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Abstract

Introduction: The consequences of the pandemic on initial teacher training are well
known. These have been decisive in very diverse areas, among which the practical training
that takes place in educational centers stands out. From this framework, this paper aims
to identify the barriers and opportunities of the teaching practicum in the context of the
pandemic.

Method: A qualitative study was carried out based on a questionnaire with open ques-
tions. A total of 140 students from the second, third and fourth year of the Degrees in Early
Childhood Education and Primary Education from a university in the Community of Madrid
participated in the study.

Results: Despite a general positive consideration of the practicum experience, in the con-
text of the pandemic, and to identify learning opportunities that these circumstances have
enhanced, the participants highlight barriers to their learning, which are a consequence
of contingent limitations due to the prevention actions against Covid-19 that were adopt-
ed. The participants highlighted as positive the development of skills to adapt to change
(flexibility, creativity, problem solving and teamwork). They pointed out as the main dis-
advantages the use of the mask (because of its impact on communication and language
development) and the lack of spaces for interaction in the educational community.

Conclusions: The results are discussed with the literature converging on conclusions that
allow a better understanding of the reality of schools during the pandemic, through the
lens of student teachers in the context of teaching practicum.

Keywords: teaching practicum, initial teacher education, pandemic, qualitative study, bar-
riers, opportunities.

Resumen

Introduccién: Son bien conocidas las consecuencias de la pandemia en la formacion inicial
del profesorado, que han afectado a ambitos muy diversos entre los que destaca la forma-
cién practica que sucede en los centros educativos. Desde este marco, el objetivo de este
estudio es identificar las barreras y las oportunidades del practicum de magisterio en el
contexto de la pandemia.

Método: Se llevd a cabo un estudio cualitativo con cuestionario con preguntas abiertas.
Participaron en este estudio 140 estudiantes de segundo, tercero y cuarto curso de los
Grados de Educacién Infantil y Primaria de una universidad de la Comunidad de Madrid.

Resultados: A pesar de una valoracién general positiva del practicum, en el contexto de
pandemia, y de identificar oportunidades de aprendizaje que estas circunstancias han po-
tenciado, los participantes ponen de manifiesto barreras para su aprendizaje, que son el
reflejo de limitaciones contingentes a causa de las medidas que se adoptaron. Los parti-
cipantes destacaron como beneficios el desarrollo de habilidades de adaptacién al cam-
bio (flexibilidad, la creatividad, la resolucién de problemas y el trabajo en equipo) y como
principales inconvenientes el uso de la mascarilla (por su incidencia en la comunicacién y
el desarrollo del lenguaje) y la falta de espacios de interaccién en la comunidad educativa.

Conclusiones: Los resultados se discuten con la literatura aportando conclusiones que per-
miten una mejor comprension de la realidad de la vida de las escuelas durante la pandemia
a través de la lente de los estudiantes de magisterio en el contexto de practicas.

Palabras clave: practicum, formacion inicial del profesorado, pandemia, estudio cualitati-
vo, barreras, oportunidades.
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AHHOTaUMSA

BBeaeHue: ocneAcTBUS NaHAEMUN ANt HaualbHOW MOAFOTOBKU yuuTeNell XOpoLUo 13-
BECTHbI 11 3aTPOHY/IN LUMPOKMIA CNeKTp 06nacTeld, BK/IOYas NPAKTUYECKYH MOAFOTOBKY,
KOTOpasi MPOBOAMTCS B LUKOMAX. B CBA3M C 3TUM LieNbio JaHHOTO NCCNef0BaHus SBASETCS
BblsIB/IEHNE 6apbePOB 1 BOIMOXHOCTel ANt NPOXOXAEHUs NeAarornyeckoin npakTuky B
YCNOBUSIX MaHAEMUM.

METOA: bbino nposejeHoO KayeCcTBeHHOE nccnegoBaHmne C MCNONb30BaHMEM aHKeTbI C OT-
KpbITbIMW BONPOCaMn. B nccnepoBaHunn NpuHANM ydactmne 140 CTYAEHTOB BTOPOro, TPETb-
€ro N 4eTBepToro Kypcos 6aKanaBpV|aTa no AOWKO/NbHOMY U Ha4albHOMY 06pa3OBaHI/I}O B
OAHOM N3 YHNBEPCNTETOB Ma,qpm,u,CKoro COOﬁmeCTBa.

Pe3ynbTaTbl: HECMOTPS Ha OOLLYI0 MONOXMTENbHYHO OLIeHKY MPaKTWUKK B YCIOBUSX MaH-
AEMUN U BbISBNEHVE BO3MOXHOCTE ANs 0by4yeHMs, KOTOpble pacluvpuamn 3T 06CTo-
ATENbCTBA, YYACTHUKU BbIAENSIOT MPEnsTCTBMS Ha NYTU 0By4YeHWs, KOTOpble SBASOTCA
OTPaXXeHVEeM YCIOBHbIX OrpaHNYeHWA, CBA3aHHbIX C MPUHATLIMK Mepamu. B kayecTBe npe-
VIMYLLLECTB Y4aCTHUKM BbIAGNNAN Pa3BUTME HaBbIKOB afanTaLyun K U3MeHeHNAM (T1bKocTb,
KpeaTyBHOCTb, peLLeHre npobnem 1 paboTa B KOMaHfe), a B Ka4eCcTBe OCHOBHbIX Hefo-
CTaTKOB - UCMO/Ib30BaHMe Macku (13-3a ee BAMSIHUS Ha KOMMYHVKALWMIO U pa3BUTUE A3bIKa)
1 OTCYTCTBME MPOCTPAHCTBA A/15 B3aMMOZENCTBMS B 06pa30oBaTe/lbHOM COO06LLeCTBe.

BbiBogbI: [T0/TyYeHHble pe3ybTaTbl CPABHMBAOTCS C MaTepuanaMu HayuHoi nuTepaTypsbl
V1 MO3BONISIOT CAENATh BbIBOZbI, NO3BOASHOLLME NyULLIE NMOHSTb PeabHOCTb LLKOIbHOM XW3-
HU BO BpeMmsi MaHAEMUN Yepes Npu3my AesTeNbHOCTU CTYAEHTOB-yUuTeNei B KOHTeKCTe
npakTyKm.

KnioueBble cnosa: NpaKkTuKa, Ha4daibHOe nejarornyeckoe o6pa3OBaH|/|e, naHAeMUns, Ka-
yecTBeHHOe nccneaoBaHue, 6apbepb|, BO3MOXXHOCTW.

=

7T ARPREAD, & B B ARIBIE R R 5 EE SR AR E, P EFR T
SREIBNNEI LA R L ELER T, AARNENERERIEE R THFRBMERS
AL

HRAE T EI RS H TE A 5T —Fr DBEAXAKZH) L BHENNF
HEFN TR ZFLMAFLER 140 2FEZS5 T XMHR.
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=, B25FMER T FIES, XM T BT RS A BARG. 255
SRIE T BN AR RE R R (RO M. 8577 AR AP E A S 1E) BUgF b, LUREA O
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FIERII SR,

KPR LS R FTIE B S E MR 5 FERS A=

Publicaciones, 54(1), 37-57. https://doi.org/10.30827/publicaciones.v54i1.26362
Barceld, M. A. et al. (2024). Barriers and opportunities of the Teaching Degree...

39


http://doi.org/10.30827/publicaciones.v48i2.8331

40

Introduction

The teaching practicum has been the subject of numerous investigations over recent
decades, especially from aninternational perspective and taking diverse approaches to
the same (Lawson et al., 2015; Nesje & Lejonberg, 2022). Past studies have found that,
generally speaking, the main objective of the practicum is to provide future teachers
with an in-school training experience, under the supervision of an experienced men-
tor. To be effective, the practicum experience should be supported by a collaborative
partnership between school and university, through the well-known teaching triad,
which integrates the school mentor, the intern teacher and the university supervisor
(Ben-Harush & Orland-Barak, 2019; Lozano-Cabezas et al., 2022; Pascual-Arias & So-
ria, 2020; Rodriguez et al., 2022). According to this perspective, the practicum has the
potential to connect contexts. Therefore, it should be conceived based on its transfor-
mative capacity, offering direct benefits to the student teacher and the school mentor
as well as the institution as a whole, through the exchange of innovative perspectives
during participant interactions (El Kadri & Roth, 2015).

The practicum involves both observation and participation in an authentic teach-
ing-learning environment where practical knowledge is acquired on teaching work,
to be applied to what has been learned in the university and, ultimately, to become
familiar with the teaching profession in a real-life context (Matengu et al., 2021). It is
a training activity that permits the observation of what practicing teachers do while
stimulating reflection from, during and on the teaching practice. In fact, in addition to
observing good practices and getting started on relevant elements of teaching, it also
encourages future teachers to engage in reflective action (Allen & Wright, 2014; Fuen-
tes-Abeledo et al., 2020), helps them with the theory-practical connection and offers
realism to avoid the frequent idealization of the profession (Gonzalez-Fernandez et al.,
2021; Poveda et al., 2021). Therefore, the practicum is not only a means of acquiring
technical knowledge, it also permits the acquisition of knowledge of what to do and
how to do it from specific contextual coordinates, from a competency development
approach (Dominguez et al., 2021; Rodriguez et al., 2022; Poveda et al., 2023). Ulti-
mately, the practicum is conceived as a favorable framework to initially learn how to
implement the functions of the teacher’s professional profile within a real-life teaching
context.

But this necessary real-life teaching context could not be offered to student teachers in
2020, due to the global closure of schools caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, making
itimpossible to perform internships in real classrooms and educational environments,
with no possible alternatives given the difficulty of organizing an online solution (Kidd
& Murray, 2020). And with differences in the various contexts and countries, this com-
plex situation has continued. However, during 2021 and 2022, some of the past dy-
namics have been recovered, in what has been referred to as the new normality, char-
acterized by the implementation of health and safety protocols in schools along with
various restrictions (Carrillo & Flores, 2020; Giner-Gomis et al., 2023).

Therefore, this study aims to contribute to a line of relevant research considering the
teaching practicum during the COVID-19 pandemic (Giner-Gomis et al., 2023; Hand-
ford et al., 2022; Loizou & Theodosiou, 2022; Hogan et al., 2022). The specific objective
of this study is to identify the barriers and opportunities of the teaching practicum
during the pandemic within the context of Early Childhood and Primary Education
teaching degrees carried out in universities of the Madrid (Spain) community. This
study has two main purposes: to improve the understanding of the challenges faced
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during a time of crisis and uncertainty while exploring the learning opportunities that
this complex situation has provided to student teachers.

Methods

A non-experimental descriptive design has been chosen for this study, using a qual-
itative approach based on a questionnaire with open questions (Fowler, 2014). This
section details the study participants, the information collection instrument, specific
aspects of the procedure and the data analysis approach carried out.

Participants

The study has been developed within the context of initial teacher training, specifically
in the Bachelor's degrees in Early Childhood Education and Primary School Education
at a university in the Community of Madrid. The study population consists of 198 stu-
dents, corresponding to the total number of students enrolled in the Practicum of the
2nd, 3rd and 4th-year courses of the aforementioned degrees, during the 2021/2022
academic year.

The main criterion for participation in the study was having completed the 2nd, 3rd
or 4th year Practicum during the 2021/2022 academic year. Participant selection was
carried out using non-probabilistic, intentional and convenience sampling. Access to
informants was based on availability, with the research group ensuring heterogeneity
in their characteristics (degree and course).

The final sample consisted of 140 students (70.7% of the total population), studying
Primary Education (68.6%) and Early Childhood Education (31.4%), distributed by
course year as follows: 25.7% (n=36) of the participants were in their second year, 30%
(n=42) were in their third year and 44.3% (n=62) were in their fourth year.

Data collection instrument

An ad hoc questionnaire was designed, validated and applied (Fink, 2003; Jansen,
2010). The questionnaire’s design was supervised by four researchers, who suggested
changes to the preliminary version in terms of format and wording. To ensure under-
standing of the questions, it was applied to three potential informants, who evaluated
it satisfactorily. The final version of the questionnaire includes classification data and
three open questions, organized in two blocks (Table 1).

Table 1
Questions of the open questionnaire which address the study objectives

Groups Questions
I: Classification variables Degree
Course
II: General assessment of the 1. Describe your experience in the school during the
experience practicum
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Groups Questions

III: Assessment related to the 2. Identify which positive aspects (learning opportunities)
pandemic situation you would highlight from your practicum, considering the
pandemic context.

3. Identify which negative aspects (barriers to learning)
you would highlight from your practicum, considering the
pandemic context.

Procedure

This study received a favorable report from the university's Ethics Commission. At the
end of the Practicum period, the students were informed about the objective of the
study. Their participation was voluntary, and all of their responses were anonymous
and confidential.

The instrument was administered online during May 2022, once the practicum periods
had ended, in two rounds. In the first round, 98 questionnaires were collected and
after sending a second reminder, 42 were collected, thus resulting in a total of 140
questionnaires in the study database.

Data analysis

The database for this study consisted of 12,728 words, 38.3% expressed by 4™ year stu-
dents and 69.5% by students in the Primary Education degree (Table 2). The process of
organization, management, analysis and interpretation of data was carried out using
Atlas ti 6.0 software.

Table 2
Distribution of the number of words from the textual database

Group Questions Words Course year Score
2nd 3rd 4 PE ECE
G-I 1 4027 1112 1289 1626 2725 1302
G-1II 2 3936 1366 1034 1536 2788 1148
3 4765 1619 1425 1721 3327 1438
Total 12728 4097 3748 4883 8840 3888
% 100% 32.2% 29.5%  38.3% 69.5%  30.5%

Note. Primary Education (PE) and Early Childhood Education (ECE).

A systematic study of the responses was carried out using content analysis (Pifiuel,
2002). For the deductive-inductive categorization, proposals by Rodriguez et al. (2005)
and de Téjar (2006) were considered, combining the use of expected response catego-
ries with open data coding. In accordance with Gibbs (2012), the reliability of the pro-
cess was ensured through the participation of two pairs of researchers, who discussed
and agreed on the analytical framework.
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From this analytical process, 14 categories emerged, revealing how the student teach-
ers perceived the barriers and opportunities of the practicum during the pandemic
(Tables 4 and 5), as well as two additional categories referring to their general assess-
ment of the experience (Table 3).

In order to present the results, the research team selected the most significant quotes
from the different categories to illustrate the variety of perceptions of the participating
students, without attempting to establish comparative analyses based on the degree
or course year. The quotes were tagged with identifiers consisting of the participant’s
number (1-140), degree program (PE, Primary Education; ECE, Early Childhood Educa-
tion) and course year (2: second, 3: third, 4: fourth).

Results

Overall assessment of the experience

Overall, the participants offered a positive assessment of the practicum experience
in the pandemic context (95%, n=133). Reasons behind negative assessments made
by the participants (5%, n=7) were based on specific experiences at the school or with
tutors. The following narratives are examples of these negative assessments:

“My degree of satisfaction with this year’s internship has been low. I feel that my choice
of school has not been successful” (123_EI4)

“Unsatisfactory. Given the school’s possibilities, it has settled for the mediocre and com-
mon. It does not seek to highlight or individualize learning. A shame “ (54_EP3)

Expressions of positive assessments highlight the use of terms such as enriching, sat-
isfactory and positive:

“It has been an enriching experience...” (5_EP3), “My experience has been very good
and positive...” (6_EP3), “I am very satisfied...” (7_EI3), “It has been an enriching expe-
rience for my training as a future teacher...” (8_EI3), “A great experience...” (121_EI4),
“It has been a unique experience...” (3_EP3), “It has been a marvelous experience...”
(18_EI3)

This positive assessment is the consequence of acquired learning during the practicum
(70.4%), the warm welcome provided by the schools (15.1%) and the utility of the expe-
rience to reaffirm the teaching vocation (9.5%).

Table 3
Emerging categories in the assessment of the experience

CATEGORY N %
Positive assessment 133 95%
Acquired learning 99 70.7%
Welcome 21 15%
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CATEGORY N %

Teaching vocation 13 9.3%
Negative assessment 7 5%
Total 140 100%

Of the acquired learning, those related to the teaching profession and the theory-prac-
tice nexus are especially noteworthy, especially for the 3 and 4"-year students:

“I had the opportunity to see distinct scenarios (TP classrooms) participate and get to
know a lot of children” (3_EP3)

“This time has offered me the opportunity to get to know the teaching profession more
closely” (48_EP2)

“T have had the opportunity to get to know another educational system since it was in
another country, in which I have learned distinct methodologies, resources and activi-
ties which, in the future, I can use in my own classroom” (69_EP3)

“It is where one truly learns what is important and necessary to be a good teacher”
(65_EI3)

“T have learned different methodologies for working with students and I have really
enjoyed it" (119_EP4)

“ A great experience where you can discover and learn new methods, ideas and many
resources” (121_EI4)

“It has helped me to learn the latest in how to be a better professional” (132_EP4)

“It has been a unique experience since I have been able to put into practice all of the
learning and theoretical knowledge that I learned at university” (138_EP4)

“The application of knowledge in a practical manner has allowed me to discover all that
I have learned, and it has encouraged me to broaden my education” (5_EP3)

“Experience allowing me to apply the theoretical knowledge” (10_EP3)

“I have learned a lot and have been able to put into practice the concepts from the TP
course. Furthermore, my tutor has helped me to learn to carry out very didactic activi-
ties for the teaching of the theoretical contents” (133_EP3)

On the other hand, this professional learning had been completed by narratives re-
ferring to a more personal dimension of the learning acquired during the practicum,
described as follows:

“It has been a unique experience, where I have had the opportunity to see distinct
scenarios (TP, classrooms) to participate in activities and get to know a lot of children.
I have felt like one of the teachers and have learned not only on an academic level but
also on a personal one” (3_EP3)

“My experience in school has been unforgettable; on a personal level, it has been a very
satisfactory period of learning” (80_EI4)
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“It has been a very enriching experience since I have learned a lot and have discovered
a new teaching-learning project” (83_EI4)

“Very good, it has been a very enriching experience on both a personal and a profes-
sional level” (137_EP4)

The participants also indicated as the reason for their positive assessment the warm
“welcome” (17.1%) received in the educational centers where they carried out the in-
ternships:

“T have been able to feel like one of the teachers and the treatment has been quite
good” (8_EI3)

“The teachers helped me from the get-go, and they included me, relying on me more
and more” (9_EI2)

“The teachers have supported us in both the academic and the personal” (18_EI3)
“Welcomed from the first moment” (30_EP3)
“They treated me like any other teacher working at the school” (47_EP2)

“From the first moment I felt very welcomed by the teachers” (77_EI4)

Other responses justify the positive assessment based on the experience’s usefulness
in terms of reaffirming their “teaching vocation” (10.5%), especially for second-year
students. The following quotes are representative:

“T was slightly insecure without knowing if this really was for me, thanks to the experi-
ence I have discovered that yes, it is” (1_EP2)

“It has reaffirmed my vocation as a teacher” (20_EI3)

”

“It has made it even clearer that this is the work that I want to do for the rest of my life
(23_EI2)

“To verify my vocation as a teacher” (62_EP2)

“It has been a very good experience from the first contact with what will be my profes-
sion, and I feel that my vocation has been reinforced after having carried out this month
of practicum” (27_EP2)

“I have verified that it is my vocation to be a teacher ..."” (38_EP2)

Learning opportunities from the practicum during the pandemic

Participants highlight learning opportunities and positive aspects of the practicum
experience with regard to how the pandemic has been reflected in the school context
and in their practical training (Table 4).

Thus, the participants highlight the important role of the practicum in developing spe-
cific “skills” (n=79) in the entire educational community (teachers, students, families
and themselves), such as greater adaptation to change (n =46) and more flexibility
(n=25). Other acquired skills also emerge and are referred to as relevant to creativity,
problem-solving and teamwork:
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“Learn to adapt to changes” (67_EI4), “Adaptation, both by staff and students, in a situ-
ation of confinement” (70_EI4), “The ability of the teachers to adapt to different situa-
tions” (85_EP2), “I have learned to work in unexpected situations, especially to handle
uncertainty and improvisation and to adapt to the circumstances” (93_EP4)

“Flexibility” (13_EP3), “The ability to improvise and flexibility” (26_EP3), “The teachers’
flexibility to help sick students” (53_EP3), “To understand students, to know digital re-
sources and to be flexible” (117_EP4)

“To be creative when seeking alternatives to the normal or usual” (66_EP3), “To learn to
resolve conflicts between children” (8_EI3), “Teamwork amongst the teachers” (3_EP3)

Table 4
Emerging categories of positive aspects (learning opportunities)

CATEGORIES N* p**
Development of specific skills (ability to adapt to change, flexibility, 79 56%
problem-solving and teamwork)

Improved teaching personalization 46 32.60%
Technological and communication resources 41 29.10%
Health and hygiene habits 33 23.40%
Methodological adaptation: programming, resources, spaces 30 21.30%
Organization of space and time 24 17%

Note. *The sum of the number of codes is different from the number of participants, since the same
narrative may be segmented into several codes. **The percentages are established against the reference of
participants, namely, n=140.

Second, 46 participants reflected, in their responses, how the pandemic has led to
their improved teaching personalization. In this sense, it is noted that they refer to a
greater knowledge of each family, of each student, of the sickness and health situa-
tions, as well as of the better attention to students having special educational needs.
They have mentioned the following:

“Better attention to individual abilities” (11_EP3)

“When a student gets sick or ill, it is much easier and faster to tell them what was done
in class and what they should do for the next day, thanks to the use of platforms such
as classroom, which have taken off since the pandemic” (15_EP3)

“Individualized support of each student and family” (16_EI2)

“Personalized education” (25_EP3)

“You learn to listen to each child in a more personalized manner” (37_EP2)

“Teachers are working hard for all students, including those who are at home"” (43_EP2)
“The treatment of students with special needs” (58_EP3)

“In the case in which a student cannot attend school, they will not miss class thanks to
the online methodology” (61_EP2)

Publicaciones, 54(1), 37-57. https://doi.org/10.30827/publicaciones.v54i1.26362
Barceld, M. A. et al. (2024). Barriers and opportunities of the Teaching Degree...


http://doi.org/10.30827/publicaciones.v48i2.8331

One of the positive aspects of the practicum that was highlighted by the participants,
which has turned out to be a decisive learning opportunity during this pandemic time,
is the active presence of technological and communication resources. It was mentioned
by 41 students, who highlighted that the health emergency resulted in the rapid tech-
nological immersion of schools, whereby it has been necessary to ensure the training
and learning of these tools and digital skills, both by teachers and students. They af-
firm that this has been a great help in terms of communication with them, offering
better follow-up of those unable to attend class and improved updating of the teach-
ing resources:

“We have learned to communicate with the children without needing for them to be in
class” (2_EP2)”

“T have learned to maintain the children’s attention over the screen” (5_EP3)

“The possibility that students will not miss class due to confinement” (6_EP3)

“Thanks to the pandemic, adaptation of technology to the classroom has been faster
and teachers now perform much better with it” (15_EP3)

“ICTs are essential” (21_EP3)

“The quantity of digital resources that exist so that a child is not disconnected in the
case in which they are infected” (24_EP3)

“The implementation of technology in the classroom as part of the learning” (33_EI3)

“Taking advantage of technology” (81_EP2)

“The use of technological resources” (82_EI4)

“Great technological advances” (85_EP2)
The participants also mention that the issues of hygiene and health have become in-
herent learning experiences during this pandemic (n=33). They feel that these issues
have been covered with rigor and responsibility both at school and in the family envi-
ronment, and also autonomously by the students.

“More importance is given to hygiene and this is important for children” (9_EI2)

“Better personal hygiene” (21_EP3)

“By following strict rules of cleanliness and hygiene, they strengthen the virtue of order
and routines” (23_EI2)

“A positive aspect is that with COVID, students are more responsible about wearing
masks, and they also understand the importance of hygiene, washing their hands with
gel” (29_EP2)

“We have improved our hygiene” (36_EP2)
“Children have acquired quite good hygiene habits” (60_EI3)

“I would also highlight that due to the pandemic, there is improved hygiene in the
school” (71_EI2)

“T would highlight the responsibility that should develop in the students given the
health warnings” (110_EP4)
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Another positive aspect highlighted by the participants is related to the change at the
methodological level that this pandemic period has brought about. In general, they
value very positively the great capacity for adaptation of the school and the teachers
towards a teaching-learning methodology (n=30) that is more adjusted to the pan-
demic situation. In this sense, perceptions were found about the relevance of learning
related to changes in programming, resources, and spaces, among others.

“The ability to adapt programming to confined children, the teacher’s organization”
(48_EP2)

“Learning about the material resources used: well-adapted to the circumstances” (66_
EP3)

“Creating new resources to adapt to this situation” (69_EP3)
“Creativity to adapt the content to each personal situation” (70_EI4)

“Learning to adapt classes both for students in the classroom as well as those confined
at home" (90_EP3)

“The use of new methodologies, the adaptation carried out by teachers and the in-
creased creativity in terms of seeking out appropriate activities” (113_EP4)

Finally, other positive aspects refer to the change caused by the “organization of time
and space” at a school level. In this sense, questions emerge regarding better spatial
organization, especially in terms of classrooms and the teacher-student ratio; also, the
organization of student rest times and order in terms of materials and the classroom:

“At my school, after the pandemic, the school areas have been divided according to the
cycles or courses, so as there were 3 stairways and 3 patios; they have been organized
so that that they do not interrupt each other’s movement and so that it is easier to move
students around the school” (15_EP3)

“Teachers give students more time for recreation throughout the day so that they can
take a break from the mask-wearing” (22_EP3)

“Student schedules are very well organized so that they do not mix with others and in
order to avoid more spread” (40_EP2)

“Since the students had to enter the school building sequentially, I tried to greet each
one and they reciprocated” (42_EP2)

“Order in the classroom, of its materials...” (51_EI2)

“Lower ratios” (92_EI4)

“The reduced number of students per class” (98_EI4)
In short, the pandemic experienced by students during their practical training (for
some their first training experience) allowed them to value how problems may actu-
ally serve to create opportunities for growth, training and professional and personal

improvement. Obviously, however, the pandemic also resulted in certain barriers to
learning, as discussed below.
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Barriers to learning (or negative aspects) resulting from the pandemic with
regard to the teaching practicum

93% of the participants described certain negative aspects with regard to their learn-
ing during the pandemic period, although they did not tend to focus only on them-
selves, but rather, most of them referred to the learning situation experienced by the
students in Early Childhood and Primary education, the learning stages in which they
carried out their practical training. It should be highlighted that 7% of the participants
declared no negative aspects with regard to their learning experiences during this
period.

From their responses, a set of categories emerge (Table 5), which are the most pro-
nounced in the pandemic situation. Thus, one of the main difficulties highlighted by
the participants as a negative aspect affecting learning is “the use of masks and its im-
pact on language and communication” (53.4%). The following statements were made
in this regard:

“They were punished for not wearing masks and this created anxiety” (2_EP2)

“The presence of masks for teaching” (3_EP3)

“The use of masks hindered communication between students and teachers and many
aspects of non-verbal language were lost” (15_EP3)

“Having to wear masks since this prevented us from seeing the students’ faces” (42_EP2)

“Difficulties caused by the masks. I haven't found more difficulties related to the pan-
demic” (49_EP3)

“Masks covering facial expressions”(136_EI4)

“It was hard to transmit messages and explanations to the children due to the
masks”(138_EP4)

“Not knowing the faces of others"(140_EP4)

Table 5
Emerging categories of barriers to learning (negative aspects)

CATEGORY N %
Mask and language 70 53.4%
Interaction spaces 54 41.22%
Loss of learning 54 41.22%
Methodological changes 39 29.8%
Confinement and absence 20 15.3%
Relationships and feelings 17 13%
Fatigue, concern and insecurity 15 11.5%
Organizational aspects 12 9.2%
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Secondly, students gave special relevance to the negative aspects related to “the loss
of interaction spaces” (41.22%) and “the loss of learning” (41.22%).

In the first case, they consider that the measures that have had to be taken, such as
social distancing, separation by grades in the playgrounds, or bubble groups, among
others, have resulted in the worsening of social interaction. They describe it as follows:

“The children have to be separated by grades. It is a shame because at school they are
all friends” (34_EP3)

“Schoolyards seem to be very small for children to get a break” (37_EP2)
“The limited activity during recreation time due to COVID-19 and nothing else” (39_EP2)
“Smaller classes” (41_EP3)

“As a negative aspect, I highlight the separation between 5" and 6™ graders in primary
school from the younger classes since they are situated in another school and have to
share buildings and installations with students from the mandatory secondary educa-
tion, despite the large age difference” (44_EP2)

“As a precautionary measure, safe distance was maintained, hindering interpersonal
relationships” (57_EP2)

“Since there were bubble groups, children could only relate with those from their class,
and not with their other peers in their same age range” (60_EI3)

“Oftentimes, personal treatment with students and teachers could not be carried out
normally” (66_EP3)

Regarding “learning loss”, we saw that the responses mainly refer to learning in gen-
eral, reading and writing, communication and language skills, psychomotor skills, dif-
ficulties in following subjects, confined students and especially, children with learning
difficulties. The following quotes are examples of this:

“Due to the COVID protocol, it has been necessary to suspend numerous activities and
programs that were proposed during the school year, one of which is the program-
ming of psychomotor classes. This reduces the number of workshops and activities
performed outside of the classroom” (17_EI2)

“Having to connect with confined students and its influence on learning, since it dis-
tracts the others who are present” (42_EP2)

“Children do not work the same at home as they do in school, so if they miss a lot of
days when starting school, it can be very difficult for them to assimilate some of the
knowledge” (46_EP2)

“The difficulty of caring for children who are at home, how to compensate for the result-
ing delay when they are confined for long periods of time. It also requires a constant
organization of classes” (48_EP2)

“Limited participation of students in the TP classroom” (58_EP3)
“Poor learning for students” (59_EP2)"

“In the case of reading and writing, it is a major impediment that will surely have con-
sequences” (65_EI3)
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To a lesser extent, another negative issue is related to “the methodological changes”
resulting from this situation, including the following: the excessive use of screens; be-
ing unable to participate in cooperative or group activities; other types of activities
that cannot be carried out due to social distancing; the difficulty of managing two
groups simultaneously (in person and online); and the limited manipulative material.

“It is difficult for teachers to be simultaneously attentive to the in-person class and the
at-home students” (84_EP3)

“Surely there are activities that could have been carried out without the pandemic and
have not been able to be implemented” (87_EP2)

“Limited materials” (99_EP4)
“The Chromebook” (106_EP4)

“Being able to work in a more manipulative manner as a team, sharing materials with-
out problems"” (120_EP4)

“More attention difficulties are related to the excessive use of screens during the pan-
demic in the families” (122_EI4)
Other perceived problems caused by the pandemic refer to:

+ The “organizational aspects” of the schools:

“Cafeteria schedules are not well organized due to this situation” (9_EI2)"

“A lack of teachers causing changes in schedules” (33_EI3)

“Poor class organization” (59_EP2)

“The lack of control with its effects on both teachers and students, in all aspects” (64_
EP3)

 Student “confinements and absences”:

“The confinement of certain children” (2_EP2)
“Due to whole class confinement, it has been impossible for them to do certain activities
in person” (5_EP3)

+ “Relationships and feelings":

“The inability to hug and kiss them” (23_EI2)
“Lack of physical contact and affection” (55_EP2)

“Sometimes the physical affection that children give you (kisses, hugs) are negatively
perceived” (76_E14)

“social and emotional distancing between children” (121_EI4)
+ The “fatigue, concern and insecurity”:
“Fatigue on some occasions, insecurity when correcting a child” (4_EI3)

“Precaution and constant “"alert™ due to fear of contracting COVID” (31_EP2)
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“Also the teachers’ exhaustion and the fact that sometimes, students were not fully
aware of the situation” (102_EP4)

Discussion and conclusions

The pandemic’s consequences on initial teacher training are well known, having af-
fected this training in diverse areas, with special emphasis being seen on the practical
training carried out in schools. This study contributes to this line of research (Gin-
er-Gomis et al., 2023; Handford et al., 2022; Loizou & Theodosiou, 2022; Hogan et al.,
2022; Poveda et al., 2023). It has the objective of identifying barriers and opportunities
of the teaching practicum within the pandemic context. To do so, key informants were
students from the 2", 37 and 4 years of Early Childhood Education and Primary Edu-
cation degree programs, who filled out an open-ended question survey after complet-
ing their practicum in the school.

First, it was confirmed that the participants positively valued the practicum experi-
ence. They focused mainly on the considerable learning acquired during the intern-
ship, in line with past works (Poveda et al., 2021; Magafia & Méndez, 2021), which have
highlighted the benefits of the practicum for the practical application of the content of
university education degree programs. Another source of satisfaction was the warm
welcome received by both the school administration as well as teachers and students.
This satisfaction factor coincides with the findings of the study by Ponz et al. (2019),
which reported that one of the aspects that was the most valued by students during
their practical studies was the attention received from the tutors, which should pro-
mote a “harmonious and argumentative” interaction (Ben-Harush & Orland-Barak,
2019) and with the findings of Rodriguez-Gémez et al. (2017), who noted that the key
is the quality of the “education centers”. And finally, it has been found to serve as a
fundamental training period to reaffirm the teaching vocation, an aspect coinciding with
past studies (Pérez & Quijano, 2018; Romero-Sanchez et al., 2020).

When specifically questioned about the pandemic and how it has positively impacted
their learning during this period, in more than half of the cases, students report that
the pandemic has led to the development of a series of skills. These skills are not lim-
ited to the student teachers; they have also been perceived by teachers and students.
They include the ability to adapt to change, resulting in enhanced flexibility, creativity,
problem-solving and teamwork. These results are coherent with those from past stud-
ies such as that of Giner-Gomis et al. (2023), within the context of the Universidad de
Alicante. It is revealed how a difficult situation may lead to the generation of coping
strategies, an issue that coincides with the findings of Zayas et al. (2022), who noted
that the attitudes of acceptance and an active coping position are highly effective in
stressful contexts such as confinement and the pandemic.

It is also evident that the health crisis has resulted in a teaching perspective that has
been more focused on the learners. Thus, it has shown that education has focused
more on learning than on methodological updating or changes, moving towards a
person-centered education that highlights the importance of the encounter in edu-
cation (Handford et al., 2022; Pérez Guerrero & Ahedo, 2020; Vélez, 2003). This has
been confirmed by the extensive references to how this situation has permitted an
improved personalization of the teaching. An interesting reflection of the students re-
fers to the need that they perceived prior to the pandemic to improve the training and
implementation of technological and communication resources. This issue has been
addressed in studies prior to the health crisis, as evidenced by the works of Moreno et

Publicaciones, 54(1), 37-57. https://doi.org/10.30827/publicaciones.v54i1.26362
Barceld, M. A. et al. (2024). Barriers and opportunities of the Teaching Degree...


http://doi.org/10.30827/publicaciones.v48i2.8331

al. (2018) or the review of Garcia-Ruiz et al. (2023), which suggested the need to con-
sider this training in education degree curricula given the existing lack of knowledge
of the current teaching professionals in this area. The participants note that during the
health crisis, in which confinement and online teaching have been imposed, there has
been an increased development of online communication tools (Kim, 2020), as well as
a greater need for teacher training to effectively apply them within the educational
context.

Without a doubt, the participants have highlighted other relevant beneficial issues,
such as increased attention to hygiene and health habits. Indeed, the situation has
fostered greater awareness of the importance of personal hygiene as one of the main
measures to prevent the spread of the illness, which must be specifically carried out
in both the school environment and at home (Nufiez-Sanchez, 2022). They also men-
tioned the need to find means of adapting teaching methodologies: programming,
resources and materials. Without a doubt, this has been an important impetus for
the emergence of methodological transformation actions that are key to promoting
change and innovation in the school environment (Rocha, 2020; Sanz-Ponce et al.,
2022; Giner-Gomis et al., 2023). It is important to mention that, since 2020, when the
pandemic health crisis began, educational organizations have been forced to recon-
sider their operation and utilize new mechanisms to adjust the training scenario to
the specific situation (Ledn & Sanchez, 2022). So, it is not surprising that participants
highlighted the agility with which spaces and times have been reorganized to allow
people to return to school safely.

Despite this overall positive participant assessment of the practicum experience within
the context of the pandemic and the identification of learning opportunities enhanced
by these circumstances, barriers to their learning were also mentioned, serving as
clear contingent limitations resulting from the pandemic and the adopted measures.
Thus, students described what was potentially the greatest inconvenience: the mask
and itsimpact on communication and language development. Children have undoubt-
edly been immersed in an era where communication limitations have been imposed,
profoundly affecting communication. The use of masks has been the main cause of
this, hiding a large part of the face and thus limiting fundamental aspects of non-ver-
bal language (Poyatos, 2021; Giner-Gomis et al., 2023). In addition, it has also posed a
difficulty for student language development, especially during the initial stages of oral
language development (Bueno, 2021).

The lack of interaction spaces, as well as confinement, absence from class and method-
ological changes, are important barriers to children’s development and to the quality
of the practical learning carried out by student teachers. Studies such as those by San-
chez-Bozo et al. (2021) and Loizou and Theodosiou (2022) have suggested that during
this time, the work of teachers was focused on basic interactions, limiting the use of
strategies and the development of relationship skills, so fundamental to education.

Finally, as barriers, participants highlighted difficulties in showing expressions of af-
fection and closeness, as well as other emotional aspects linked to fatigue, worry and
insecurity. Without a doubt, the uncertainty experienced was a trigger for anxiety in
students, at various educational stages, and a predictor of teacher burnout (Linne,
2021). Although in general, the participants valued the great capacity of the schools
where they performed their internships to reorganize and adapt to the new situa-
tion, some of them also noted certain difficulties or imbalances arising, since some
organizational aspects, spaces, times, materials, connectivity and equipment were not
always optimal.
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It should be mentioned that this study has allowed for an improved understanding
of the challenges faced during a time of crisis and uncertainty, while simultaneously
identifying opportunities for learning perceived by the student teachers. Clearly, this
study has certain limitations, given its qualitative and descriptive design. However, it
benefits from a large number of participants. Due to the specific study context, it may
be reasonable to consider a high transferability of the findings, which may be similar
to those found in other school practicum contexts and initial teacher training groups.
In any case, further research is necessary to confirm the relevance of consolidating
practices and strategies improvised by schools as a result of the pandemic and which
have proven to be valuable to the student teacher practicum.
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