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Summary

The text refers to the study of the preparation of future teachers at the University, focusing on the cultivation of critical
reflection, as a necessary qualification for professional development. Special emphasis is given to practicum in education
as part of their education, because in this area the student has the opportunity to be tested, to think and to reflect upon
educational practices. This issue emerges from a survey conducted in the context of training preschool teachers in a
Greek University. During the investigation, the need to strengthen the reflective skills of future teachers, as well as the
potential benefits for their better preparation emerged.

Introduction - The teachers’ education

Nowadays the debate on the need to revise traditional ways of learning is constantly growing (Jarvis, 1996; Rogers, 1999
& 2003; Brookfield, 1983; llleris, 2009). Moving from traditional to modern forms of education (distance learning, web-
based courses, etc.), the need of adaptation to new environments is emerging (Karalis & Koutsonikos, 2003). Common
point on opinions expressed is that to achieve a change in the learning process, a prerequisite is the review and
development of teachers’ training (Raikou, 2012). The educator, as a social profession, is affected essentially by the
socio-economic and cultural context within which takes part at a given historical moment. Once this framework is changing
the teaching profession is also changing (Neave, 1998 & Eurydice, 1996 as referred in Stamelos & Vasilopoulos, 2004, p.
175).

To a)ddress contemporary issues in educational, professional and personal level, itis necessaryto overcome the sense of
separation and fragmentation of the educational process (Karalis, Sotiropoulos & Kampeza, 2007). The continuous
training of teachers is taking place within multiple frames that extend beyond their initial education. According to the
typology of Coombs (Coombs, 1968; Coombs & Ahmed, 1974) training and leaming processes can be classified in one of
the three types of education, which including the formal, non-formal and informal education. Formal education includes the
hierarchically structured, chronologically graded education system, from primary school to university. The non-formal
education refers to any organized educational activity outside the established educational system, addressed to specific
public and based on specific training objectives. Finally, informal education contains all contexts within which individuals
acquire knowledge, skills, attitudes and values from their daily experience and the effect of the environment, family,
neighborhood, work, entertainment, the labour market, libraries and the media.

Taking into account this typology we realize that the teacher is exposed as a learner in multiple frames. In our country the
initial training of pre-school and primary teachers, is done in university departments. In addition to formal education
(university departments), the teacher is subject to both non-formal (seminars, trainings, etc.) as well as informal education.
All three forms of education play a keyrole. Especially informal education, although its validity may be challenged since it
doesn’ t come from an organized educational institution, is of particular importance, because it affects constantly the
professional identity of a teacher, shaping her/his perceptions and assumptions, affecting also their educational practices
(Karalis, Sotiropoulos, & Kampeza 2007, pp. 150-151). This effect can be achieved either through the social context
(family, friends, acquaintances, media etc.), through the education area (school administration, colleagues etc.), or, finall y,
through his earlier experience from the field of education. The latter is due to the fact that a teacher is exposed to
practices throughout a student's life, from which draws patterns, attitudes and behaviors during the formation of his own
practice (Greene, 1991).

However, manytimes the attitudes, norms and values which a teacher has embraced can be incorrect and thus leading to
dysfunctional practices. Especially in the Greek context, which has a long tradition of a teacher centered education, this
effect is critical for the reproduction of traditional practices delaying innovative methods. Therefore, the views of students
aboutthe learning process can influence and shape their attitude in the future, when they themselves teach.
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Critical reflection on the teachers’ education

A frequent obstacle in education is the habit that feeds from the comfort of routine. Experienced teachers develop routines
that simplify their professional lives. All those who have taught for several years have gain ways to do everything and
organize the curriculum in ways that are relevant (Eisner, 2002, p. 3). There is a tendency for what Foucault calls
nomalization, meaning a force imposing uniformity and allows people to define levels and contexts. These trends though
and the prevalence of dominant social practices entrap us into molds (Greene, 2000, p. 135). To move from the
mechanical chain of routines at times when, as reported by Camus, "the ' why ' is raised and everything starts in this
torpor to be colored by surprise”, is very important but very difficult (as above, p. 6). The educational objective of '
awakening ' concerns primairily the teacher but also the students. After all, the educational process includes all
participants. As Freire says, "... in the educational process, the teacher-student and student-tutor are both knowledge
Subjects, in front of knowledge objects "(1974, p. 20). That has more weight when it comes to the teachers’ education,
where the pupil is a prospective teacher. Therefore, according to Greene, the educational goal is to create situations in
which "...trainees begin to ask, in all available voice tones Why" (2000, p. 6). The purpose of the teacher is to help
students escape from the traditional habits of everyday perception, and to avoid the quick classification process in which
we all resorting to continue our lives (Eisner, 2002, p. 68).

This means that the educator must be ready and open to new methods and modern practices. For this reason, proper
preparation during their studies, with the cultivation of critical thinking and of stochastic process up to existing perceptions,
we would say that is a decisive factor for the formation of new teachers. For this to happen it is necessary, first to drive a
process of critical reflection and examination of their consolidated perceptions, which are likely to hamper their
professional development. Not only our previous experiences but also what we experience in the classroom promote
critical reflection and dialogue, constituting the starting point of transformative learning (Taylor, 2009, p. 7). To learn from
experience teachers should have time to think about the experience.

"To have an experience doesn't mean that you learn for this, but to have an experience, and then to think on this is
learning ... Good teaching does not rely on a set of static, predefined rules and techniques, but changing circumstances
require thoughtful teachers, who are concerned of teaching conditions and do not perceive them as a given, approaching
any case with an open mind on what they know and the unknown "(Richert, 1991, p. 113).

There is an attempt within universities to meet these objectives, through the implementation of various programs, which
offer ways of thinking, process and practice, adapted to each society (Raikou & Karalis, 2007 & 2010). Based, however in
the literature (Papaioannou, 2011), the programs, the teaching methods applied and the preparation of teachers, present
deficiencies and gaps, both in terms of precise definition of the pedagogical objectives they pursue, and the accuracy and
clarity of the general objectives of the knowledge and experience they provide. As Mackenzie says (1991, p. 95, as
referred in Papaioannou, 2011), within universities “a mental authoritarian teaching method may not help students to
escape from amental servility”.

To enable education to escape from a situation that Massey calls the cognitive malnutrition (1981, as referred in
Papaioannou, 2011), it is necessary at all levels, particularly in higher education, to emphasize through courses, lectures
and seminars, but mainly through practicum in education, in order to help students develop their logical abilites and
trends, to be able to recognize the correct arguments that withstand criticism and most importantly to develop their own
techniques for the development of critical thinking beyond what they have been taught. Teaching methods that develop
and cultivate critical thinking in an educationally adequate way, becomes necessary in universities, so whatever
knowledge and experience acquired can be integrated and be transmitted through everyday practice in schools (p. 103).
Therefore, as a crucial emerging issue in the training of teachers is the cultivation conditions that promote thoughtful
teachers, who have the ability to respond to changing circumstances. For educators, be reflectively involved and learn
from their work requires time, opportunities and support. According to Richert, one way is to teach them how to operate
reflectively, both during their professional career and before, during their training (p. 114). As described by Dewey (1933),
thoughtful teacher faces the teaching as a mental order and not as a routine. Intellectual engagement provides the basis
for empirical learning, in which a thoughtful teacher adapts what he knows in what he is experiencing in the changing
world. In this way he creates new concepts and, thus, goes into revised actions.

The role of practicum in education

Considering all the above, we realize that, in the context of training and preparation of future teachers, practicum in
education constitutes a very important part of their curriculum, as it offers them the possibility to link theory with practice
and to come for the first time in contact with their professional environment and professional community (Karalis,
Sotiropoulos & Kampeza, 2007).

The practicum in education, as an essential learning experience, offers the opportunity to test the teaching skills and
options, even wrong ones, to work supportively and help teaching capacity building. In addition, it can be a guide for
prospective teachers, providing those tools that will make them aware of what they are looking for, reflect on their practice
and also make them able to think a variety of approaches in their work. It can sharpen also their critical ability and
perception in order to be able to "read" the data in their environment. This is enhanced even more through cooperation
and debating of opinions between future teachers.

All this lay the foundation for a lasting relation of teaching with reflection, which constitutes a basic professional skill for a
future educator. In this way she/he will be able to use strategies that facilitate reflection (at all levels, with emphasis on a
critical self-reflection) to organize thought and action, that is to adapt appropriately the means and objectives of
educational practice, to raise questions, to identify problematic situations and action and to find ways to overcome them.
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An application example

In the context of the curriculum in preschool teacher training department at the university of Patras, a series of workshops
have been implemented, with the application of "Transformative Learning through Aesthetic Experience» method (Kokkos,
2011). Then the impact of these workshops was studied in relation to the practical exercise of female students, to
determine possible influences and variations. The aim of this action was to investigate the possibility for development of
critical reflection among learners (Raikou, 2013).

The basic premise of the research was the longitudinal study of a group of students from the beginning of the second year
until the completion of their studies. During this period students participated in a series of workshops designed and
implemented based on the method of TLAE. The method used here is a six-stage path (Kokkos, 2011, pp. 97-100). ltis a
modern method which relies on the use of art, in order to strengthen and promote the development of critical reflection.
The research process was implemented in four steps and lasted respectively four years (2008-2011), meaning each
academic year was a step in the investigation. The first year for the design and pilot phase of implementation of the
method, while the remaining three years include the main application of research to a group of 15 students from the
second through the fourth year of their studies. The topics discussed were issues of the leaming process, the role of
teachers, teacher-leamer relationship, as well as planning and evaluation modules.

The qualitative analysis showed variations in reflection of trainees, which are associated with the implementation of the
method observed. Particularly in the study of the degree of duration and scale of these changes, it was found that, in
conjunction with the practicum in education, it is possible these changes to become permanent and of wide character,
providing the foundation for a continuous reflective process that will accompany teachers throughout their professional
career.

The changes identified are important kinds of learning. Specifically, students:

a. Realize the educational role and their place in it, shaping, however, their personal perceptions, which are consolidating
through the practicum in education. Characteristic are the views of some students about this topic:

"l was certainly influenced by our workshops, because we discussed a lot of things and | think it was good for me because
I don't know if | have the opportunity to discuss these topics again in future. Now | think | have some bases and | have
learned some things that | see also in kindergarten [in practice]” (VI).

"Our meetings (emphasis) certainly helped me! They were very constructive what we have seen ... | remember specially
the film "The Wave", where at firstit was a very peaceful professor. | always thoughtthatitis a very fine line and you can
very easily break it, so when | was in kindergarten for the first time with the kids, | remember that | was too well, no
problem. This year | entered in another kindergarten, it's a different level and is a kid who causes trouble then, so at some
point | caught being nervous but | figured that | shouldn’t because it’s just a kid and all images of the film came to me and |
said: Okay, just calm down!" (VII).

"Our meetings have helped me a lot in this. Especially with what we did with the roles, helped me realize a lot of things.
The seminars helped us from the very first meeting with the questions you posed us. What is a teacher? Based on this
guery you start and think what the teacher is? " (XI).

b. Acquire skills that help them to better prepare for the future on a professional level while taking into account the global
coverage of the needs of leamers at both cognitive and emotional level. In addition, they do not separate theory from
practice, but consider the theoretical approaches, the practical usefulness of the topic and understanding through
experiential applications. As they reported:

"(In workshops) we saw more specific things that we had not taught elsewhere and we focused on them and it helped me
to see myself as an educator ... | haven’t changed my views but | have been influenced positively and | feel better man
and teacher. | changed a lot in the way of thinking. More global thinking, and other modes of learning, teacherHeamer
relationship, be more dialectic and open, more methodical and generally | saw several things that | can do as a future
educator "(I).

"I had a different perception of how it is done, what is an educator, how relationships should be. Now | understand the
frame, what there is. | haven’t changed how | feel but | have different perception on the way. At first | didn't realize that |
would become an educator, how and what this role is about. It was as a continuation of the school ... Seminars influenced
me to grow up and think as a teacher what | don't do well, how others think, the participants in the educational process
generally» (11).

Synopsis

The training of new teachers is a challenge. Both the literature and the contemporary socio-economic context in which we
live lead to the need of the promotion of the cultivation of critical thinking as an essential aim of education. A fruitful place
to start such a change is the education of future teachers in the University. Programs aimed at promoting students’
reflective skills can enhance and affect catalytically the preparation of new teachers. Combined with practicum in
education, which is an area for test, configuration and consolidation of critical reflection processes, the prospective
teachers are introduced into the professional field well-equipped to contribute and improve the education provided today.
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