews carried out with some school-based mentors who had this to say about their 
mentees:

M13:  …. there are some students who want to show you that they know so much that, when you want 
to assist them, they will tell you they know, …………. Some are even difficult to mentor.  You don’t 
know the mark to give. Some do not attend lessons…… 

The reflections above are evidence of an “I know it all” attitude from the PSTs, which 
could have emanated from their predictions about teaching. These views are likely to deprive 
the PSTs of the opportunities to learn “how to teach”. The mentors also indicated that some 
PSTs lacked confidence in teaching senior classes. PSTs’ reluctance to teach senior classes could 
be confirmation of a lack of both content and the pedagogical knowledge.  In the interviews 
with college educators, they refuted the idea that colleges encouraged schools to allocate PSTs 
junior classes only. The school-based mentors also attributed the PSTs’ shallow pedagogical 
knowledge to the training acquired in college (Table 5). They suggested that what the PSTs are 
learning in colleges is possibly not related to what they are supposed to teach in schools. This 
gap could give PSTs false expectations (unrealistic optimism) and little confidence to teach 
examinations classes. This is because PSTs lacked subject content. Mentor (M6) exhibited his 
sentiments about this matter as follows:

M6: ……. these student teachers have no confidence. What they are taught at college has no link with 
what they teach here. Because they are doing “integration” there, they come here they want to 
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teach “transformations”. ……. What I am saying is, lecturers should check: Is he able to artic-
ulate, to transfer what is in his mind to the students? Does he understand how students learn 
themselves?

According to the school curriculum in Zimbabwe, the topic “integration” is taught at 
“Advanced” level and “transformations” is taught at “Ordinary” level. When these students 
go on PI, they are expected to teach up to “O” level. The one point that mentors seem to be 
foregrounding in the above statement is the need for mathematics taught in colleges to link 
directly with the content that PSTs are expected to teach in schools. The connection means that 
the college syllabus should include ‘O’ level ‘topics such as “transformations”. Going through 
the ‘O’ level topics in college could regenerate their confidence in the classroom. In responding 
to the question item that needed college lecturers to validate whether college mathematics 
courses were sufficient to prepare PSTs for PI, the discussions with some educators were as 
follows: 

Lecturer 4: I think, so far we have been trying but we realised we are making a mistake of leaving 
the core mathematics, which is mathematics up to “O” level. Normally our students have got ar-
eas of difficulty which they normally face when they go for pedagogical internship. They need to 
know this to enhance their confidence.

Lecturer 4 and the rest of other lecturers in this research concurred that there was a need 
to improve to include ‘Ordinary’ level content in the college mathematics curriculum in order to 
enhance PSTs’ skills of teaching and boost their confidence to present a lesson to learners. The 
lecturers’ views reflected that their college mathematics syllabus did not adequately address 
what the mathematics PSTs were expected to teach in schools. 

Discussion

This research was carried out on the premise that there is a link between learning to 
teach and PSTs’ expectations. There is a general consensus that PSTs’ expectations of teaching 
are sometimes absolutely divorced from reality during PI (Sag, 2014; Hamaidi et al., 2014). 
These discrepancies between PSTs expectations and reality have been documented differently 
by various scholars. This research therefore augmented previous studies by presenting data 
on the relationship between college PSTs’ expectations about teaching mathematics and their 
actual experiences during PI in Zimbabwe. This adds the usual missing context of a developing 
country in the academic research milieu. 

To answer the 2 research questions, the findings, as reflected in Tables 1 and 2, show 
that the PSTs’ expectations before PI were closely related to their experiences in the classroom. 
According to Peressini et al. (2004), pre-existing expectations may be preserved if they are 
consistent with the demands of teaching. In contrast with the findings, the studies of researchers 
such as Delamarter (2015), Pourdavood (2017) and Wall (2016), however have shown the 
dissonance that exists between PSTs’ expectations and classroom experiences in the field. The 
issue of PSTs’ expectations of teaching mathematics being parallel with their experiences in 
the classroom may raise a possible ramification on the result. This is because, if PSTs have a 
set of expectations about teaching and learning and, if these are not perturbed, then they are 
going to miss opportunities to learn how to teach. To be specific, if a student teacher thinks she/
he is good (expectations) but is unable to identify where she/he is not doing so well, it will be 
difficult for one to improve.  It is therefore essential that teacher education bears the burden to 
challenge PSTs’ preconceptions about teaching (Naylor et al., 2015). This role assists PSTs to 
have a positive change regarding teaching (Sheridan, 2016) otherwise learning to teach is stifled 
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if their expectations align with the class experiences. The perceptions of the lived experiences 
(Table 1) of PSTs creates an inference that the PSTs may not be the best judges of their 
performance. For this reason, the self-evaluation that PSTs gave themselves in questionnaires 1 
and 2 could have influenced some of them to resist assistance during mentorship. This implies 
that the PSTs’ views and/or expectations about their performance can determine what they learn 
or do not learn during learning to teach (Naylor et al., 2015). 

The similarity between the PSTs expectations and experiences could also be due to 
the fact that this part of the survey was based on the PSTs’ perceptions of their experiences 
(no lessons were observed), and might not necessarily mean it was happening on the ground. 
However, Tables 1and 2 are based on a mixture of relational and instructional practices. The 
subsequent Table 3 demonstrates the results of the relationship between expectations and 
experiences of instructional practices only, which are the focus of this research. The results of 
Table 3 and Figure 1 show that there is a mismatch between PSTs’ instructional expectations 
and experiences. The findings confirm Tarman’s (2012) observations that PSTs sometimes 
ascertain that what they anticipate about teaching is dissimilar to their empirical experiences in 
the field. The apparent contradiction between the PSTs’ perceptions of their practices and the 
views of their mentors and college educators could also be evidence of the discord that existed 
between PSTs’ expectations before and experiences during PI (Table 5). This result confirms 
Pourdavood’s (2017) assertion of the discrepancies between PSTs’ expectations and reality in 
the classroom. 

By and large, when the PSTs were asked to explain their views prior to PI and the manner 
in which their perceptions had changed during PI, their responses revealed that the PSTs’ prior 
expectations of easily teaching mathematics were high. This was confirmed by the mentors’ 
comments which provided indications on the need for effective PSTs’ content delivery methods 
in the classroom. Failure to effectively teach a lesson could defeat their expectations in the 
field. PSTs’ supposedly distorted frame of mind about teaching and learning mathematics could 
have a bearing on the rift between expectations and reality of teaching mathematics. Some 
of the mythical expectations, according to Eisenhardt et al. (2012), impose an obligation on 
teacher educators to interrogate the teaching methodologies of PSTs and assist them to develop 
appropriate practices with regards to mathematics teaching. The significance of PCK during 
internship was emphasised by Shulman (1986) in his treatise of the need to integrate content 
and pedagogy in the classroom. 

This research also found that failure to include high school mathematics in the 
mathematics teacher education syllabus may defeat the PSTs’ expectations to deliver content 
during PI. In the same vein, Hine (2015) contended that excellent mathematics teachers should 
have a sound and lucid knowledge of mathematics that is suitable to the level of students they 
will teach. Without sound mathematics content, pedagogical processes are of little benefit, 
Hine (2015) wrote. This implies that educators must apply and teach mathematics addressed 
in schools. It is understandable that there could be concepts which PSTs may have failed to 
internalise at “Ordinary” level. Such concepts ought to be attended to and spruced up for PSTs, 
prior to teaching and standing in front of their classes.  This could be the reason why Stokking 
et al. (2003) posited that the level of PI difficulties is dependent on the training PSTs acquired 
in college or university. The discrepancy between what the PSTs learn in college and what they 
teach in the classroom may hence contribute to reality shock. This discord between expectations 
and experiences points out to the fact that effective preparation for PI in colleges is one critical 
factor in the overall success of PSTs. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations

This research applied a mixed methods design by using a sample of PSTs, school-based 
mentors and teacher education lecturers to explore the relationship between mathematics PSTs 
expectations prior to PI and their actual practices in the field. The following were the vital 
findings of the research: 1) There is indeed a conflict between the PSTs’ expectations about 
teaching mathematics and their actual experiences in the field in Zimbabwe. Some PSTs were 
found to have unrealistic expectations regarding teaching mathematics before field placement. 
For example, some PSTs, in contrast to their expectations, had difficulties inculcating the skills 
that they learnt in college into their teaching (Figure 1). 2) It was also established that some 
of the PSTs’ classroom practices are a reflection of their expectations, hence determining their 
opportunities to learn to teach the subject. Interviews with the PSTs illustrated that their initial 
practices in the first days on PI were influenced by prior beliefs about teaching. However, this 
presented some challenges in their classroom work.  

This research therefore recommends that teacher training institutions, as an initial 
step to PSTs’ professional preparation, ought to investigate PSTs’ beliefs and expectations 
on teaching mathematics prior to pedagogical internship so as to refocus their perceptions. 
Teacher training institutions may, for example, sharpen their focus on organising programmes 
with field practices before PSTs transition to PI so that they are equipped with teaching skills 
and ready to face classroom challenges that may otherwise take place as a shock during PI. It is 
also recommended that both teachers’ college and school mathematics curricula proffer similar 
topics in order to reduce the gap between what PSTs learn in college and what they teach in the 
field. 

Limitations

There is one possible limitation in this study that can be addressed in future research. The 
results of this study were based on the participants’ perceptions only through questionnaires 
and interviews. It is likely that participants, pre-service teachers in particular, may not be 
the best judges of their own performance. Though their views were supported or refuted by 
their educators, the findings could be improved by embracing lesson observations of PSTs 
during internship in addition to the questionnaires and interviews, so as to establish their actual 
experiences of teaching. Such an empirical approach would give results that are based on what 
is happening on the ground rather than entirely depending on participants’ understanding of 
events only. 
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