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Objective: The present study aimed to explore the process of enhancing the competencies of future
teachers in real teaching environments through their field experiences during the practicum.
Method: This qualitative study employed an interpretive phenomenological approach. The study
population consisted of final-semester student teachers at Farhangian University. Eleven participants
were selected through purposive sampling based on criteria including completion of four consecutive
semesters of practicum, willingness to participate in the study, and the ability to articulate their
experiences. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis method. To establish the trustworthiness of the data, three
strategies were employed: member checking, peer review, and systematic documentation and
retention of the analytical process (dependability and confirmability audit).

Results: The findings indicated that practicum experiences resulted in the formation of four major
categories: (1) redefining teachers’ professional identity, (2) developing instructional and
managerial skills, (3) encountering challenges and developing adaptation strategies, and (4)
commitment to lifelong learning and professional development. The findings revealed that practicum
in authentic teaching environments extends beyond being merely an academic course and functions
as a transformative process. Through engagement with the complex realities of the classroom,
managerial challenges, and structural constraints, student teachers reconstruct their professional
identity, develop teaching skills, strengthen their sense of responsibility, and develop an orientation
toward lifelong learning.

Conclusions: The findings suggest that the full potential of practicum can be realized only when
supportive structures, opportunities for reflection, and constructive connections between universities
and schools are provided. In their absence, the depth of experiential learning may be diminished.
Overall, this study demonstrates that the professional competencies of future teachers are developed
most effectively when practicum experiences are accompanied by adequate professional and
contextual support, and when student teachers are encouraged to engage in reflection, active
learning, and continuous self-development while confronting the real challenges of teaching.
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Introduction

The quality of an educational system is closely associated with the quality of its teachers. Teacher
education, therefore, requires learning experiences that enable prospective teachers to move beyond
theoretical knowledge and engage directly with the complex realities of classroom practice. In this
regard, field-based practicum constitutes a central component of teacher education because it provides
student teachers with opportunities to connect university-based theoretical knowledge with authentic
teaching experiences. At Farhangian University, practicum is implemented across four consecutive
semesters and is intended to contribute to the development of reflective, competent, and professionally
responsible teachers. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of practicum depends not only on the amount of
time spent in schools but also on the quality of interactions, mentoring, reflection, school conditions,
and the relationship between universities and schools. Previous research has demonstrated that
practicum can contribute to professional identity, instructional competence, classroom-management
skills, self-efficacy, and professional learning. However, less attention has been paid to how student
teachers themselves experience and interpret the process of professional development in authentic
school settings. Accordingly, the present study aimed to explore the process through which the
professional competencies of future teachers develop through their lived experiences of field-based
practicum. The central research question was: How does the process of enhancing the professional
competencies of future teachers develop through field-based practicum experiences?

Method

The study adopted a qualitative research approach and employed Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) to gain an in-depth understanding of student teachers’ lived experiences and the
meanings they attributed to their practicum experiences. The study population consisted of final-
semester undergraduate student teachers at Farhangian University who had completed four consecutive
semesters of practicum. Eleven student teachers were selected through purposive, criterion-based
sampling. Selection criteria included successful completion of all four practicum semesters, willingness
to participate, the ability to articulate personal experiences clearly, and representation of different fields
of study and school contexts. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews focusing
on significant practicum experiences, factors contributing to professional competency development,
challenges encountered in schools, strategies used to address challenges, and the influence of authentic
school environments on professional learning. Each interview lasted approximately 45-70 minutes. The
interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim. Data were analyzed
using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis. Trustworthiness was enhanced through
member checking, peer review, prolonged engagement, an audit trail, repeated coding, reflexive notes,
and thick description. Ethical principles, including informed consent, confidentiality, anonymization,
and participants’ right to withdraw, were also observed.

Results

Analysis of the interviews resulted in four major categories and eleven subcategories representing the
developmental trajectory of student teachers throughout their practicum experiences. The first category
was redefinition of professional teacher identity. Direct engagement with students and authentic
classroom situations changed participants’ understanding of teaching from a primarily occupational
activity into a broader human, moral, and social responsibility. They gradually recognized the
importance of respect, fairness, patience, care, and responsibility and increasingly perceived themselves
as professionals responsible for students’ comprehensive development. The second category was
development of instructional and managerial skills. Participants described a transition from theoretical
and mechanical approaches to lesson planning toward flexible, creative, and context-sensitive teaching.
They learned that lesson plans could not always be implemented exactly as designed and needed to be
modified according to students’ readiness, classroom conditions, available time, and unexpected events.
Classroom management was also redefined as creating an active learning environment, managing time,
encouraging participation, addressing individual differences, and fostering meaningful interaction.
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The third category was encountering challenges and developing adaptive strategies. Participants referred
to large class sizes, inadequate educational facilities, limited parental involvement, administrative
pressures, and insufficient coordination between universities and schools. Although these conditions
initially generated frustration and uncertainty, they gradually encouraged student teachers to develop
adaptive and creative responses. Participants reported modifying instructional materials, using group
activities, relying on alternative resources, and replacing unavailable facilities with simulations, videos,
demonstrations, or other low-cost solutions. Thus, challenging conditions became opportunities for
developing adaptability, creativity, resilience, and problem-solving abilities. The fourth category was
commitment to lifelong learning and professional development. Practicum led participants to recognize
that teaching competence cannot be completed simply by graduating from university. Professional
growth requires continuous learning, reflection, self-evaluation, observation, and learning from
experienced teachers. Participants described reading educational materials after teaching, documenting
their performance, identifying strengths and weaknesses, and incorporating mentor teachers’ feedback
into subsequent practice.

Discussion

Accordingly, the present study aimed to explore the process through which the professional
competencies of future teachers develop through their lived experiences of field-based practicum. The
findings indicate that practicum provided student teachers with opportunities to connect theoretical
knowledge with authentic classroom situations, reconsider their understanding of teaching, and
gradually develop confidence in performing professional responsibilities. Participants increasingly
viewed teaching not merely as a job but as a professional and value-based responsibility requiring
commitment, flexibility, and continuous learning. This finding is consistent with Beijaard, Meijer, and
Verloop (2004), who emphasized that teacher professional identity develops through the interaction of
personal beliefs, professional values, and practical experiences. It also supports Zeichner (2010) and
Loughran (2014), who highlighted the importance of connecting university learning with authentic field
experiences and reflection. Overall, the most important finding was that practicum functioned as a
transformative process through which professional identity, instructional and managerial competencies,
adaptive capacity, and commitment to lifelong professional learning developed simultaneously.

The development of instructional and managerial competencies is consistent with Tschannen-Moran
and Woolfolk Hoy (2007), who emphasized the role of experience in teachers’ self-efficacy, and
Darling-Hammond (2006), who highlighted practice-based experiences in teacher preparation. Iranian
research by Jamshidi Tavana, Emamjomeh, Asareh, and Mosipour (2017) and Tatari and Farrokhi
(2020) likewise indicates that practicum strengthens the relationship between theoretical preparation
and practical teaching competencies. The present findings extend these studies by showing that repeated
exposure to authentic classroom situations encouraged student teachers to move from mechanical
implementation of lesson plans toward flexibility, creativity, and context-sensitive decision making.
Participants’ experiences of inadequate resources, crowded classrooms, limited parental cooperation,
and organizational constraints are consistent with Ghorbani et al. (2018) and Jafarian and Mahmoudi
(2020), who identified structural challenges and weaknesses in university—school connections.
However, unlike studies that primarily emphasize these conditions as barriers, the present study showed
that student teachers often responded creatively through group activities, alternative resources, simple
technologies, and modifications of instructional materials. Consequently, challenging situations could
become opportunities for developing adaptability, problem-solving, and resilience. This interpretation
is also consistent with Ghadermarzi, Ali Asgari, Maroufi, and Hosseini Khah (2017) and Almasi, Zarei
Zowraki, Nili, and Delavar (2017), who emphasized the importance of examining the relationship
between intended, implemented, and acquired practicum curricula.

Finally, the strong orientation toward lifelong learning is consistent with Korthagen (2010) and Mena,
Hennissen, and Loughran (2017), who emphasized reflection, mentoring, and learning from practice as
central elements of professional development. The findings therefore suggest that practicum should not
be viewed simply as a period for practicing teaching techniques. Rather, it should be designed as a
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sustained process of identity formation, reflective learning, adaptation, and professional growth in which
student teachers are supported by universities, schools, and mentor teachers.

Conclusions

The findings indicate that practicum in authentic teaching environments is considerably more than an
academic course or a mechanism for applying previously acquired theoretical knowledge. It functions
as a transformative process through which student teachers reconstruct their professional identity,
develop instructional and managerial competencies, respond creatively to contextual challenges, and
establish a commitment to lifelong professional learning. Therefore, strengthening university—school
collaboration, preparing and supporting mentor teachers, incorporating structured reflection throughout
the practicum semesters, and improving the minimum educational infrastructure of practicum schools
are recommended. Shared problem-solving activities involving student teachers, mentor teachers, and
university supervisors can further strengthen the connection between theory and practice. Future studies
may combine interviews with classroom observations, examine more diverse school contexts, and
investigate competency development longitudinally.
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