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				Mentor teachers’ perspectives on the preparedness of student teachers to teach business studies during teaching practice

				Abstract 

				Business studies student teachers are expected to showcase different knowledge domains during teaching practice, including their pedagogical and content knowledge. Student teachers teach under the guidance of mentor teachers. Given the crucial role that mentor teachers play, this qualitative study explores the views of mentor teachers on the preparedness of business studies student teachers to teach. Situated learning theory was adopted as the theoretical lens of this study. A systematic random sampling technique selected seventeen e-portfolios submitted by third-year student teachers after engaging in teaching practice. Mentor teachers’ reports were analysed using an e-portfolio evaluation tool that the researcher developed. Mentor teachers’ contributions were recorded in the spreadsheet to generate data, and thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. The study revealed that some mentor teachers were satisfied with student teachers’ content and pedagogical knowledge. However, there are crucial areas where student teachers need to improve. Based on the findings, this study recommended that teacher educators strengthen their business studies methodology module content and assessments to equip student teachers with classroom management and time management skills. 

				Keywords: Business studies, mentor teachers, mentoring, student teachers, teaching practice. 

				Introduction 

				Teaching practice (TP) is a crucial component of any initial teacher education in South African institutions of higher learning. During TP, student teachers (STs) engage in teaching activities under the mentorship of a school-based mentor teacher (MT). Gordon (2019) defines mentoring as a professional relationship between an experienced teacher and the ST. In this study, mentorship occurs between experienced school-based business studies teachers and STs taking business studies as one of their major subjects in a South Africa Comprehensive Open Distance 
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				eLearning (CODeL) institution. Business studies STs from a CODeL institution in South Africa undergo TP during their studies. Practising teaching under the guidance of the MT is crucial for business studies STs from the CODeL context because they are not always exposed to experienced individuals who can guide them on how to teach business studies. They mainly rely on learning materials supplied by their teacher educators to learn business studies methodologies. For some STs, exposure to MTs at schools could be a valuable experience (Robinson & Rusznyak, 2020). 

				There is a serious need to focus on teaching business studies in South Africa as early as teacher training level is important in preparing learners for the world of work. Business studies expose learners to the 21st-century business environment, helping them discover their skills and potential as future business practitioners (America & Skelly, 2021). In other words, business studies equip learners with skills to operate in the 21st-century business environment. This is also confirmed by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) (2011), suggesting that business studies are meant to equip learners with skills that would allow them to function effectively in the 21st-century business environment. The business studies curriculum in South Africa comprises four components: business environment, business venture, business role and business operation (DBE, 2011). Through business studies, the South African government envisages producing learners who can be self-reliant by creating jobs for themselves and others (America & Skelly, 2021). 

				As discussed above, there are some concerns about teaching business studies in South Africa despite the importance of business studies. For example, a study conducted by Ngwenya, Mtshali and Myende (2023) revealed that some business studies teachers lack exposure to appropriate teaching methods to teach business studies. Similarly, America and Skelly (2021) criticised teaching business studies in South African schools for overstressing the theory of vocation, leading teachers to overstress the academic content over the practical experience. Hence, America and Mallon (2020) call for a pedagogical shift in business studies, exposing learners to active and authentic learning to acquire skills suitable for the fast-changing business environment.

				Therefore, examining the STs’ preparedness to teach as early as the teacher training level is vital, and it will help both teacher training institutions and teacher educators to assess STs’ progress. Furthermore, this study will assist teacher training institutions in getting feedback from the subject MTs who spend most of the time with the STs. They would be the first to introduce STs to the teaching profession and the subject. The MTs, as subject experts, are also well-positioned to evaluate STs on their teaching preparedness (Parker et al., 2021). Against this backdrop, this study explores subject MTs’ views on the preparedness of STs they engage with during TP. The following research questions guide this study: What are the views of subject MTs on the preparedness of STs to teach business studies? Furthermore, how do MTs support STs to develop necessary knowledge domains to teach business studies?

				Literature review

				2.1	The role of MTs in student teachers’ professional development 

				The role of Mentor Teachers in supporting the professional development of STs is central to their learning experience during TP. They are responsible for coaching, guiding, and supporting novice teachers (Mok & Staub, 2021) and can foster their teaching and capabilities. Mentoring by demonstrating teaching practices and subject knowledge helps STs gain the knowledge 
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				and skills to execute their duties as future business studies teachers (Cutrer-Párraga et al., 2022). In other words, subject MTs can demonstrate how specific tasks are done, and STs are provided with an opportunity to observe and then imitate the MT. However, they also model personal capabilities such as confidence and resilience that help STs transition into teaching (Ellis et al., 2020; Comparcini et al., 2021).

				Furthermore, MTs are expected to identify young teachers’ abilities and potential and the areas they require attention (Bada & Jita, 2023). Hvalby (2022) suggests that challenging the STs is the way to do it. Assessing STs’ technical and professional teaching practice is critical whether in traditional contact universities or the comprehensive open distance e-learning (CODeL) context in South Africa, as STs are often not exposed to observing experienced individuals during their studies. Students enrolled in distance education usually engage in self-directed learning (Letseka & Seelesto, 2021) and only interact with their teacher educators electronically through emails, on-line classes and discussion forums on their Learning Management System (LMS) (Chauke & Dlamini, 2024). Unlike contact university where there are face-to-face interactions between teacher educators and business studies STs, distance education STs are confined to technology-based platforms. There are no or inadequate person-to-person consultations where STs can meet with their teacher educators to seek clarity and guidance. The reason often put forward is that STs participating in distance education are mature enough to engage in self-directed learning (Letseka & Seeletso, 2021). 

				2.2	Guiding student teachers to develop suitable knowledge domains 

				Shulman (1986) identified content and pedagogical knowledge as the main domains every teacher should master. Mishra and Koehler (2006) expand this model to include these knowledge domains: content, pedagogical, and technological knowledge. Brownell et al. (2020) assert that subject MTs should help STs to effectively adapt the content knowledge they learnt in the lecture room to their daily pedagogical practices. In other words, STs should be assisted in implementing their content knowledge at the level of secondary school learners. MTs are responsible for supporting STs to develop suitable knowledge domains to qualify them as business studies teachers. 

				Business studies MTs should support and guide novice teachers STs to implement suitable teaching methods or pedagogical knowledge. This type of knowledge is defined as the teachers’ ability to identify teaching methods to be used to represent the content to learners (Shulman, 1986). This also includes tools, techniques and technology that support their content knowledge such as illustrations, analogies, and explanations to clarify the content to learners (McGarr & McDonagh, 2021). Business studies STs are taught different teaching methods during their studies and are expected to demonstrate mastery of them in the classroom during TP. Mentor teachers should, therefore, guide them to put their content and pedagogical knowledge into practice (Mafugu, 2022) by modelling teacher practice and demonstrating techniques (Cutrer-Párraga et al., 2022). While modelling, MTs show STs how to teach a particular subject using specific teaching methods, and STs imitate in their teaching (Cutrer-Párraga et al., 2022). As STs observe the mentors practising teaching, they become familiar with the real classroom context. However, observing the STs as they teach allows the MT to give constructive feedback to STs for them to learn from and develop professionally (Carmi & Tamir,2023). 
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				The third knowledge domain that is becoming increasingly important in education is technological knowledge. Mishra and Koehler (2006) stressed that teachers should be knowledgeable about the array of technological resources that can be integrated into the specific subject to support their pedagogical practices. This is another aspect of teaching practice in which subject MTs can guide STs to develop skills and knowledge. Ironically, several studies in South Africa have confirmed that many in-service teachers lack technology integration skills (Dlamini, 2022; Molotsi, 2022; Ramnarain et al., 2021; Chisango et al., 2020). As a result, many MTs cannot guide STs properly to develop this knowledge domain. 

				2.3	Theoretical framework 

				Situated learning theory (SLT) serves as the theoretical lens for this study. Proposed by Lave and Wenger in 1991, it explains the process and development of learning when individuals are allowed to participate in a community of practice (CoP). A community of practice refers to a group of people that come together to learn more and share information about a particular topic they are all interested in. The proponents of SLT believe that learners perceived as newcomers or beginners in the practice community are introduced to it through observing and performing basic tasks at the periphery (Hindi, et al., 2022).

				In the context of this study, business studies STs serves as learners who are given an opportunity to participate in the CoP during TP. The CoP in this study encompasses all business studies teachers in schools where business studies STs are placed for the duration of their TP. The proponents of SLT believe that learners who are perceived as newcomers or beginners in the CoP are introduced to it through observing and performing basic tasks at the periphery (Hindi, Willis & Schafheutle, 2022). The similar notion is applicable to STs during TP. They start by observing their MTs engaging in different tasks to learn how various tasks associated with the teaching profession are performed.

				As they become familiar with the subject, teaching and being a teacher, STs are gradually invited to perform tasks under the supervision of their MTs. Mentor teachers gradually allow STs to prepare lessons, teach lessons and perform administrative tasks under their guidance. As they engage in these activities, STs gain knowledge and skills that would enable them to function optimally when they join the CoP (teaching profession) as qualified business studies teachers. 

				Being introduced to the profession’s mindset and activities in this way helps convey a sense of authentic and genuine participation (Osterman, 2023). Lave and Wenger (1991) perceive this as moving learners from legitimate peripheral participation toward full participation in the sociocultural practice of a community. 
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				Figure 1:	Periphery of a Community of Practice

				Figure 1 adapted from Lave and Wenger (1991)

				Figure 1 above depicts beginners or STs being introduced into the CoP by pairing them with the expert/ master, an MT who mentors novices. Beginners like the STs are expected to engage, interact, and collaborate with experts (Lave & Wenger, 1991) to gain knowledge and skills on how business studies is taught in a real classroom. The knowledge and skills gained during mentorship help beginners (STs) to gradually move into the centre of the CoP. It is important for STs from the CODeL context because some work in occupations different from the teaching profession. They need to be gradually introduced into the teaching profession during TP.

				Situated learning theory focuses on how beginners are introduced to the CoP and aligns with this study as it explores the relationship between business studies MTs and students and how they perceive the preparedness of these STs to teach during TP. MTs play an integral role in preparing STs for the teaching profession and are responsible for overseeing and guiding their experience of teaching business studies during TP. Therefore, this study believes exploring MTs’ views towards STs’ preparedness to teach business studies is necessary. 

				Methodology

				This section outlines the methodology used in this study to answer the main research question. 

				3.1	Research approach, paradigm and design 

				This study explored business studies MTs’ views on the preparedness of STs to teach business studies during TP. Due to the nature of the phenomenon explored in this study, a qualitative approach was adopted through an exploratory case study analysing participants’ 
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				experiences and behaviours as documented in their e-portfolios (Teherani et al., 2015). Krehl and Weck (2020) define an explanatory case study as an in-depth analysis of a specific case or phenomenon within its real-life setting. Underlying this study is an interpretive research paradigm that understands reality as a social construct and subjective to each participant’s experiences (Klenke, 2016). Adopting an explanatory case study as a research design assisted the researcher in explaining the views of MTs on the preparedness of STs to teach business studies.

				3.2	Sample, sampling procedure and data collection method

				E-portfolios submitted by a cohort of 3455 STs who had enrolled for a third-year TP module in a CODeL institution in South Africa were sampled. The 259 business studies STs who had completed their TP for the 2023 academic year were identified. The researcher then used systematic random sampling to select every fifteenth student’s e-portfolio for analysis. A sample of 17 e-portfolios were selected for document analysis. These portfolios contained students’ reflections and their MTs’ evaluation reports on the STs’ preparedness to teach business studies during TP. In this study, only the MTs’ reports were analysed. The researcher recorded all the responses from MTs on a spreadsheet. For data collection, document analysis was used under ‘natural conditions’ and without preventing the researcher from influencing the selected material (Asdal & Reinertsen, 2021). 

				3.3	Data analysis

				According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis techniques are used to analyse the raw data contained in a spreadsheet. The researcher started by familiarising himself with the raw data by reading, rereading, and allocating codes. These were then merged to develop initial themes and revised to create a list of final themes as the study’s findings.

				3.4	Ethical considerations

				Research ethics distinguishes between right or wrong and acceptable and unacceptable behaviour when researching (Carr, 2024). Ethical clearance was obtained from the institution’s ethics committee where this study was conducted (2023/10/11/90507746/34/AM). The researcher abided by the ethical standards regarding consent, confidentiality and anonymity. Emails were sent to business studies STs whose portfolios had been selected. All STs consented to use their portfolios for this study, and the pseudonyms Business Studies Mentor 1 to 17, abbreviated as BSTDM1 to BSTDM17, were used when reporting the findings.

				Findings 

				Four general themes emerged from the data analysis. These are related to 1) STs’ content knowledge, 2) STs’ pedagogical knowledge, 3) teacher attributes possessed by STs, and 4) improvements needed by pre-service teachers. 

				Theme 1:	Student teachers’ content knowledge 

				This theme reports MTs’ views on STs’ level of business studies content knowledge. The participants expressed different views about the content knowledge of business studies STs they mentored during TP. Some showed satisfaction with the STs’ content knowledge level, while others indicated areas where the STs need to improve. 
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				BSTDM3 said: “The student teacher’s subject knowledge was excellent, and she was always prepared for her lessons”. 

				BSTDM6 shared similar sentiments: “It was sufficient because she was even using examples of what is happening in a real business world.”

				BSTDM9 “The student is ready to be a teacher; he has adequate knowledge of business studies subject. The student’s level of detail in her lesson presentations was more than sufficient and met high expectations.” 

				From the participants’ commentaries above, it is clear that they were satisfied with the STs’ content knowledge of business studies. BSTDM6 mentioned that the ST employed authentic examples found in the actual businesses. Having STs who employ real business examples to clarify business studies content is encouraging in the context of the current business studies curriculum that requires learners to be able to apply the content taught in the real business world. 

				Although MTs expressed satisfaction with the STs’ levels of content knowledge, other MTs indicated that some aspects still required further improvement. BSTDM2 underscored: 

				As much as I am satisfied with her content knowledge, it still needs improvement because the business studies curriculum now focuses more on applying knowledge than memorising. So, I think she needs to acquire more business studies knowledge.

				From the excerpt above, it can be deduced that BSTDM2 feels that STs still need more business studies content knowledge. However, the MT did not specify whether it is general business studies content or related to a particular area. Business studies for Grades 10 to 12 in South Africa comprise four aspects that STs are expected to master: business environment, business venture, business role and business operation.

				It is important to note that the participants presented diverse views on the preparedness of STs to teach business studies during TP. However, the participants were not specific on the type of business studies content knowledge that STs appeared to have mastered or that they still need to master. The MTs did not even give examples of the content knowledge that the STs showcased during TP because the MTs were expressing their views in writing. No follow-up questions were asked to probe for more information about the specific types of business studies content knowledge that the STs showcased during TP. 

				Theme 2:	Student teachers’ pedagogical knowledge 

				MTs are expected to guide and coach STs on their pedagogical competencies during TP. Hence, this theme reports the MTs’ views on STs’ pedagogical knowledge. BSTDM14 underscored that STs showcased sufficient PK:

				The level of his pedagogical knowledge was sufficient for teaching business studies. He could implement teaching methods that enabled him to explain concepts clearly to learners. 

				BSTDM17 stated, 

				Yes, he understood different teaching methods for business studies, such as discussion, case-based teaching, and brainstorming. However, he still needs to learn to implement multiple teaching methods in his lessons. 
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				From the statements by BSTDM14 and BSTDM17, it can be concluded that MTs are satisfied with the PK that STs showcased during TP. However, BSTDM17 stressed that STs still need improvement in applying multiple teaching methods in their classrooms. In other words, STs need to be able to differentiate their teaching using different teaching methods. 

				BSTDM17’s comments were echoed by BSTDM10, who mentioned that some STs fail to align teaching methods to the content delivered. She said:

				She understood different teaching methods, but he still needs to improve on identifying suitable teaching methods for specific content. Sometimes, she wastes time by adopting many teaching methods; sometimes, they are irrelevant to the content taught, and learners do not benefit. 

				While some STs understand and implement various teaching methods learnt from their teacher training institution, some still struggle with identifying suitable teaching methods to teach particular content. This is not surprising, considering STs in the CODeL context, unlike contact universities, are not exposed to micro-teaching labs before they undergo TP. Micro-teaching offers an opportunity to get feedback on their teaching style from their teacher educators and peers before going for TP. The issue of aligning teaching methods to the content taught can be addressed during micro-teaching sessions.

				Theme 3:	Teacher attributes possessed by the student teacher

				During TP, STs not only showcase their content and pedagogical knowledge but also showcase their teacher attributes. Teacher attributes possessed by STs are essential for them to operate effectively as professional teachers in future. Therefore, it is important for MTs also to coach and mould STs to shape their teacher attributes during TP. Hence, MTs were expected to express their views on the attributes that STs showcased during TP.

				 The student showed excellent interpersonal skills, hardworking and versatility towards the school activities and procedures. (BSTDM8)

				The attributes that the ST demonstrated under the mentorship of BSTDM8 are integral for business studies teachers. Business studies teachers should possess interpersonal skills and be versatile enough to adapt to different contexts. Those with such attributes can also find it easier to instil them in their learners, who are expected to become business practitioners shortly, operating in a business environment characterised by versatility and uncertainty. 

				For example, BSTDM12 observed that the ST under her mentorship was innovative and abreast with contemporary issues.

				She is innovative and informative about recent issues that can be integrated in business studies lessons”. - BSTDM12

				Furthermore, BSTDM14 noted that his mentee was a good communicator and passionate about teaching. 

				He is a good communicator, patient, understanding and passionate about teaching. 

				From the MTs’ commentaries, it is evident that business studies STs displayed a variety of attributes that would stand them in good stead as qualified teachers in the 21st-century classroom. Besides a passion for teaching, attributes such as being innovative and communicating effectively will also model to learners the qualities they will need in the 
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				business world. STs also appeared to be good communicators, patient and passionate about teaching. These attributes would help them to survive and operate effectively in the workplace because teachers are expected to have the ability to communicate with different stakeholders within and beyond the school context. Communication skills are even more important for business studies teachers because they are expected to communicate with stakeholders, such as local businesses in their schools’ areas, to create relationships to facilitate learner visits to businesses. Such excursions serve to reinforce business studies content taught in the classroom. 

				Theme 4:	Improvements needed by student teachers

				As part of evaluating STs’ preparedness to teach business studies, MTs were also required to identify areas where STs need to improve. Classroom management and time management skills were among the main areas where STs need to improve. 

				BSTDM5 said: “The student need to improve on her classroom management skills”. 

				From this, it appears that some STs still lack classroom management skills. Lack of classroom management skills may pose a challenge to STs’ ability to facilitate instruction because the lesson can be distracted easily by learners who are ill-disciplined. BSTDM13 suggested that the age of learners that STs are being prepared to teach is critical, hence they should develop classroom management skills. He said: “The student needs to improve on classroom management skills, especially on discipline as she will be teaching young adults in high schools”. 

				Furthermore, time management appeared to be a challenge to some STs. According to BSTDM7 

				The student needs to work on time management when planning and presenting the lesson, as she usually leaves little time to conduct assessments or sometimes the period ends before she concludes the lesson. 

				This participant’s assertion shows that some STs do not manage to conclude the lesson nor assess learners in the allocated sixty minutes. The participants suggested particular attention should be given to STs’ time management skills and structuring their lessons according to the time allocated for business studies lessons. 

				Another area identified by MTs was the differentiation of the instruction by STs. From MTs’ reports, it transpired that STs find it challenging to differentiate their instruction to cater for different learners in their classrooms. 

				The student needs to improve his ability to differentiate instruction. This means being able to tailor lessons to meet the needs of all learners regardless of their abilities and learning styles. (BSTDM14) 

				This view suggests that STs do not manage to design lessons that cater to all learners’ needs and learning styles. Failure to differentiate the instruction can have profound implications for learners’ learning because some learners not catered for may be left behind or feel excluded from the lesson.
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				Discussion of findings

				This study aimed to explore the views of MTs on STs’ preparedness to teach business studies. It found that MTs believe that STs are prepared to teach business studies to a certain extent. The study revealed that some MTs are satisfied with the business studies content knowledge that STs possess. Although MTs showed satisfaction with the level of STs’ content knowledge, they underscored that they still need to gain more knowledge. This finding implies that teacher educators must still develop the content knowledge of STs to teach business studies effectively.

				Furthermore, the study revealed that MTs felt that STs have adequate pedagogical knowledge. However, they still fail to implement different teaching methods effectively when teaching business studies. It emerged from the findings that some STs adopt teaching methods that are sometimes irrelevant to the content, hampering learning and cognition (Doyle, 2023). 

				The study also revealed that MTs believe that STs possess several teacher attributes that would allow them to become well-grounded business studies teachers. This study reported that STs showcased good communication skills and innovation and are abreast with contemporary issues, such as the impact of new legislation on business operations. This finding is in line with the aspirations of SLT because it shows that beginners (STs) have skills that enable them to interact and collaborate with the experts who are MTs (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The teacher attributes showcased by STs during TP are crucial for them to become business studies teachers shortly. In other words, they make them eligible to form part of the CoP (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

				Although STs showcased adequate content and pedagogical knowledge, the study revealed that they still need to improve in a few areas. The study revealed that MTs believe STs need to improve their classroom and time management skills. This finding is consistent with the study conducted by Mkhasibe and Mncube (2020). Classroom management and time management skills are key for business studies teachers to ensure effective teaching of the subject. Furthermore, the study revealed that STs need to improve their ability to differentiate instruction to accommodate the different abilities of learners. This finding aligns with the finding of a study by Nepal et al. (2021), which found that STs narrowly understand differentiated instruction to accommodate learners’ different abilities and learning styles. 

				Though this study focused on business studies MTs, it is believed that it has contributed towards informing the views of other MTs responsible for other subjects. Given their position in the value chain of teacher training, this study suggests that MTs are an important factor in the journey of STs towards becoming professional teachers. Hence, their views on the preparedness of STs to teach should be continuously sought. This study also provided a platform for business studies MTs to voice their satisfaction and concerns about STs placed under their mentorship during TP.

				Conclusion and recommendations

				Based on the findings above, this study concluded that MTs generally believe STs from the CODeL context are ready to teach business studies. The study revealed that STs have adequate content and pedagogical knowledge. Despite these findings, MTs believe that STs still need to improve in some crucial areas, such as classroom management skills, time management skills and their ability to differentiate instruction to accommodate different learners’ abilities. Due to this, this study recommends that business education teacher educators guiding STs 
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				should equip them with classroom management and time management skills. Furthermore, STs should be able to differentiate their instructions to accommodate different learners. This can be achieved through assessments offered to business studies STs from CODeL, which should be practical, such as engaging in virtual micro-teaching to get feedback from their peers and teacher educators. Furthermore, they can be given assessments requiring them to prepare business studies lessons that would justify how learners of different abilities and learning styles would be catered for in the lesson. 

				In future, a quantitative study that will sample a larger number of business studies MTs should be conducted to ensure the generalisation of the findings and present a broader picture of how MTs feel about the preparedness of STs to teach business studies. Furthermore, a study of this nature should be conducted in future where STs will participate so their views on their preparedness to teach business studies will be elicited. 
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