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Teacher Educator Perspectives on 
Exposing Pre-service Teachers to 

Teaching Out-of-field

Matty

“a job is a job. If  you’re a teacher, that would mean in any field… from 
my perspective teaching is not just the content, it obviously is in certain 
classrooms but I’m happy and willing to feel that with experience and the 
ability to learn I’d be able to adapt to any class, any subject, within reason 
to teach. You need to be adaptive in any situation…”

As a teacher educator, do you think this an adequate philosophy ofa teacher 
entering teaching?

Is it appropriate for teachers to be prepared for the eventuality of  teaching out-
of-field, and what might such ‘preparation’ look like?

OR Should it just remain a ‘quality of the teacher’ rather than formalised?
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Importance of  initial teacher 
education

OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey 
2013 Report (Released 25 June 2014):

• Overall the report found correlations between 
teachers’ level of  self-efficacy and their pre-service 
preparation for particular subjects. The findings :
• “emphasise the importance of tailoring the content, 

pedagogy and classroom practice elements of a 
teachers’ formal education to the specific subjects they 
will teach” (p. 190)

But what is the reality?

The reality for new 
teachers

• National 2010 Staf f  in Australia’s 
Schools Survey (cited in Auditor 
General, 2012):
• unfilled science and mathematics 

positions were mostly filled by out-of-
field teachers: 
• 42% from current staff

• 23% from recruited teachers who were not 
qualified to teach the subject. 

• Why Pre-Service Teacher (PST) 
Education?

In 2006:
rural (35%) and 
remote (53%) 
science teachers 
from SiMERR
survey were teaching 
out-of-field, 
compared to 18% of  
their metropolitan 
counterparts (Lyons
et al., 2006). 
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• No 
differentiation 
across year 
levels.

• Expected to be 
VERY high in 
junior 
secondary

• Oversupply 
versus 
Undersupply 
Versus 
Distribution

Focus of  the presentation

How do teacher educators position universities in preparing 
students to be adaptable in situations such as TOOF?
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7 case programs

Teacher Educator interview

• Interviewed:
• Course/program directors

• Teacher educators

• Placement officers

• Phone or in person

• 30min to 60min semi-structured interviews

• Questions:
• Need for adaptability

• Out-of-field in schools, university response
• Adaptability in your curriculum

• Personal resources, support, context 

• Theories informing adaptability

• Support and personal resources needed for out-of-field teaching
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Positioning of  Universities by 
Teacher educators

1. Recognition of  the need to respond to reality

2. What is possible within their program structure 

3. Response to tensions between “a teacher first then a 
subject teacher” 

4. Response to tension between the fundamental role 
of  subject and pedagogical content knowledge

1. Recognition of  the need to 
respond to “Reality” (1):

Positioning of  universities as having a moral obligation, responsibility of  
raising awareness, making it real, particularly in rural and regional 
contexts where the reality is so much greater.

• Sally:  we  need   to  be  aware  of  and  have  a  responsibility  for  it  because  
I  think  it’s  kind  of  short  sighted  to  think  that  we’re  only  training  them  
in  a  designated   area  when  we  know   the  reality  of  school  life  

• Allison:    I  think  part  of  our  moral  obligation  is  to  first  of  all  tell  them  when  
they  start  out  the  current  employment  situation,  and  make  some  options  
for  them  for  a  secondary  teaching  discipline.  (dealing  with  oversupply)
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1. Recognition of  the need to 
respond to reality (2)

Vision beyond initial teacher 
education for retraining and 
professional development 

• Eva:	  Retraining,	  providing	  courses	  that	  
will	  teach	  them	  not	  only	  to	  the	  level	  that	  
they	  need	  to	  teach themselves	  but	  
beyond	  …tools	  to	  be	  able	  to	  articulate	  
that	  teaching…I	  would	  like	  to	  see	  
professional	  development	  courses	  here	  
at	  the	  university.	  

2. What is possible within 
program structure (1) 

Beyond the brief of the teacher educator due to tendency to 
focus on instruction in their own area because of tight 
accreditation • Rohan:  the students write back to say ‘I’ve been 

asked to teach in area which is not my 
specialised area’, and yet we do not have that 
preparation for them to handle other areas when 
they go on prac…you tend to focus on your 
own subject area.

• Don: I don’t think we play any formal role at 
all because you know our students are only 
trained in the areas in which they have a major 
or a minor and they’re not expected to teach out 
of  those areas at all and we don’t prepared them 
to do that at all. 
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Tension arises because they see it is important but unsure 
how to bring into their programs when curriculum so tight 

• Cameron: Can you teach everything that every student or beginning 
teacher would come up against, no not at all, unfortunately. 

• Mandy: it’s a very hard question, it’s certainly one that I’ve bandied 
about … do you go back to trying to teach science and maths as one 
area because everyone links science with maths?

2. What is possible within 
program structure (2) 

2. What is possible within 
program structure (3) 

Possible through an integrated or 
alternative program structure

• Patty: Because this is a P to 10 
program I suppose we are 
preparing teachers to teach out of  
their preferred area of  study 
because we’re saying they’re 
qualified from prep to 10
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3. Response to tensions between “a 
teacher first then a subject teacher” 

Role of teachers broader than subject teacher

• Jodie: a teacher first and foremost, and teacher of  a discipline second

• Maria: subjects are not boxed… they all have basic components that 
need to be taught, BUT I think so much more can be achieved by going 
across… taking the boundaries out …. how we can collaborate and help 
one another

• Theresa: they are really working as facilitators. The challenges are about 
students’ own understanding and perception of what a teacher 
does…We’re often saying to students that they have to be adaptable … 
because they may be filling in an area where there just isn’t someone to 
teach.

Centering the subject-related knowledge

• Mandy: I think that there are certainly some skills that 
are transferable …there is an element that is specific to 
discipline that I don’t believe you can achieve unless 
you actually explore that discipline.

• Dolly: the epistemic values within that key learning 
area might be quite different

4. Response to tension between the 
fundamental role of  subject knowledge and 

pedagogical knowledge (1)



16.09.15

9

4. Response to tension between the 
fundamental role of  subject knowledge 

and pedagogical knowledge (2)

Centering the Generic knowledge

• Ness: all those kinds of  things should prepare you to teach anything…We 
do a lot of  work on classroom management, structure and questioning, how 
to engage students

• Cherry:  it’s because they are mainly generalists … I would hope that any 
of  my graduates could manage to put their head around any subject area.

• Jane: you’ve all got your own professional experience behind you, you have 
to see the commonality in teaching and you start from the young people 
first … we keep saying that in applied learning we’re teaching an applied 
learning pedagogy, not a subject discipline pedagogy. 

Key messages
Teacher educators recognized:

• Tension between ‘the system’ / ‘the normal’ AND ‘the 
reality’: The reality of  their students likely to teach out-of-
field

• Tension between Commitment v What is Possible 

• Exposure to TOOF in their courses is usually indirect rather 
than explicit discussion of  skills and attitudes needed

• A greater need to raise awareness of  and possibly for 
TOOF, although how this might be achieved was unknown
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Depends on program 
philosophy

• Alternative programs that integrated specialisations 
challenged the subject-bound identity of a teacher.
Middle years program and applied learning program 
promote conceptualisation of the teacher that crosses 
boundaries 
à depends on how porous that boundary is! 

• Traditional programs maintain disciplinary boundaries in 
conceptualisation and in practice. Exposure to the issue 
of out-of-field teaching was usually indirect rather than 
explicit discussion of skills and attitudes needed in out-
of-field contexts

Models of  subject-related teacher 
education

Subject

Subject

Subject

Subject

Subject

Subject Subject

Traditional Alternative

Learner
Teacher 
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A dilemma for initial teacher 
education? 

• Should initial teacher education take action on the 
issue?

• We can attend to adaptability, by raising awareness, 
finding some typical links between subjects (eg. maths
and science)

• Are alternative models needed for teacher preparation?

Priority Action 1. Reduce the 
need for out-of-field teaching

Recommended actions:

• 1.1 Increase the supply of  high quality and qualified 
teachers

• 1.2 School leaders should aim to appoint and assign the 
appropriately qualified teachers to teach science and 
mathematics 

• 1.3 Raise the profile of, and level of  respect accorded to, 
education and teaching as a career

Hobbs, L. & Törner, G. (eds.) (2014). Taking an international perspective on “Out-of-field” Teaching: 
Proceedings and agenda for research and action from the 1st Teaching Across Specialisations (TAS) 
Collective Symposium. TAS Collective. Available https://www.uni-due.de/TAS
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Priority Action 2. Improve the 
quality of  out-of-field teaching

Recommended actions:

• 2.1 Provide high quality in-service teacher learning opportunities 
through professional development and funded certified retraining 
programs  

• 2.2 At school and policy level, provide funding, time and space for 
out-of-field teachers to adapt to and understand new teaching 
approaches in order to maintain quality teaching, as well as to avoid 
losing teachers due to stress created from teaching out-of-field

• 2.3 Support school leaders to appreciate the demands of  out-of-field 
teaching, and to foster school communities that respect and support 
continued learning of  teachers

Priority Action 3. Increase the readiness of  
teacher graduates to face the challenge of  out-of-

field teaching

Recommended actions:

• 3.1 Teacher education programs to raise an awareness of, capacity 
to respond to, and expand identity in the face of  the out-of-field 
challenge, while still maintaining commitment to subject-related 
requirements


