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Introduction
Practicum has been considered the best opportunity for pre-service teachers to learn to 
teach through applying theory into practice. Pre-service teachers’ learning in the practicum 
as professional experiences has received increasing attention from researchers (Alamri, 
2018; Becker et  al., 2019; Zhu et  al., 2020). Their research has shown that pre-service 
teachers are susceptible to a number of personal and contextual factors which can influ-
ence their learning process and outcomes. Due to the facts that they are lacking of teaching 
experiences, teaching in classrooms which are not their own and coping with those they 
are unfamiliar with, pre-service teachers’ learning-to-teach experiences might be hard to 
be interpreted by the traditional views of knowledge-learning. In recent decades, respec-
tive theoretical lenses have been employed to explore the features of pre-service teacher 
learning, such as activity theory (Abdullah, 2014; Güngör & Güngör, 2018), socio-cultural 
perspective (Edwards & D’Arcy, 2004; Eksi & Gungor, 2018). Common across existing lit-
erature, the linear process-product conceptions of teacher learning have been thought 
problematic as they raise the risk of separating learning and practice and simplifying the 
complex processes of teacher learning. Based on this epistemological shift on teacher 
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learning, pre-service teachers’ practicum experiences have thus been proven challenging 
given their complex nature and characterized as multidimensional, dynamic, and context-
dependent (Leijen & Kullasepp, 2013; Mairitsch et  al., 2021). However, practicum might 
be filled with challenges and obstacles which can contribute to the complexity of pre-
service teachers’ learning. Therefore, there is still need to probe into the affordances and 
constraints of various practicum contexts to develop better understanding of pre-service 
teachers’ practicum experiences (Zhu et al., 2020).

In recent years, China has entered a new phase of English curriculum reform since the 
issue of the new versions of English curriculum standards for both primary and second-
ary school English education. The focus of English language education has shifted from 
improving students’ language capabilities to the development of core competencies includ-
ing linguistic capabilities, thinking disposition, learning abilities and cultural awareness. 
This also brings changes to pre-service EFL (English as a foreign language) teacher edu-
cation because the pre-service EFL teachers recruited in recent years are expected to be 
the main workforce to implement the new curriculum appropriately and thus the focus of 
teacher education courses is on the introduction of the reform ideas and development of 
pre-service teachers’ educational views in line with the curriculum reform. However, expe-
rienced EFL teachers, due to limited opportunities of formal teacher education, might be 
slow in learning about the new curriculum standards and even feel reluctant to change their 
practice which is strongly influenced by their already established teaching beliefs. Therefore, 
practicum will possibly become the site for pre-service EFL teachers to encounter conflicts 
and tensions between them and experienced teachers who are assigned to mentor during 
practicum. How to cope with the conflicts and tensions then seems to be closely related to 
the degree of complexity of pre-service EFL teachers’ processes of learning-to-teach.

This study, drawing on complexity theory and taking pre-service EFL teachers’ learning-
to-teach as complex systems, explores two pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences 
through interview to examine the nature and characteristics of teacher learning as well as 
the contributing factors. Existing research has shown that complexity theory has been used 
to study on teacher education in other subjects, such as mathematics and science, but rarely 
in initial EFL teacher education. Meanwhile, the nature and characteristics of language 
teacher education have been studied but research on teacher learning as organic wholes 
still remain scarce. Recent research has shown that looking at teachers’ professional experi-
ences as organic wholes can “provide valuable, original insights into their complexity that 
could not otherwise be obtained by looking at their features in isolation” (Sulis et al., 2021). 
Therefore, this study, looking at the pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences in 
terms of their learning-to-teach process, can obtain a nuanced and comprehensive under-
standing of pre-service EFL teachers’ learning-to-teach and reveal the complex, dynamic, 
and situated characteristics within their own eco-systems.

Complexity theory and teacher learning
Complexity theory provides explanatory frameworks based on which the spontaneous 
emergence of social phenomena can be traced and explored. According to complexity 
theory, human activity (such as learning and teaching) occurs at the edge of chaos which 
induces enough disequilibrium to spur growth and learning but not enough to cause 
total disorder (Strom & Viesca, 2020).
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System, also names as complex system, is the analytical unit of complexity. A sys-
tem includes many components which interact with one another; the term dynamic in 
complex dynamic systems reflects the fact that such systems act and change over time 
in response to changing conditions and parameters. Meanwhile, a system compasses 
smaller systems and is part of a larger system (Davis & Sumara, 2006).

The complexity of complex system originates from the components within it where the 
interaction between actors and factors take place. Due to the variety of their actors and 
factors, complex systems are complex or heterogeneous (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 
2008). They evolve or change over time and are therefore dynamic; they are often abrupt, 
discontinuous, and therefore nonlinear; they are highly sensitive to external influences 
and therefore open (de Bot, 2008). Complex systems exist at all levels from the inside 
out, that is from the neural level to the social level. There are various ways of mutual 
dependence and interaction between these levels, which together constitutes a huge and 
complex eco-system (Feryok, 2010).

Teacher learning has been defined as a construct under the impact of socio-cultural 
context (Kelly, 2006; Nolan & Molla, 2017; Yazan, 2012). According to complexity the-
ory, teacher learning can be regarded as complex systems being “dynamic, non-linear 
and unpredictable” (Çiftçi & Karaman, 2019, p. 105). This view have subverted the tra-
ditional causality view of teacher learning (Feryok, 2010) which has given way to co-
adaptation and emergence. In teacher earning system, context is no longer a background 
factor, but evolves into the complex system itself and interrelates with other complex 
systems. Variability, as the embodiment of system behavior, has an increasingly impor-
tant significance in the process of interaction.

Complexity theory has been applied in research on teacher education. For example, 
Sulis et al. (2021) explored pre-service teachers’ wellbeing as complex dynamic systems. 
Tang (2007) examined the dynamics and complexity of learning how to frame teaching 
situations and found the personal and contextual variables that posed challenges to and 
provided support in the student teaching context. However, research on the dynamics of 
pre-service teachers’ learning-to-teach in the practicum still remain under-researched. 
More research is need to reveal the process of teacher learning as a complex system.

This study takes a holistic perspective to look at teacher learning as an organic whole 
according to complexity theory and seeks to answer the following exploratory research 
question:

(1) What complex characteristics do pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences 
have?

(2) What are the influential factors contributing to the characteristics?

The study
Research setting and participants

This practicum in this study which lasted three months was part of the initial EFL 
teacher education program in a Chinese university. Before the practicum, pre-service 
EFL teachers had accomplished the learning of courses on English language teaching 
theories and skills as well as conducted their micro-teaching practices in their first two 
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and a half years of undergraduate study. When preparing for the practicum, the univer-
sity allocated the pre-service EFL teachers in different teams according to the practicum 
schools they went to. For each team a university teacher worked as supervisor to provide 
suggestions and guidance during the practicum.

The research site in this study was a key secondary school which had been a co-oper-
ative practicum school with the university for years. The two pre-service teachers (Chen 
and Wang) who volunteered to be research participants were allocated to teach Grade 2 
senior high students in two classes respectively under the mentoring of the same experi-
enced teacher.

Research method

This study adopted qualitative case study to explore the pre-service EFL teachers’ experi-
ences during the practicum period. Case study enables in-depth study of the phenom-
enon and can help researchers to capture the dynamic, complex and multifaceted nature 
(Duff, 2008) to provide a complete picture of how the teachers learned to teach. Mean-
while, teacher learning is believed to be a social event where the influence of the context 
should inevitably be taken into account. Qualitative case study can also enable research-
ers to better retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events with an 
emphasis on the natural context (Yin, 2009).

Data collection and analysis

The method chosen for data collection was semi-structured interview which focuses 
on participants’ lived experiences. Interview, as a commonly used research method in 
case study, places great emphasis on participants’ narrative reconstructions of aspects or 
emotional states or their identities and experiences (Duff, 2008). Therefore, researchers 
can follow up on issues or clarify uncertainties emerging from the interviews and seek 
clarity and consistency in accounts as well as elaborate on significant topics.

In this study, the two pre-service EFL teachers were interviewed in four phases. First, 
they were interviewed before the practicum for their expectations and preparations 
based on pre-designed interview questions. The second and third interviews were con-
ducted at the end of each month after the practicum started. The last interview took 
place on the second day when they finished the practicum and returned to the univer-
sity. After the first interview, all the later interview questions were formulated based on 
the participants’ responses to the previous one. In all interviews, deliberate openness 
(Cohen et al., 2007) was adopted to guarantee the generation of probing questions for in-
depth exploration. Each interview lasted around half an hour and was audio-recorded. 
Their lesson plans, work records, teaching reflections were also collected as supplement 
at the end of the practicum.

Data analysis started with reading the interview transcripts to gain familiarity with the 
data. Memeos and comments were added to the transcripts when reading. Next, tran-
scripts were coded line-by-line inductively with categories and sub-categories being 
identified. Repeated coding and recoding were then conducted and three essential cate-
gories to describe pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences emerged: pre-service 
teachers’ ways of learning-to-teach, ways of coping with the practicum environment and 
the roles of contextual factors. Based on the repeated coding, it became evident that the 
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pre-service teachers’ practicum experiences were featured by their co-adaptation with 
multiple personal and contextual factors at specific points of time, which revealed some 
of the key characteristics of their complex systems of learning. Thus in the final wave of 
inductive coding, complexity theory was deliberately used to analyze to what extent the 
pre-service teachers’ experiences can be conceptualized as complex systems: identifying 
the components of the pre-service teachers’ complex system and their interaction within 
it, and examining dynamic changes in the system and specific system outcomes. Finally 
the findings were presented with focus on three core characteristics emerging from the 
analysis: complexity, dynamism and self-organization, to maintain a holistic account of 
the pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences and present the inherent complex-
ity within it (Barkhuizen, 2008).

Results and discussion
This section reports the findings by illustrating participants’ practicum experiences in 
terms of the three characteristics emerged from data analysis: complexity, dynamism 
and self-organization. In the description of their experiences, the focus remains on how 
they coped with the practicum environment, what resources they drew on for learning 
and the socio-contextual variables influencing their learning systems. To illustrate the 
findings in fine detail, interview excerpts are selected as in-field evidence to provide a 
trustworthy description of the participates’ experiences. Each excerpt is label, such as 
“WI1” representing Wang’s first interview and “CI2” for Chen’s second interview.

Complexity

Complexity was obviously manifested in the participants’ contrasting feelings when 
shifting from university setting to school environment. Before entering the practicum, 
Chen and Wang were excited: “I’ve been looking forward to it for long. It said that practi-
cum is the best opportunity for us to apply what we learnt into practice” (WI1). “Finally, 
I will enter the real classroom […] I want to improve my teaching abilities” (CI1). For the 
school mentor, they also had some hope: “I heard he is an expert teacher in the school 
and is the leader of the teaching team. I hope I can learn a lot from him” (WI1). At the 
end of the first month, they articulated some different feelings: “I have to work as a head 
teacher (banzhuren). […] I have to get up at 6 o’clock every morning because I must 
arrive the classroom before 7:20 to check the morning session. I now can fall into sleep 
even when standing” (WI2). “The head teacher often assigned me some tasks but he 
didn’t tell me how to do them. Even when I was preparing my teaching plan, he came to 
ask me to observe students’ physical practice just because he had something else to do. 
[…] I feel being treated as a free worker” (CI2).

Coping with the mentor also consumed Wang and Chen much time and energy: “He 
was afraid that we might disturb his normal teaching order and affect the students’ prep-
aration for the university entrance exams (gaokao)” (WI2). “I thought I would teach for 
at least one month since the practicum has three months. But he only allowed me to 
teach just two weeks. It’s totally out of my expectation. I feel frustrated” (CI2). The most 
important is they found there existed dissonance between the mentor and themselves 
in the views about language teaching. Although Wang and Chen sensed that the school 
was highly exam-oriented and everything revolved around the gaokao, they still held 



Page 6 of 13Li et al. Asian. J. Second. Foreign. Lang. Educ.            (2023) 8:13 

the belief that the mentor was an expert teacher and his teaching could be the model 
for them to follow. However, after observing the mentor’s teaching, they said: “I cannot 
believe his teaching is so out-of-date. […] in his lesson, little time is devoted to devel-
oping students’ listening and speaking” (CI2). “He repeatedly emphasized the assess-
able items that might appear on the gaokao. […] He uses grammar translation method 
to teach grammar. […] Mechanical drills are used as the main exercises” (WI2). After 
submitting their lesson plans to the mentor, Wang and Chen received his feedback that 
all small group works focusing on speaking should be deleted and teacher-student inter-
action should be conducted in whole-class asking and answering. “He told us this way 
can save class time since time is very limited. Our focus should be on the introduction 
and explanation of language items” (WI2). Facing the conflict between the mentor’s tra-
ditional teaching ideas and their reform-based views, Wang and Chen felt they were 
caught in a dilemma: “I’m at a crossroad. Should I follow his teaching or hang on my 
own ideas?” (WI2) “If I follow his advice, what I have learnt would be a waste” (CI2). 
Chen wrote in his monthly reflection report: “He is not the model I can learn from. […] 
He asked me to grade students’ homework every day. I’m so frustrated now that I don’t 
know what is the meaning of being here”.

The two pre-service EFL teachers’ experiences showed that their learning systems 
seemed interwoven with other complex systems, including the mentor’s system (such 
as his reluctance for allowing pre-service teacher to teach), the head teacher’s system 
(such as transferring workload to pre-service teachers) and the school’s system (such as 
exam-oriented teaching environment), as well as the impact of the conflicts between sys-
tems, such as the conflicts of language teaching ideas between the mentor and pre-ser-
vice teachers. Therefore the pre-service teachers’ experiences of learning-to-teach in the 
practicum can be seen as situated in tensions between disruptions in relation to the con-
textual factors. Among the relationships among the factors, individual pre-service teach-
ers and their uniqueness of learning-to-teach worked as “one dimension of the complex 
interactions of mutually influencing and recursively co-constructing systems” (Phan-
tharakphong & Liyanage, 2021, p. 4). The nested systems consisting of the psychologi-
cal, social, discursive and material dimensions and structures of practicum environment 
resulted in the complexity of pre-service teachers’ learning process and final learning 
outcomes.

The factors interconnected within the systems, including interpersonal, contextual and 
social ones, functioned in complex ways to generate dynamic states of pre-service EFL 
teachers’ experiences, which is converged with the recognition that learning to teach is 
essentially a situated and contextual activity (Zeichner, 2010). Driven by their learning 
expectations, the degree of the pre-service teachers’ motivation of learning-to-teach in 
the practicum was high. However, when interacting with the immediate contextual fac-
tors, the stability of their expected learning was affected when the degree of complex-
ity went beyond their expectation. Their learning system was thus under the impact of 
interconnections of factors. At the same time, pre-service teachers’ systems as learners 
were open to contextual factors because when exposed to the practicum environment, 
they were at a comparatively lower status within the school’s hierarchical system and 
received information from the context in a passive way. As such, the degree of com-
plexity of pre-service teachers’ practicum experienced inevitably increased. Among 
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the factors mentioned in this study, the connections between pre-service teachers and 
the mentor made a larger contribution in the complex process of learning-to-teach and 
increased its degree of complexity which was crucial for the complex feature of pre-ser-
vice teachers’ experiences (Hong, 2010).

Dynamism

In the early phase of the practicum, the pre-service teachers held expectations for the 
mentor of learning from his teaching experiences. However, when realizing the dif-
ferences between the mentor and themselves in educational views, Chen and Wang 
expressed their disappointment as mentioned above. This disrupted their expected 
learning trajectory and thereby generated chaos and tension. In the following lesson 
preparation and classroom teaching, Wang and Chen felt reluctant to follow the men-
tor’s guidance. However, considering the mentor would observe all their classroom 
teaching and give final score on their practicum performance, Wang and Chen had to 
revise their lesson plans based on his feedback and conduct their teaching in the exam-
oriented way. This showed that the pre-service EFL teachers adjusted their previous 
learning purposes considering the practical constraints and appeared to be obedient to 
the mentor.

On the other hand, Wang admitted their lack of experiences in classroom manage-
ment: “when students don’t give me response, I feel worried” (WI2). And they felt the 
mentor did well in controlling the class and keeping the pace of teaching: “I observed he 
could call the ‘right’ students to answer his questions when he found the students were 
absent-minded and catch their attention back to the class” (WI2). “He is very experi-
enced in controlling the teaching time. […] he can finish the lesson at the last minute” 
(CI2). So, although Wang and Chen did not agree with the mentor’s teaching ideas, they 
felt they should not reject all his advice. They could filter his words and choose the use-
ful information for their teaching practice. This showed that the pre-service EFL teach-
ers shifted what they wanted to learn from the mentor from class teaching to classroom 
management.

Within the practicum team, Wang and Chen found other pre-service teachers also 
experienced similar confusion. Chen expressed his disappointment: “I’m so confused. 
[…] feel everything is beyond our control. But the practicum has to continue” (CI3). 
After a short period of feeling frustrated, Wang and Chen paid much time to think about 
how to solve the problems, especially how to practice their teaching ideas in practice: 
“The time should’ve be spent on textbook analysis and teaching preparation. […] We 
have to survive” (WI3). Meanwhile, Wang and Chen found peer communication was 
useful for their learning. In weekly inquiry seminars, they worked together to analyze 
textbook according the new curriculum standards: “We sit together to discuss what the 
unit teaching goals are and how are the goals can be allocated in each lesson” (WI2) “We 
do micro-teaching in groups and reflect together on what can be improved” (CI3). At the 
end of the practicum, both pre-service EFL teachers felt peer communication provided 
them much support during the practicum.

From the analysis above, it can be seen that what Wang and Chen encountered in 
the practicum resulted in the dynamics of their complex systems of learning which led 
to their different states of learning. This is in line with Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 
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(2008)’s statement about non-linearity that “change that is not proportional to input” 
(p.31). Such change often takes place unexpectedly and leads to unpredictable results. 
Among the changes, the fact that there existed dissonant teaching views brought huge 
shock to the pre-service teachers and resulted in a chaotic state, just as Kostoulas and 
Lämmerer (2020) states that “a larger perturbation, such as a professional crisis or a 
major transition, might lead to a radical restructuring of the system” (p.95).

Pre-service teachers’ learning to teach is regarded as a construction of the teaching 
self in the profession of teaching (Tang, 2003; Tang et al., 2019) where teachers seek to 
develop both personally and professionally. In this study, the two pre-service EFL teach-
ers brought their cognitions formed in the university into the practicum. Their pre-
established understandings about the practicum and learning expectations played as 
the basis of their learning system. When confronted with the realities of teaching, their 
“self”-oriented practice of learning-to-teach had to interweave with the external factors 
and form their “teaching self”. During this process, dissonance and resonance between 
pre-service teachers’ existing cognitions and school-based experiences became neces-
sary and affected their learning. The process was non-linear where pre-service teach-
ers had to, on the one hand, consider and reconsider their former understandings and 
beliefs of teaching, and on the other hand, selectively choose learning sources in terms 
of their learning purposes. This revealed that dynamism is embodied in the process of 
learning-to-teach. Although pre-service teachers’ learning started from their internal 
(psychological) factors (e,g, determination to learning how to teach in real classroom, 
expectation of the practicum experiences), contextual factors inherent in the complex 
system of learning played important role in how the system might support teacher learn-
ing and accordingly influence how the learning outcomes might be like.

Self‑organization

When realizing the dissonance between the mentor and themselves had hindered their 
learning-to-teach, the two pre-service EFL teachers decided to make some changes to 
their expected learning trajectory.

They did not agree with the mentor’ language teaching ideas. After a short period 
of feeling confused and frustrated, they figured out the ways to cope with the mentor. 
First, they critically analyzed the mentor’s observed teaching and filtered his feedback on 
their lesson plans. They felt the mentor’s clear instruction and good classroom manage-
ment impressed them, so they decided to learn from him in these aspects: “He told me 
to make the teaching steps in a clear way in case I forget what to do next when the stu-
dents don’t give any response” (CI2) “When teaching grammar, he used the whole class-
room question–answer method. It did save class time. I can use it for grammar teaching” 
(WI3). But Wang also thought this method rarely allowed for monitoring individual stu-
dents’ comprehension, so he wrote in his monthly reflection report: “I need to keep a 
balance. Group work or pair work should be used after whole class work to give students 
opportunities for more practice and I can check their use of the new structure”. Through 
taking a critical view for the mentor’s feedback, Chen thought it as a kind of their learn-
ing outcome: “I think I can see the reality in a better way” (CI4).

At the same time, Wang and Chen turned to the university supervisor for help when 
their lesson plans were criticized by the mentor because of the lack of emphasis on 
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memorizing of English language elements. “She (the university supervisor) told us it was 
natural that we had different ideas with the mentor. […] because we had different edu-
cational backgrounds. He (the mentor) did not receive any formal training of the new 
curriculum and might have been strongly influenced by the exam-oriented teaching 
orientation” (WI3). “She encouraged us to find out the root of the problems and make 
a record of them. Then we can know better about the reality and figure out the direc-
tion we will develop in the future” (CI3).With the supervisor’s help, both pre-service 
EFL teachers regained confidence in teaching and confirmed their ideas on language 
teaching. “Reading the new curriculum standards again is useful. […] now I’m sure what 
I think is right. I don’t need to ‘surrender’ to his (the mentor) way” (WI3). “The new 
curriculum standards were not as idealistic as he (the mentor) said and could be really 
implemented in classroom as long as I want do it” (CI3).

Wang and Chen discussed their lesson plans with peers in weekly inquiry seminars 
where all the pre-service teachers asked questions and engaged in critical thinking. 
Wang and Chen shared their own understandings of the textbook contents and les-
son plans as well as the feedback of the mentor. Peers also shared their teaching ideas 
with them based on their feelings of classroom teaching. Such interaction gave Wang 
much confidence: “My ideas are supported by them. We all are equipped with the reform 
ideas” (WI4). Chen also felt strength from peers: “We shared textbook analysis based 
on the new curriculum standards. […] We think small group activities can promote stu-
dents’ learning and add joy to their learning” (CI4). Through peer interaction, Wang and 
Chen also found that “we are all experiencing similar dilemma” (WI3) because of the dif-
ference between the “ideal” and the “real” world of teaching, so they wrote two versions 
of plans for each lesson. One was revised based on the mentor’s feedback and the other 
was the original one they designed: “I have to satisfy his demands. […] but I’m not teach-
ing for now. These plans will be working for my future job” (WI4) “My current under-
standings of the textbook will be useful for my future job” (CI4).

It can be seen that the pre-service EFL teachers’ adjustment to the practicum environ-
ment highlighted the adaptability and self-organization to shift the trajectory of their 
learning-to-teach. During this process, teacher agency, mainly their will and capacity 
to act, played the key role through complex negotiation with the context (Tao & Gao, 
2021).

First, the pre-service EFL teachers exercised agency through dialogic feedback and 
conversation with the mentor, the university supervisor and peers. Such interaction was 
assumed as a complex system in which the pre-service EFL teachers received comments 
and feedback from others responded respectively based on their capabilities. These con-
textual factors facilitated the process of practicum and, with the pre-service teachers’ 
agency, worked towards their learning goals, which echoed the statement that agency 
makes people take concrete action to reach their goals (Brodie, 2019; Carson et al., 2021; 
Cong-Lem, 2021).

Second, the orientation of pre-service EFL teachers’ learning, originated from their 
personal needs, reflected teachers’ personalized characteristics which affected the over-
all process of learning. The pre-service EFL teachers utilized their learnt knowledge 
in the situated context of practicum, combining learning and application, and con-
ducted reflection and (re)practice. In this way, they realized the transition from external 
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learning based on social activities to their own self-learning. In this process where inter-
nalization took place, under the influence of external factors (such as the requirements 
of the curriculum reform and future career needs), both pre-service EFL teachers gradu-
ally formed the adjustment of self-organizing after adjusting the medium for learning. 
Although chaotic interactions emerged (such as the dissonant views in language teach-
ing between the mentor and pre-service teachers, the different educational orientations 
between the school and the new curriculum), they remained the order of learning pro-
cess through self-organizing. Such adjustment was closely related to their individual 
learning orientation which was believed to be the main source of their agency. With 
their exercise of agency, the pre-service EFL teachers kept the balance between the ideal 
and reality, and fulfilled one of their learning expectations of preparing for future career.

Conclusion
This study examined two pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences and explored 
the characteristics within them from the perspective of complexity theory which 
“accounts for the dynamic, situated and multifaceted nature” (Sulis et al., 2021, p. 9) of 
teachers’ learning to teach in practicum environment. The findings presented a holistic 
picture of how pre-service teachers learned to teach and provided an understanding of 
pre-service EFL teachers’ trajectory of learning to teach with unique complexity. Based 
on the findings, pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences can be assumed as situ-
ated interactions within the complex learning systems where the practice of learning-to-
teach was not solely conducted by teachers themselves but rather the interconnections 
between individuals, institutions (schools) and social discourses. Understanding how 
pre-service EFL teachers learn to teach thus go beyond the assumption of implementa-
tion of educational ideas, to the consideration of individual teachers as elements of com-
plex systems in unique circumstances (Phantharakphong & Liyanage, 2021). Teacher 
learning as a complex system can adapt and self-organize when interacting with contex-
tual factors. The role of teacher agency plays in guiding the learning trajectory, teachers’ 
perceptions of the affordances in the learning environment, and teacher’’ individual-
ity presented during the learning process all together can lead to varied learning states 
and reveal the impact of diverse initial conditions of systems on learning process and 
outcomes.

Given the very limited research on pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences 
within the Chinese context, the dilemmas and associated challenges reported in this 
study can hardly be underestimated, especially at current time point of nationwide cur-
riculum reform. Some implications can be drawn on how to turn practicum into an 
effective opportunity for pre-service EFL teachers’ professional learning and develop-
ment. The first implication relates to the missing link between university and school 
which has been long discussed as a fundamental issue in pre-service EFL teacher educa-
tion. This disconnect is believed to be rooted in the discrepancy between theory-based 
course teaching and practice-oriented teacher learning. From the reality shock the pre-
service EFL teachers experienced in this study, it can be concluded that there existed a 
lack of appropriate preparation for pre-service EFL teachers before entering the practi-
cum. Researchers have provided suggestions on how to address this disconnect and, 
chief among them, establishing “collaborative communities and coherent connections” 
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(Valencia et al., 2009) among the parties involved. Based on such university-school col-
laboration, university-based teacher educators can develop their perceptions of “what 
teacher educators themselves need to know and what institutional supports need to 
be in place in order to meet to the complex demands of preparing teachers” (Cochran-
Smith, 2003, p. 6). In teacher education practice, teacher educators not only need to 
deliver the declarative knowledge of teaching (such as theories on language teaching 
and the proposed teaching ideas and approaches by the new curriculum) but also should 
be able to teach about practice in ways that highlight the complexity of teaching which 
suggests reflexive ways of knowing about teacher learning for a deep understanding of 
teacher education (Loughran & Menter, 2019). Second, one key finding concerns the role 
of pre-service EFL teachers’ agency played during the practicum. Teachers commonly 
start to perform their agency with investigation of their own pedagogical beliefs and 
conceptions (Cong-Lem, 2021). In this study, the pre-service EFL teachers enacted their 
agency towards learning goals when realizing the teaching conflicts between them and 
the practicum environment in language teaching. This was contingent upon the affor-
dances they perceived in the practicum and reflected the contextually situated nature of 
pre-service EFL teachers’ practicum experiences. Therefore, for pre-service EFL teacher 
education programs, it appears necessary to provide pre-service EFL teachers resources 
and strategies to deal with the challenges they might encounter during the transition 
from the “ideal” to “reality”. (Allen et  al., 2013). Another implication is related to the 
school-based mentor who plays a key role in teaching pre-service EFL teachers how to 
teach and, so some extent, determining their learning outcomes during the practicum. 
In this study, it was clear that the mentor did not fully live up to the pre-service EFL 
teachers’ expectations mainly due to his insensitivity to the new curriculum reform and 
reluctance to provide the pre-service EFL teachers opportunities to try out reform ideas 
in classroom. Therefore, offering school-based mentors extensive training opportunities 
for professional development appears necessary which should not only focus on pre-
paring them with knowledge and practical skills to deal with the requirements of the 
new curriculum reform, but also on fostering their motivation and responsibility in rela-
tion to their role as mentor. Attention should also be paid to how mentors conceptual-
ize mentoring process as well as to whether both mentors and pre-service teachers have 
opportunities to articulate and (re)negotiate their views on language teaching in the con-
text of mentoring (Arshavskaya, 2016). At the same time, although successful practicum 
and productive pre-service EFL teachers’ learning outcomes necessarily involve school-
based mentors’ high level of participation and expertise, they are most often regarded as 
peripheral members, mainly as resources of teaching experiences and opportunities, in 
the community of teacher education. As such, school-based mentors’ role in the practi-
cum needs to be recognized as specialists and accorded greater regard and integration 
(Zeichner, 2006) into the frameworks of teacher education.

This study provides a nuanced and comprehensive understanding of pre-service EFL 
teachers learning in the practicum and can contribute to the research field with empiri-
cal evidence to help generate insights into the particular issues faced by pre-service EFL 
teachers as well as shed light on the ways in which they are able to draw on their agency 
to cope with challenging circumstances when learning to teach. Such insights into pre-
service EFL teachers’ cognitive and behavioral elements are valuable for enhancing 
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understanding of how pre-service EFL teachers might be supported when encountering 
challenges in their professional development. At the same time, complexity theory used 
as theoretical foundation in this study can add original insights and depth to current 
conceptualizations of teacher learning as a construct and open up possibilities for an 
ecological approach to rethinking teacher learning and practice as emergent phenomena 
that are co-produced within and between systems.

This study has several limitations, the most prominent being of the limited number of 
research participants and that both the research participants voluntarily took part in the 
study and most possibly could have a pre-existing interest about the topic researched. 
More participants with unique personal characteristics would have increased the degree 
of variety of data and provide a richer and more complex picture of the pre-service EFL 
teachers’ practicum experiences. One more limitation is related to the fact that the 
research site was just one practicum school. The research participants’ other peers were 
allocated in different schools. Various contexts could have revealed a richer picture of 
the challenges and experiences of pre-service EFL teacher learning.
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