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Abstract
Developing a third space in preschool teacher education is fundamental for a true partner-
ship to thrive. Strong partnerships between stakeholders in teacher education can empower 
student teachers and influence their professional development. However, research indicates 
a disconnection between the theory that students learn and their practical applications in 
the field, which affects students’ teaching practice. This study shed light on partnerships 
in preschool teacher education in Iceland, as partnership is the basis on which a shared 
learning space can develop and grow. The findings from focus group interviews with rel-
evant stakeholders (on-campus preschool student teachers, remote preschool student teach-
ers, university-based educators, school-based mentors, and preschool principals) indicated 
that partnership between universities and schools regarding preschool teacher education is 
weak. However, stakeholders seem to be genuinely interested in improving collaboration 
and establishing a stronger university–preschool partnership.

Keywords Field practice · Partnership · Preschool teacher education · Third space

Introduction

In our togetherness, castles are built.
(Irish proverb)

Research on preservice and other teacher education indicates a disconnection between 
the theoretical knowledge taught at universities and their practical applications in the field; 
thus, there are mounting concerns regarding how teacher education prepares students for 
practising teaching (Jónsdóttir 2015; Karlsson Lohmander 2015; Zeichner 2010). Many 
new teachers consider that field experience is the most valuable part of their education 
(Rozelle and Wilson 2012; Zeichner 2010). In a recent study on educational policy changes 
in Sweden, Karlsson Lohmander (2015) concluded that, although field practice is critical 
to preschool teacher education, students experience a gap between what they learn on cam-
pus (i.e. theory) and what they practice in the field. Furthermore, practice in the field and 
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effective guidance are critical components of teacher education because graduated teachers 
have referred to their practical training as the most valuable part of their education (Matts-
son et al. 2011).

Preschools are the first level of the educational system in Iceland (Preschool Act No. 
90, 2008). Municipalities operate most preschools, but some are charter or private schools. 
Children can attend preschool from 18 months to 6 years of age, depending on the munici-
palities. Early childhood education and preschool teacher education in Iceland are paral-
lel to their counterparts in other Nordic countries, in that they follow a model based on 
humanistic and child-centered values (Einarsdóttir 2011; Karila 2017).

In research conducted by Mork (2018), the relationship between field practice and 
departments of education in universities was investigated to reveal that, over the years, the 
gap between theory and practice in Icelandic preschool teacher education has expanded. 
When Jónsdóttir (2015) conducted an analysis on the third space in preschool teacher edu-
cation in Iceland, she found a disconnection between the subject matter taught in universi-
ties and the field experience in Icelandic preschool teacher education. Jónsdóttir’s findings 
also indicated that more collaboration is needed to empower the dialogue between teach-
ers in the university and mentors at the preschools. Jónsdóttir’s findings signal a need to 
restructure the practices surrounding preschool teacher education, focusing on a third space 
as a shared learning arena.

Given this scenario in the field of teacher education in Iceland, the present study 
examined stakeholders’ initial views on partnership in early childhood teacher education 
by investigating how they perceive the partnership between preschools and universities, 
as well as what they consider most important. There are many stakeholders in preschool 
teacher education (e.g. policymakers, teachers’ union, preschool assistants, principals and 
teachers, preschool children, parents, municipality preschool offices, student teachers and 
university-based educators. While consulting initial stakeholders about such collabora-
tion—stakeholders included preschool student teachers, school-based mentors, univer-
sity-based educators, and preschool principals—we investigated the foundations of their 
partnerships and how such partnerships affect students learning experiences as they gain 
practical experience in the field.

Creating a learning environment between universities and preschools

Research on the disconnection between the theoretical and practical aspects of teacher edu-
cation has suggested several solutions to provide an empowering learning environment for 
students. One of these is the creation of a third space to be used as a learning environment. 
A third space is where the mentor’s practical knowledge, the university teacher’s academic 
knowledge, and the student teacher’s learning meet to provide an opportunity to build a 
powerful learning environment (Zeichner 2010). Bhabha considers hybrid space a key fac-
tor in the concept of the third space because it is in this learning environment that hybridity 
occurs (i.e. two different elements and spaces adapt and together create something new) 
(Bhabha 1990; Zeichner 2010).

Although universities and preschools generally operate in separate spaces, each of 
these entities works towards the common goal of improving education. For this goal to 
be achieved, future teachers need to be provided with high-quality education. Therefore, 
as Lillejord and Børte (2006) argue, both university and preschool stakeholders need to 
work together to promote student teachers’ professional learning for such partnership to be 
successful.
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The challenge is to create a learning environment where the two cultures (university and 
preschool) engage in mutual learning jointly with students so that experts in theory and 
practice can share their knowledge and experiences with mutual respect for one another’s 
expertise and with minimum tension and hierarchy (Martin et  al. 2011; Zeichner 2010). 
Meeting this challenge involves crossing boundaries and combining areas of knowledge 
from both practice and theory (Zeichner 2010). Creating such a learning environment, the 
third space, is important because it could strengthen future teachers’ education and allow 
them to reflect on how the theoretical knowledge that they learned is relevant to practice 
and how practice can support theory. This goal probably can be accomplished by creating 
platforms for embracing both practical and theoretical knowledge, with such integration 
necessitating genuine collaboration among partners (Clark 2019; Korthagen 2010; Smith 
2016; Zeichner 2010).

Partnership between universities and the practice field in teacher education

For a partnership to be successful, it is important to structure it according to the dynamics 
between the participants, with a focus on enabling and strengthening professionalism in 
teacher education (Lillejord and Børte 2006). Smith (2016) argues that, to improve practice 
in teacher education, true partnership is essential. This is defined as an agreement between 
teacher education institutions and stakeholders in education to work towards the shared 
goal of improving and educating student teachers. According to Simonsen (2017), the 
goal is not for universities and preschools as two different learning arenas to become alike. 
Because they are both important for student teachers’ professional development, a mutual 
agreement between them regarding collaboration in education is necessary.

Smith (2016) argues that, to improve practice, the fundamental conditions of the part-
nership need to be familiar to all stakeholders and accepted by all participants (Smith 2016; 
Wenger 1999). This aligns with what Wenger (1999) refers to as a community of practice 
in which participants develop, negotiate, share their own ideas, and try to reach a mutual 
agreement.

Smith (2016) has identified three types of relationships between practice and universi-
ties in teacher education in Fig. 1, with three cases of collaboration between universities 
and schools placed alongside the continuum.

In the first model, schools and universities work separately. University representa-
tives meet with school representatives to inform them about the practicum and then 
visit the school once or twice during the practice period. Here the power and decisions 
are within the university and the responsibility is clearly divided. In the second model, 
the university invites schools to apply to become partner schools, and the agreement 
between them includes mutual commitments and resembles a partnership. In the third 
model, the municipality, the school and the university work in cooperation. The school 

Fig. 1  Typical school–university relationships in education (Smith 2016, p. 28)
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then applies to become a university school and the municipality—in cooperation with 
the university—makes the final decision to be more cooperative and work in true part-
nership (Smith 2016).

In a study in Norway by Halvorsen (2014) on teacher education and practice across 
multiple teacher education programs with a focus on partnership, identified the qualities 
that support the expansion of a true partnership were identified: intentionality, unpre-
dictability, flexibility, and vitality. Each quality can influence how partnerships develop 
and their capacity to expand into other platforms. When stakeholders engage in partner-
ships, they can have different expectations and often attempt to protect their independ-
ence. In contrast, partnerships that begin with a clear vision and a strong intention to 
work towards shared goals are more likely to be democratic in nature. However, if the 
intention is weak and the actors are forced to participate, then power struggles and ten-
sions are the likely consequences.

Working in partnerships requires partners to adapt well to unexpected events because 
participants’ reactions to unforeseen incidents are critical in determining whether 
learning occurs. A lack of trust between participants can result in them blaming one 
another when unexpected events occur (Lillejord and Børte 2006). When the unex-
pected outcome is viewed as problematic, participants are unlikely to develop mutually-
beneficial partnerships (Lillejord and Børte 2006; Zeichner 2010). In contrast, if the 
unforeseen incident is approached as a challenge and if mutual trust exists among the 
partners, then such adversity can strengthen the partnership (Halvorsen 2014). Flexibil-
ity is another important aspect of partnership-based collaboration because participants 
can join for various reasons. If participants can free themselves from ingrained habits 
and rituals, then innovation, creativity, and engagement are likely to materialize (Ellis 
and McNicholl 2015; Halvorsen 2014). Without flexibility, partnerships are unlikely to 
develop beyond formal agreements because the partnership itself is negatively affected 
when participants are uncomfortable (Halvorsen 2014; Lewis 2012; Smith 2016). The 
vitality of a partnership can be negatively impacted if participants are unable to position 
themselves comfortably in it (Halvorsen 2014; Smith 2016). Dialogue and social con-
nection play major roles in collaboration as studies on partnerships in teacher education 
suggest (Smith 2016; Zeichner 2010).

Recognizing the importance of facilitating the four qualities mentioned in Table  1 
(Halvorsen 2014) and understanding the traditions of different systems could help to 
pinpoint the pillars of effective partnerships between preschool teacher university pro-
grams and preschools. Accordingly, our research question was: What are stakeholders’ 
perceptions of partnership between preschools and universities, and which aspect of 
collaboration is most important to them? 

To answer this question, focus group-interviews were conducted with various stake-
holder groups. They were asked about their perceptions of collaboration between pre-
schools and universities and which aspects of that collaboration were most important 
to them. Although Smith’s (2016) and Halvorsen’s (2014) definitions of partnership 
describe full-time students in teacher education programs engaging in clearly-defined 
practice, most students pursuing early childhood education in Iceland work in pre-
schools while earning their degrees (Björnsdóttir et  al. 2019). Interpreting findings in 
the light of the definition of true partnership and its four qualities (Smith 2016; Hal-
vorsen 2014) might help to guide the design of new platforms and learning environ-
ments. These platforms would be conducive to the development of third spaces that 
support partnerships between early childhood education programs and schools in which 
students can gain practical experience.
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Study design

Study context

Since 2008, preschool teacher education in Iceland has been a 5-year Master’s program 
offered at both the University of Iceland and the University of Akureyri (Mork 2018). 
Preschool teacher education in these two universities is rather similar, with field practice 
comprising 14% of the preschool teacher education curriculum (Háskóli Íslands 2019a, 
b; Háskólinn á Akureyri 2019). Because Iceland is a small nation with approximately 
350,000 residents, no further descriptions can be added about these two universities and 
their organizational arrangements to protect the university-based educators’ anonymity.

A study on first-year preschool student teachers at the University of Iceland showed that 
90% of students work while earning their degree (Björnsdóttir et  al. 2019). 64% of stu-
dents at the university of Iceland who work in preschools have a contract with the munici-
pality, which assists them financially during their studies (Jóelsdóttir 2018). In this study, 
all remote students (n = 9) worked full time (40 h) and 1/3 (n = 3) of on-campus students 
worked full time while studying. The other six students worked part time (ranging from 
university school holidays to 10 h a week) with their studies.

Participants were chosen via a mix of purposeful and snowball sampling. The group 
sizes varied from 2 to 6 participants. One prospective participant from each stakeholder 
category was contacted and asked for the name of another potential participant; this was 
repeated until there were eight to ten names for each group (Bender 2013; Krueger and 
Casey 2015). The groups were associated to the two universities: five groups were from 
the southwest connected to the University of Iceland (UI), and five groups were associ-
ated with the University of Akureyri (UA). Although there were eight to ten individuals 
recruited per group, some eligible participants quit their studies prior to the interviews. 
Table  2 shows the criteria for the 10 focus groups with initial stakeholders, with two 
groups representing each of the following five categories: on-campus preschool student 
teachers (Group VI, n = 6; Group X, n = 3), remote preschool student teachers (Group I, 
n = 6; Group VIII, n = 3), university-based educators (Group IV, n = 4; Group IX, n = 3), 
preschool-based mentors (Group III, n = 4; Group VII, n = 2), and preschool principals 
(Group II, n = 5; Group V, n = 6). Each of these groups was interviewed once in November 
and December 2016. Pseudonyms were used to refer to participants to project their privacy.

Data collection

For data collection, we conducted semi-structured interviews (Bender 2013) based on 
the literature on how to create and sustain true partnerships and a third space as a 

Table 2  Inclusion criteria for the interview participants

Interview group Inclusion group

Preschool student teachers Bachelor’s or Master’s students
University-based educators Those teaching courses in preschool teacher education
Preschool-based mentors Those mentoring preschool student teachers
Preschool principals Those hosting preschool student teachers in preschools

Those collaborating with universities
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learning environment (Halvorsen 2014; Smith 2016; Zeichner 2010). The interview 
guide was pilot tested with two preschool teachers to gauge whether they understood 
the purpose of the study and the topic. To collect data on the stakeholders’ perspec-
tives on university–preschool collaboration in preschool teacher education, partici-
pants were first asked about their backgrounds and practical field experiences. This 
was followed by more-specific questions (see Appendix) about topics such as their 
roles in the partnerships and how they experienced university–preschool collaboration.

The data were categorized into datasets by organizing the participants into groups 
of stakeholders: preschool student teachers, preschool principals, university-based 
educators, and preschool-based mentors. Thermatical analysis (TA) was used to “iden-
tify themes and patterns of meaning across a dataset in relation to research question” 
(Braun and Clarke 2016, p. 175), using both inductive TA (analyzing the data from the 
bottom up) and theoretical TA (using theory, and theoretical concepts in analyzing the 
data). The questions were prepared with reference to the literature on the topic of true 
partnership and third space (Smith 2016; Zeichner 2010) and with an analytical frame-
work based on Halvorsen (2014) and Smith (2016). The focus groups were asked the 
following four key questions:

• What characterizes partnerships between preschools and universities?
• What is your role in the partnership?
• What affects the partnership between universities and preschools?
• How would you organize the partnerships among stakeholders?

Data were coded and sorted into themes according to the key questions asked in the 
interviews (Braun and Clarke 2016). The author conducted the initial categorizing and 
coding before the data were reviewed by two additional researchers who were familiar 
with the project.

Focus groups were used for the interviews because they are useful for collecting 
data about phenomena (Bloor et  al. 2001), in this case involving collaboration and 
partnership in early childhood teacher education. The interviews spanned 45–95 min 
each and took place in a neutral setting. Six out of ten interviews took place in a pre-
school in the capital city and four interviews were conducted in the northern part of 
Iceland in a rented apartment. The interviews were recorded and transcribed and ana-
lyzed by positioning the study’s purpose (Krueger and Casey 2015), namely, to under-
stand the partnership between preschool teacher education programs and the schools 
where the students gain practical experience (Halvorsen 2014; Smith 2016; Zeichner 
2010).

Findings

The study suggested that true partnership occurs seldom in preschool teacher educa-
tion in Iceland and identified the need for stakeholders to understand the definitions 
and expectations of certain concepts (e.g. partnerships and field practice). The findings 
also indicated the need to reconsider partnerships with relevant stakeholders and re-
evaluate what these mean to the various stakeholders (Allen and Wright 2014; Boge 
et al. 2009; Smith 2016).
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Characteristics of university–preschool collaboration

Students did not experience a true partnership between preschools and their universities. 
Communication was based on universities informing preschools on students’ assignments. 
Sometimes, information was not delivered to school-based mentors and, as Benný con-
veyed, “there is very little collaboration”. One group of on-campus students noted, that 
because their education had a strong theoretical focus, the partnerships with preschools 
were one-sided and universities were in control.

School-based mentors generally reported the need to strengthen university–preschool 
partnership. Most communication occurred via email, and some mentors found the partner-
ship one-sided. One group of preschool principals observed little or no partnership with 
universities, reporting a lack of dialogue between the institutions and wondering whether 
their knowledge was regarded as equal to the theoretical knowledge of university-based 
educators:

Elísabet: […] they [preschool student teachers] know many things [theoretically] and 
can do many things […] there is also a lot of knowledge out in the schools which 
they [preschool student teachers] need to learn and respect and see its importance 
[…].

The other group of principals reported different experiences and Agnes explained that 
universities offered education and support. Bára described how the collaboration had 
changed from being scarce to representing true partnership. She used a brick wall as a 
metaphor to describe the divide between the university and the practice field and how, in 
the last years, the “bricks have fallen one by one […]”.

University-based teacher educators had different experiences when it came to collabo-
rating with initial stakeholders. One group reported positive relationships and good com-
munication with the stakeholders, whereas the other group felt that a good connection was 
more important with students than with other stakeholders, as students are primary actors 
in education and thus the main stakeholders within the partnership.

Roles in collaboration

The participants also reflected on their roles in university–preschool partnership. Students 
reported different experiences with partnerships, depending on whether they were on-cam-
pus students or remote off-campus students working full-time in preschools. The latter type 
of students expressed feelings of being burdens to the system. One group of on-campus 
students discussed how their courses differed, depending on whether they were taught on 
campus or remotely, and that their connection to university teachers decreased if they took 
remote courses. The other group mentioned that their role involved asking questions and 
spending their practicum time reflecting on how to connect theory to practice.

The mentors agreed that their role was to educate students by connecting theory with 
practice. Dísa mentioned the importance of speaking positively about early-childhood 
education and emphasized the value of the teacher education. Bjarma agreed that “talking 
about early childhood teachers’ work with positivity is critical as teachers’ views and atti-
tudes can influence students’ field practice and their values”.

One group of preschool principals viewed themselves as spokespersons for uni-
versity–preschool collaboration and advocates of the connection among stakeholders. 
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Bára used a tunnel as a metaphor to explain the principals’ role in the partnership and 
argued that they could open or close communication. Díana agreed, adding that a prin-
cipal’s role was complicated. Bára also mentioned that principals’ roles involved being 
aware of their attitudes toward stakeholders and partnership. Principals had the power to 
restrict communication or keep it open to what they believed was important.

The other group of principals neither had similar experiences with university–pre-
school partnerships, nor thought that they knew about the intentions behind the partner-
ships. While working in collaboration, they felt more like servants than partners. Elísa-
bet expressed this view:

It’s the universities’ role to lead the communication since they […] supervise the 
students […] You could say that we, in the field of practice, are a kind of servants 
to the university […].

The university-based educators performed different roles, depending on their posi-
tions. The majority did not view themselves as part of the partnership, but as univer-
sity educators who mentored students. Annetta mentioned her limited contact with other 
students, as face-to-face communication was replaced with emails in long-distance 
learning.

Factors impacting university–preschool collaboration

Participants also reflected on what conditions either promoted or restricted partner-
ship among stakeholders. When students were asked what factors promoted partnership 
between institutions involved in a field of practice and universities teaching that field, one 
group mentioned cooperation, flexibility, and the need to inform stakeholders of the inten-
tions behind field practice. Many students who worked full-time while studying expressed 
a desire for change in the practical requirements so that they could work with their current 
group of pupils and connect theory to their current practice. Some Master’s students could 
complete their practicums in the schools where they worked, while others were required 
to leave their preschool-based jobs for two to three weeks at a time. These students were 
stressed by the knowledge that their co-workers would struggle under increased workloads. 
Students spoke about being torn between their role as students and their role as workers in 
the preschools and reported that they experienced little or no pleasure in such work-based 
learning. Alís mentioned that her contract with her municipality allowed her to continue 
earning her salary while completing her practicum, but she felt guilty about leaving her co-
workers and children.

When asked to name what factors would affect university–preschool partnership, one 
group of school-based mentors mentioned that more regular, face-to-face meetings would 
improve collaboration. They talked about the importance of open communication to 
strengthen the collaboration.

Both groups of university-based educators discussed improving their connection to the 
field, primarily because cooperation with the actors would be rewarding. Berglind men-
tioned the significance of a positive attitude toward the field in enhancing that connection:

I find it really important to be able to go into the field, for us university teachers to be 
able to experience it, to sense it, to have a feeling of the schools and hear more voices 
in the schools. I would want it [the collaboration with practice field] to be considered 
the strongest post there [in the partnership].
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When asked what factors could hinder collaboration, both groups of principals named 
disrespect and negative attitudes among stakeholders, as well as poorly-defined partnership 
roles. Both groups of university-based educators discussed how other stakeholders—for 
example, teachers’ unions and municipalities—could stifle university–preschool collabo-
ration. Teachers’ unions could discourage teachers from serving as school-based mentors 
unless they were paid and municipalities could make decisions about field practice.

Summary

Depending on the stakeholder’s position, partnership was described as either weak and 
strong. Stakeholders who initiated the partnership and were more informed about the inten-
tions experienced strong connections. Those who reported experiencing weaker partner-
ship (school-based mentors and the students) did not seem to be as well-informed about the 
intentions. Participants generally spoke about the importance of strengthening partnerships 
through increased collaboration and dialogue among stakeholders.

Some participants were uncertain about their roles in the partnership, leading to evident 
tensions and concerns. Those who knew their roles also understood the power of their posi-
tions and what they could do to either prevent or encourage true partnership. Overall, the 
participants mentioned that the general attitude toward the educational system and the part-
nership was an element that could either hinder or support partnership. Stakeholders, other 
than the initial stakeholders studied in this research, influenced the collaboration and were 
believed to affect the partnership.

Discussion

In this section, findings related to the four key questions are presented in relation to Smith’s 
(2016) continuum of collaboration and definition of true partnership, as well as Halvors-
en’s (2014) four qualities that support the expansion of true partnership.

True partnership in the third space

Considering Smith’s (2016) definition of true partnership and the continuum of collabora-
tion, most partnerships in the current study could be placed on the separated side of the 
continuum (see Table 3). There seems to be little experience of close partnership in pre-
school teacher education in Iceland. Smith (2016) argues that developing a true partner-
ship entails putting rhetoric into practice, which calls for all participants’ involvement dur-
ing discussions on co-constructing collaboration. The study suggests that it is particularly 
important for stakeholders to understand certain concepts, as well as what is expected of 
them. The research also identifies the need to reconsider partnerships with relevant stake-
holders and re-evaluate what these mean to the various stakeholders (Smith 2016; Allen 
and Wright 2014; Boge et  al. 2009). Flessner’s (2014) self-study of how to utilize third 
space for rethinking teaching and teacher education involved developing a place to reflect, 
renew knowledge and make changes. He concluded that it is important that scholars listen 
to practitioners to close the gap that seems to be forming between theory and practice, if 
the aim is to create a shared learning environment. Another study (Klein et al. 2013) on the 
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creation of the third space showed that the work is messy, complicated, and nonlinear, and 
that creating new learning environments for teacher education is a struggle.

In Iceland, a university–preschool partnership represents an arrangement, partially 
resembling that of practice schools and, to a minor extent, that of partner schools. Table 3 
presents a comparison of partnerships in early-childhood teacher education with practice 
schools and partner schools. In these partnerships, the power to encourage dialogue and 
communication about practice seems to lie with universities (Smith 2016; Lewis 2012).

While preschool principals were discussing how they experienced partnerships, one 
group’s members stated that their partnerships with universities offered mentoring and col-
laboration though it seemed that the formation of practice schools was still being devel-
oped. The other group of principals described communication from a perspective that 
was more closely aligned with that of collaboration with practice schools. In other words, 
universities exercised power while preschools’ role was to serve higher education. That 
group’s members described feeling powerless and simply waiting for universities to issue 
instructions to them. According to Lillejord and Børte (2006), a partnership’s dynamics 
might create tension that often prompts a power struggle if stakeholders are not regarded as 
equal partners. According to Klein et al. (2013), the third space is like a utopian world that 
invites participants to act, create and discuss in new ways, but this study suggests a need to 
create a mutual learning environment (Martin et al. 2011; Zeichner 2010).

Qualities of true partnership

The study revealed weak communication within the partnerships, which seems to affect 
students’ learning. Students experiencing power struggles between stakeholders might 
affect their ability to apply their theoretical knowledge in the practicum (Lewis 2012). 
These responses suggest a need to reconsider the agreement between stakeholders (Smith 
2016). This is a concern because it is important for student teachers to experience a com-
prehensive education with collaboration and mutual respect among the university and the 
practice field. Lillejord and Børte (2006) emphasized that tension in the partnership can 
affect student teachers’ learning and their ability to connect theory to practice.

Table 3  Comparison of characteristics of partnerships in early childhood teacher education in Iceland with 
practice schools and partner schools

Practice schools Partner schools

Responsibilities of preschools and universities are 
clearly divided

Schools issue call for students at universities

Universities teach theory, whereas preschools teach 
practical skills

Students learn in two separate arenas

Principals commit to accepting students during the 
partnership period and allow some teachers each 
year to attend mentor education programs offered 
by the university

Communication is mostly written
Face-to-face meetings are few

Universities offer mentor education that provides 
academic credits that mentors can apply in Mas-
ter’s programs

Students are mentored by teachers without mentor 
education

Yearly joint seminars involve university-based edu-
cators, school principals and coordinating mentors

Universities decide the duration of practice Schools serve as contexts for research and develop-
ment
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Halvorsen’s (2014) four qualities are effective for developing and expanding platforms 
for true partnership. Lillejord and Børte (2006) argue that the most-pressing concern when 
forming a partnership is how to establish a productive dialogue between school-based 
mentors and university-based educators. Therefore, students are likely to benefit from the 
formation of a third space, where initial stakeholders can mediate and combine students’ 
experiences to further empower growth (Lewis 2012).

The group of principals who understood the intentions behind the partnership were con-
fident in their roles in the collaboration, which represented strong intentionality (Halvorsen 
2014). They viewed themselves as figurative tunnels occupying the powerful position of 
either hindering or encouraging partnership. In contrast, the other group felt that they nei-
ther had a purpose in the partnership nor were in a position to ask anything from the uni-
versities, which represented the kind of weak intentionality that would breed tensions and 
power struggles (Halvorsen 2014). Martin and colleagues’ (2011) research on relationships 
in a school–university partnership showed that, if university-based educators developed a 
good working relationship with principals, this strengthened the partnership, as was evi-
dent in the present findings.

Other groups of participants also expressed weak intentionality (Halvorsen 2014), sug-
gesting that attention to this quality is needed when forging partnerships. By strengthening 
intentionality, participants will know what is expected of them and not feel coerced to col-
laborate. This precaution appears important when constructing platforms to facilitate true 
partnership in teacher education (Halvorsen 2014; Martin et al. 2011; Zeichner 2010).

Some groups perceived the unexpected to be more of a problem than a challenge, sug-
gesting that the quality of unpredictability needs to be strengthened (Halvorsen 2014). 
When uniting discourse and knowledge about partnership, mentoring, and early childhood 
education within the partnership, actors can scaffold their learning and expand their knowl-
edge while building bridges between what they and others know. Building bridges is an 
important aspect of the partnership, because it helps participants to understand how they 
and others experience the world (Moje et al. 2004).

Some stakeholders experienced freedom and shared responsibility in university–pre-
school collaboration. This experience was apparent in both groups of university-based edu-
cators and one group of principals. One group of school-based mentors also expressed a 
sense of shared responsibility for developing new ideas for preschool teacher education. 
Such findings support the need for flexibility in partnerships (Halvorsen 2014), but other 
groups did not share this experience. The students, one group of school-based mentors and 
one group of principals mentioned that rituals and habits smothered collaboration (Hal-
vorsen 2014). They reported lack of dialogue and university-based educators’ invisibility to 
actors in field practice. Meanwhile, students mentioned that their studies were often more 
directed toward elementary teacher education than preschool teacher education, and remote 
part-time students felt that they were burdens to the arrangement preferred by their univer-
sities and that their education was not designed for working students who already had con-
siderable practical experience. Research suggests that, by connecting theory to practice in a 
joint learning environment between universities and schools, student teachers are likely to 
be more involved and feel empowered and more competent, which might strengthen their 
professional understanding (Allen and Wright 2014). Because flexibility in their partner-
ships seems weak, they lack the opportunity to expand their partnerships; after all, flexibil-
ity is necessary when working with others (Halvorsen 2014; Zeichner 2010).

Although the findings do not clearly portray the degree of vitality in university–pre-
school partnerships, some stakeholders struggled to articulate their roles in these partner-
ships. This situation aligns with what Halvorsen (2014) calls weak vitality. A partnership’s 
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vitality might be negatively impacted if participants are unable to position themselves com-
fortably in it (Smith 2016; Allen and Wright 2014).

Generally, the participants wanted to strengthen partnerships among stakeholders and 
believed that, to this end, all stakeholders’ involvement and collaboration were essential. 
Allen and Wright (2014) draw similar conclusions, stating that the optimal practicum for 
students is when stakeholders are sure about their roles in the partnership. In such an envi-
ronment, students believed that they could better apply theory in practice. However, where 
there was confusion about the respective responsibility of universities and preschools, they 
believed that it affected their ability to link theory to practice.

By categorizing the data according to Halvorsen’s (2014) qualities that support the 
expansion of true partnership, the suggestion would be to start with intentionality and 
unpredictability to build a foundation of true partnership. These qualities are fundamental 
for developing trust among partners, whereas the other two qualities of flexibility and vital-
ity might be further developed through dialogue when actors know each other’s intention 
and the expectations of the partnership.

Conclusion

The purpose of the current study was to examine initial stakeholders’ views and experi-
ences of partnership in a shared learning environment during field practice in preschool 
teacher education. Partnerships play a vital role in offering students’ access to dialogues 
between universities and the practice field and between theory and practice, and in a shared 
learning environment, a third space, which forms student teachers’ professional develop-
ment and identities.

Based on the findings, strengthening partnership in preschool teacher education is rec-
ommended, and this requires stakeholders to discuss the quality of the partnerships and 
to see where they position themselves along a continuum of collaboration (see Table 3). 
Regardless of their positions, the actors in partnerships need to voice their expectations, 
seek mutual understanding, and agree on how to nurture true partnership with the goal 
of creating a mutual learning space. A possible means to this end lies within Halvorsen’s 
(2014) first two qualities of partnership: intentionality and unpredictability.

Further research is necessary to gain more knowledge about how to create a mutual 
learning space and how to strengthen partnerships in preschool teacher education in gen-
eral, but especially in Iceland because such research is rare in that context. Caution should 
be taken when interpreting the conclusions given the small sample size and lack of com-
plete transparency in the dynamics in the various groups. In retrospect, snowball sampling 
might have grouped participants with similar assumptions about the phenomenon being 
studied. Nevertheless, the findings are important because participants’ voices should be 
heard to strengthen and develop the partnership and the mutual learning environment.
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Appendix

How are partnerships between universities and the practice field in Iceland formed 
and sustained?

Opening questions

• Tell me about your education (where you obtained your preschool teacher education) 
and where you have worked.

Introduction

• How did you experience your field practice?
• Those who work in university/preschool—experience from the field before and how 

their experience now.

Transition

• What comes first to mind when you hear the term collaboration?

Key questions

• What do you think characterizes collaboration between preschools and universities?

o Stakeholders are university teachers, mentors, preschool principals and preschool 
teacher students.

• What is your position in the collaboration?
• What affects the collaboration between universities and preschools?

o What prevents collaboration?
o What promotes collaboration?

• How would you organize collaboration between stakeholders?

Ending question

All things considered.

References

Allen, J. M., & Wright, S. E. (2014). Integrating theory and practice in the pre-service teacher education 
practicum. Teachers and Teaching, 20(4), 136–151. https ://doi.org/10.1080/13540 602.2013.84856 8.

Bender, S. S. (2013). Samræður í rýnihópum [Conversations in focus groups]. In S. Halldórsdóttir (Ed.), 
Handbók í aðferðafræði rannsókna [Handbook on Research Methodology] (pp. 299−312). Akureyri: 
Háskólinn á Akureyri.

Bhabha, H. (1990). The third space. In J. Rutherford (Ed.), Identity, community, culture and difference. 
Lawrence & Wishart.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2013.848568


15Learning Environments Research (2022) 25:1–16 

1 3

Bjarnadóttir, R. (2015). Leiðsögn: Lykill að starfsmenntun og skólaþróun [Mentoring: The Key to Voca-
tional Qualification and School Reform]. Reykjavík: Háskólaútgáfan.

Björnsdóttir, A., Jóhannsdóttir, Þ. & Jónsdóttir, H. (2019). Nemar í leikskólakennaranámi. Spurningakönnun 
meðal leikskólakennaranema á fyrsta ári í B.Ed. námi skólaárið 2018–2019 [Preschool teacher stu-
dents. Questionnaire among preschool teacher students in their first year in Bachelor education, school 
year 2018–2019]. Menntavísindastofnun, Menntavísindasvið, Háskóli Íslands.

Bloor, M., Frankland, J., Thomas, M., & Robson, K. (2001). Focus groups in social research. London: Sage.
Boge, M., Markhus, G., Moe, R., & Ødegaard, E. E. (2009). Læring gjennom veiledning: Meningsskapning 

i grupper [Learning through Mentoring: Creating Knowledge in Learning Communities] (2nd ed.). 
Bergen: Fagbokforlaget.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2016). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 
3(2), 77–101.

Clark, M. (2019). Edges and boundaries: Finding community and innovation as an early childhood educa-
tor. Early Childhood Education Journal, 47(2), 153–162. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1064 3-018-0904-z.

Einarsdóttir, J. (2011). Training of preschool teachers in Iceland. Reykjavík: University of Iceland, School 
of Education.

Ellis, V., & McNicholl, J. (2015). Transforming teacher education: Reconfiguring the academic work. New 
York: Bloomsbury Publishing.

Flessner, R. (2014). Revisiting reflection: Utilizing third spaces in teacher education. Scholarship and Pro-
fessional Work Education, 37, 231–247. https ://doi.org/10.1080/00131 725.2014.91271 1.

Fullan, M. (2016). The new meaning of educational change (5th ed.). New York, NY: Teachers College 
Press.

Halvorsen, K. V. (2014). Partnership in teacher education. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of 
Bergen, Norway.

Háskólinn á Akureyri. Náms-og kennsluskrá 2019–2020 [Course catalogue 2019–2020]. Kennsluskrá 
2019–2020 [Programmes offered 2019–2020]. https ://ugla.unak.is/kenns luskr a/index .php?tab=skoli 
&chapt er=conte nt&id=97. Accessed 15 May 2019

Háskóli Íslands. Náms-og kennsluskrá 2019–2020 [Course catalogue 2019–2020]. Leikskólakennarafræði 
B.Ed. [Preschool teacher education B.Ed.]. https ://ugla.hi.is/kenns luskr a/index .php?tab=nam&chapt 
er=namsl eid&id=52000 0_20196 &kenns luar=2019. Accessed 15 May 2019

Háskóli Íslands. Náms-og kennsluskrá 2019–2020 [Course catalogue 2019–2020]. Leikskólakennarafræði 
M.Ed. [Preschool teacher education M.Ed.]. https ://ugla.hi.is/kenns luskr a/index .php?tab=nam&chapt 
er=namsl eid&id=82009 9_20196 &kenns luar=2019. Accessed 15 May 2019

Jóelsdóttir, S. S. (2018). Aðgerðir gegn brottfalli nemenda úr leikskólakennaranámi: Niðurstöður könnunar á 
meðal nemenda sem hætt hafa 2014–2015 [Actions on dropout students from preschool teacher educa-
tion: Results from research among students that quit in 2014–2015] (in process). Menntavísindastof-
nun Háskóla Íslands.

Jónsdóttir, A. H. (2015). University–preschool partnership and workplace-based learning: A collaborative 
‘third space’ or no space at All? Early Years, 35(2), 184–196.

Karila, K. (2017). ECEC pedagogy in the Nordic countries—Its roots and current challenges. I. K. Karila, 
E. Johansson, A.-M. Puroila, M. Hännikäinen, & L. Lipponen (Eds.), PEDAGOGY IN ECEC; Nordic 
Challenges and Solutions (pp. 11–15). Helsinki: Nordic Council of Ministers.

KarlssonLohmander, M. (2015). Bridging ‘the gap’: Linking workplace-based and university-based learning 
in preschool teacher education in Sweden. Early Years, 35(2), 168–183.

Klein, E. J., Taylor, M., Onore, C., Strom, K., & Abrams, L. (2013). Finding a third space in teacher 
education: Creating an urban teacher residency. Teaching Education, 24(1), 27–57. https ://doi.
org/10.1080/10476 210.2012.71130 5.

Korthagen, F. A. (2010). How teacher education can make a difference. Journal of Education for Teaching, 
36(4), 407–423.

Krueger, R. A., & Casey, M. A. (2015). Focus groups: A practical guide for applied research (5th ed.). Los 
Angeles, CA: Sage.

Lewis, E. (2012). Locating the third space in initial teacher training. Research in Teacher Education, 2(2), 
31–36.

Lillejord, S., & Børte, K. (2006). Partnership in teacher education: A research mapping. European Journal 
of Teacher Education, 39(5), 550–563.

Martin, S. D., Snow, J. L., & Torrez, C. A. (2011). Navigating the terrain of third space: Tension with/in 
relationship in school–university partnership. Journal of Teacher Education, 62(3), 299–311.

Mattsson, M., Eilertsen, T. V., & Rorrison, D. (2011). What is practice in teacher education? In M. Matts-
son, T. V. Eilertsen, & D. Rorrison (Eds.), A practicum turn in teacher Education (pp. 1–18). Rotter-
dam: Sense Publisher.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-018-0904-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131725.2014.912711
https://ugla.unak.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=skoli&chapter=content&id=97
https://ugla.unak.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=skoli&chapter=content&id=97
https://ugla.hi.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=520000_20196&kennsluar=2019
https://ugla.hi.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=520000_20196&kennsluar=2019
https://ugla.hi.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=820099_20196&kennsluar=2019
https://ugla.hi.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=820099_20196&kennsluar=2019
https://doi.org/10.1080/10476210.2012.711305
https://doi.org/10.1080/10476210.2012.711305


16 Learning Environments Research (2022) 25:1–16

1 3

Moje, E. B., Ciechanowski, K. M., Kramer, K., Ellis, L., Carrillo, R., & Collazo, T. (2004). Working toward 
third space in content area literacy: An examination of everyday funds of knowledge and discourse. 
Reading Research Quarterly, 39(1), 38–70.

Mörk, S. B. (2018). Historical perspective of the third space in Icelandic preschool teacher education. In K. 
Smith (Ed.), Norsk og internasjonal lærerutdanningsforskning: Hvor er vi? Hvor vil vi gå? Hva skal vi 
gjøre nå? (pp. 91–107). Fagbokforlaget.

Nolan, A., & Molla, T. (2018). Teacher professional learning in early childhood education: Insights from 
a mentoring program. Early Years, 38(3), 258–270. https ://doi.org/10.1080/09575 146.2016.12592 12.

Preschool Act No. 90, 2008
Rozelle, J. J., & Wilson, S. M. (2012). Opening the black box of field experiences: How cooperating teach-

ers’ beliefs and practices shape student teachers’ beliefs and practices. Teaching and Teacher Educa-
tion, 28(8), 1196–1205.

Simonsen, B. (2017). Praksis som læringarena [Practice as a learning arena]. In E. Høihilder & H. Lund-
Kristensen (Eds.), Praksis-barnehagen: En arena for læring. [The practice preschool: A learning 
arena] (pp. 19–26). Oslo: Gyldendal Akademisk.

Smith, K. (2016). Partnership in teacher education—Going beyond the rhetoric, with reference to the Nor-
wegian context. CEPS Journal, 6(3), 17–36.

Smith, K., & Ulvik, M. (2015). An emerging understanding of mentors’ knowledge base. In H. Tillema, 
G. J. van der Westhuizen, & K. Smith (Eds.), Mentoring for learning: Climbing the mountain (pp. 
299–312). Rotterdam: Sense Publisher.

Soja, E. W. (1996). Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and other real-and-imagined places. Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing.

Statistics Iceland. (2020). Education. Pre-primary institution. Personnel in pre-primary institutions by edu-
cation 1998–2018. https ://px.hagst ofa.is/pxen/pxweb /en/Samfe lag/Samfe lag__skola mal__1_leiks kolas 
tig__1_lsSta rfsfo lk/SKO01 303.px/table /table ViewL ayout 1/?rxid=86a16 3d3-1cfa-4d03-9daa-ca2d6 
8232b e5. Accessed January 24, 2020.

Tsui, A. B., & Law, D. Y. (2007). Learning as boundary-crossing in school–university partnership. Teaching 
and Teacher Education, 23, 1289–1301.

Wenger, E. (1999). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Zeichner, K. (2010). Rethinking the connections between campus courses and field experiences in college- 
and university-based teacher education. Journal of Teacher Education, 61(1/2), 89–99.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2016.1259212
https://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Samfelag/Samfelag__skolamal__1_leikskolastig__1_lsStarfsfolk/SKO01303.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=86a163d3-1cfa-4d03-9daa-ca2d68232be5
https://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Samfelag/Samfelag__skolamal__1_leikskolastig__1_lsStarfsfolk/SKO01303.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=86a163d3-1cfa-4d03-9daa-ca2d68232be5
https://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Samfelag/Samfelag__skolamal__1_leikskolastig__1_lsStarfsfolk/SKO01303.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=86a163d3-1cfa-4d03-9daa-ca2d68232be5

	University–preschool collaboration in pre-school teacher education in Iceland
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Creating a learning environment between universities and preschools
	Partnership between universities and the practice field in teacher education

	Study design
	Study context
	Data collection

	Findings
	Characteristics of university–preschool collaboration
	Roles in collaboration
	Factors impacting university–preschool collaboration
	Summary

	Discussion
	True partnership in the third space
	Qualities of true partnership

	Conclusion
	References




