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Abstract

The aim of this presentation is to present selected findings from the two-year project Flying School of
Teaching Practicum, carried out within the Science for Society programme at the Maria Grzegorzewska
University in Warsaw. The project was research-and-application oriented. It involved the implementation
of teaching practicum by students—future early childhood education teachers—under the supervision of
academic staff in intentionally selected primary schools distinguished by their organizational,
methodological, or curricular approaches. The study aimed to analyse the experiences students gained in
the professional environment. The method used was participatory action research (Kemmis & McTaggart,
2005), and the research material was collected through eight focus group interviews with students
participating in the project and through their reflective journals (134 in total). The analysis shows a gap
between the image of modern school education constructed within the university and the realities of
everyday school practice. This gap becomes visible in the areas of the organization of the teaching and
learning process, the methods and forms of work used, and the way the roles of teacher and pupil are
perceived. In students’ statements, on the one hand, there appears fascination with innovative solutions
implemented in selected schools, such as group work, project-based learning, or an emphasis on
socio-emotional competencies; on the other hand, there appears a sense of helplessness in the face of
entrenched organizational schemes, time pressure, the dominance of textbooks, and standard forms of work
that make it difficult to implement modern teaching approaches.
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1. Introduction

Contemporary school functions in conditions of dynamic social, civilizational, cultural,
technological, and economic change, which redefine its traditional functions and the organization of
teaching and educational processes. Globalization, digitalization, cultural diversity, and growing
expectations regarding the quality of education make it impossible to limit schooling to the transmission of
knowledge. School has lost its monopoly over knowledge transfer, as a result of complex social,
technological, and cultural processes that have transformed the ways children participate in the world of
information. Educational practice still too rarely recognizes and uses the potential of pupils’ cognitive
autonomy, perpetuating transmissive didactics based on knowledge reproduction (Batachowicz, 2009;
Klus-Stanska, 2018). That is why it is so important to develop an educational environment based on
flexibility, transdisciplinarity, collaboration, and reflection (Bruton, 2011).

These changes imply the need to redefine teacher education toward the development of creative
and reflective thinking about education. Teacher education can effectively support the development of a
reflective and critical attitude toward educational practice, which helps prepare future teachers for
conscious action based on the appropriate use of pedagogical knowledge. Such an attitude enables them to
critically analyse their own experiences, adapt to changing educational conditions, and make educational
decisions based on careful evaluation and deeper reflection (Perkowska-Klejman, 2015). In this context,
the development of the teacher as a creative and reflective professional is particularly important (Schon,
1983), for whom partnership, dialogue, and systematic reflection on practice are key principles of action.
Among pedagogy students, these attitudes can be developed primarily in the school environment, through
cooperation between the university and schools. During these experiences, students have the opportunity
to confront the theoretical assumptions learned during their studies with the possibilities and barriers to
their implementation in the world of school practice. In this text, we make this confrontation the central
point of our reflection. We attempt to answer the question: What image of modern education is constructed
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within the university, and does it find reflection in everyday practice—with particular emphasis on teaching
practicum carried out within school-university partnerships?

2. Methods

The study was designed as participatory action research (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Heck,
2024), aimed at solving organizational problems through the involvement of those who experience them
(Herr & Anderson, 2015). The aim of the study was to improve the quality of teaching practicum by
developing and implementing a practicum model in cooperation with students—future early childhood
education teachers—and intentionally selected public and non-public primary schools in Poland, within the
so-called concept of “university-school partnerships” (Day, 2006), in order to create a learning community
(Smith & MacGregor, 2009) and promote learning through reflective practice (Schon, 1983).

The analysis forms part of broader research carried out within the project Flying School of
Teaching Practicum” (Koterwas et al., 2024). The research was conducted from February 2024 to March
2026. It included 134 students of preschool and early childhood pedagogy at the Maria Grzegorzewska
University in Warsaw, who had the opportunity to complete a one-week practicum in “model” schools
distinguished by the active work of principals or founders, their distinctive curricula, or the organization of
education based on constructivist assumptions. Immediately after completing their one-week practicum
within the project, eight focus group interviews were conducted. The transcripts of these interviews were
subjected to inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using open coding. The study received a
positive opinion from the Senate Committee for Research Ethics at APS. In this article, we analyse material
concerning students’ confrontation of professional academic knowledge with school praxis. We ask what
vision of modern education is outlined by future early childhood education teachers and whether it is
reflected in everyday pedagogical practice.

3. Discussion and conclusion

3.1. The image of modern school

During the focus group interviews, students participating in the Flying School of Teaching
Practicum project confronted academic knowledge with their own experiences from practicum placements
in schools intentionally selected for the project. They constructed high expectations of school based on an
idealized vision shaped by the pedagogical knowledge acquired during their studies. They paid particular
attention to the need for pupils’ cognitive activation as a condition for learning. “Here at the university we
are often told to arrange the desks somehow in groups or in horseshoes, in an active way. And going on
practicum, I wanted to see that” (FGI3). In their statements, characteristic expressions appeared, indicating
the belief built up during their studies in the existence of only one correct model of the ideal school:
“I expected novelty and innovation and wanted to see this ideal theory in practice” (FGI3); “I had very high
expectations because it was a great project, an innovative school, and I went there thinking it would be
amazing, something ‘wow’!” The modern school is thus framed as something extraordinary, alternative,
fascinating, with a “wow” effect. Students presented this image mainly in opposition to the traditional
school model, by negation rather than by describing its specific functioning. “We could see a different way
of working, compared to my earlier practicum, where there was literally a coursebook, a workbook and you
just do everything from A to Z” (FGI2). “I went [to the practicum] wanting to change how I perceive school,
to see how it can look different” (FGI1).

Among some students, the ideal school vision constructed during pedagogical studies was
described as “strange” or unrealistic to implement in practice: “Here [at the university] they sometimes tell
us to do different strange activities and try them, and I sometimes cannot imagine how one could conduct
that in school and still manage to do everything and engage everyone” (FGI3). The theoretical construct of
the ideal school is perceived by students as “strange” when it goes too far beyond their imagination of
school and beyond the biographically entrenched model they have accepted. This gap between the image
of modern school outlined at the university and the hierarchical, formal, and predictable school reality
creates in them a sense of uncertainty, but also curiosity and a desire to test the extent to which the ideas
learned during their studies can actually be used in everyday practice. In this way, practical experience
becomes a space in which their entrenched schemes of perceiving school are confronted with new, more
creative possibilities for teachers’ action. Activities involving the organization of space or the inclusion of
pupils in lesson delivery—which seem “strange” or difficult to realize during university classes—take on
new meaning when, despite the difficulties, they are attempted in school practice. As a result, the ideal
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model of school is not rejected, but gradually transformed into a more realistic and reflective one, adapted
to specific conditions, an image of school in which learning means not only acquiring knowledge “about”
reality, but also “in” reality and “through” reality.

3.2. School praxis

After study visits to intentionally selected schools within the Flying School of Teaching Practicum
project, some students noticed a reflection of academic knowledge in school practice. They referred to
specific lesson observations: “In mathematics classes in first grade I noticed that the practical classes were
almost one-to-one the same as those we have at the university with the doctor, and I could observe what it
really looks like in practice with children. (...) it was clear that what we are learning here really transfers to
what happens later in class” (FGI7).

Today, the teacher should become a co-creator of a dynamic educational environment in which
children are supported in learning not only about reality, but also within it and through experiencing it
(Maynard, 2001). Students described these experiences as highly valuable, emphasizing that lessons in the
selected schools revealed concrete implementation of the methods and forms of work they had learned at
the university. They pointed out that they could observe how pedagogical theory “works” in everyday
classroom activity, which strengthened their belief in the usefulness of their studies and showed the real
transferability of academic knowledge into educational practice (Heintz, 2024). The encounter between
theory and pedagogical practice is described in the literature as a key moment in the development of the
reflective teacher (Schon, 1983; Zeichner & Liston, 2013; Loughran, 2010; Bernay et al., 2020). “I finally
saw that it is possible (...) and that you can organize the teaching process in such a way as to introduce these
interesting, diverse methods into practice” (FGI4). Such experiences are crucial for the development of
professional pedagogical knowledge, because they allow students to see that innovative methods and forms
of work are not merely a student abstraction, but a real and functioning part of school praxis. They sustain
motivation for experimentation, strengthen a sense of didactic competence, and build the conviction that
school can be a space for active, creative, and reflective learning. Thus, the professional pedagogical
knowledge being formed ceases to be “dry theory” that is impossible to apply in the school environment.

Some students had different experiences. They reported that they observed lesson organization
consistent with their vision of a “model” school only in individual teachers. Students said: “There are no
such nice, innovative, ideal schools, but there are teachers who try...” (FGIS5). This observation gave them
a sense of agency in the role of teacher-innovator: “Even if the school is not especially conducive, I can do
it in my own way too, and then it’s like, okay, it can be done, I’ll do it” (FGI4). Observing even one such
teacher during students’ educational biographies is crucial for the construction of their professional identity.
These practicum experiences not only helped to overcome negative experiences from earlier placements,
but also inspired further action: independent observations, entering the teaching profession, and planning
their own projects. Students strengthened their sense of competence: “I was in one lesson with a first-grade
teacher and really one hour was enough for me to understand what it is about. What it could look like and
what it should look like. I was thrilled (...) I saw so much to draw from that it will definitely stay with me
for a long time” (FGI1).

Despite the careful selection of schools for our project, some students were disappointed by the
lessons they observed. They emphasized that these lessons diverged from academic knowledge. “We learn
all these amazing things, and then we go there and they sit all day doing workbooks—where is all that we
are learning?” (FGI2). “The practicum itself differs, in my opinion, from what they feed us here. Because
they feed us cotton candy, some ice cream. I mean, do this, do that, be like this. Constantly, constantly
something. It is very different” (FGI3). These metaphors (“cotton candy,” “ice cream’) convey the
perception of the university as a place of illusory, ephemeral ideals that contrast with school everyday life.
In this way, the felt gap between the modern, creative vision of school conveyed at the university and the
traditional, bureaucratic school practice becomes a signal to students that teacher education requires better
integration of reflection on real school conditions and dialogue between the university and the school
environment. Only such dialogue can contribute to a more coherent and realistic image of school in which
theory and educational practice complement one another.

4. Conclusion

The analysis reveals a fundamental gap between the idealistic vision of school built within the
university as a space of innovation and activation, and school praxis, which often perpetuates traditional
transmissive patterns dominated by workbooks and pupil passivity. This contrast appears both in students’
narratives expressing fascination with “modern” theoretical proposals and in frustration caused by their
absence in practice. The statements about university “cotton candy” versus the “ordinary” school indicate
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that pedagogical knowledge conveyed during studies remains, for many students, isolated from the real
conditions of everyday school life, making it difficult to translate into practice.

As aresult, the gap between theory and practice becomes an important signal for teacher education,
pointing to the need for a reflective linking of theory with school realities, where students can analyse the
limitations that emerge. Only then can practical experience contribute to building a more realistic and
flexible image of school as a space of learning for both pupils and future teachers, while beginning to
function as a “catalyst for reflection,” encompassing not only criticism of school realities but also
verification of students’ assumptions. Students gradually come to the conclusion that the “ideal” school
does not exist as a ready-made, universal model, but emerges through continuous experience,
experimentation, and dialogue between theory and everyday practice (Goldshaft, 2024). Teaching
practicum becomes for them a space where theory meets reality (Loughran, 1996; Zeichner & Liston, 2013),
and the image of the modern school shifts from a “wow” stereotype toward a more realistic, reflective, and
critical vision of school as a setting for life, learning, and co-creation.
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