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				Pre-service teachers’ views of an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world

				Abstract 

				This article reports on a study that explored final-year pre-service teachers’ conceptualisations of an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world. The study was framed by literature on reflective practice. A basic qualitative research design was used to examine how the pre-service teachers constructed meaning of the phenomenon under study. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews and thorough analysis of the pre-service teachers’ fourth-year research projects. The findings are that ideal teachers must be adaptable, digitally literate and fluent for a fast-changing world, encourage agency in the teaching and learning environment, use innovative teaching methods, and value continuous professional development. The findings lead to the question as to whether teacher education programmes pay sufficient attention to preparing pre-service teachers for the fast-changing world, specifically in the curriculum and through practices taught. 

				Keywords: Ideal teacher; Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR); pre-service teacher education; fast-changing world; 21st century teachers 

				Introduction and context of the research

				The world is changing rapidly due to the pervasive impact of technological developments, dramatic demographic growth, immigration, ecological disasters, and geopolitical trends (Hadar, et al., 2020). More recently, the disruptive COVID-19 pandemic has served as a reminder of unpredictability and the need to adapt. Amid this dynamic environment, education systems and teacher education institutions face the challenge of preparing teachers and learners for an uncertain future (Beetham & Sharpe, 2013).

				This article reports on a study that explored the conceptualisation of an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world, drawing on the reflective lenses of final-year Bachelor of Education pre-service teachers specialising in primary school teaching (Foundation Phase and Intermediate Phase) at a university in Johannesburg. The term “reflective lenses” in this context refers to pre-service teachers’ research projects and what prompted them to adopt a reflective approach as they examined their professional identities and future roles in education through conducting the project.
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				The study drew on a fourth-year course (final year of the teacher education programme) designed to introduce pre-service teachers to the world of research, induce reflection on their current practice, and envisage future practice. The research reported in this article was conceptualised when the course was planned. Within this course, the pre-service teachers conducted a research project. The research reports of these projects served as the primary data source for this study, supplemented with interviews conducted with the participating pre-service teachers. The project required the pre-service teachers to investigate the characteristics of an ideal teacher for a volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) (Morales, 2019) world. To conduct this project, they had to draw on the course content, engage with applicable literature, conduct semi-structured interviews with their peers, analyse the data, and produce a report. 

				By engaging with the course content and conducting the research project, the pre-service teachers engaged in activities to develop a research-oriented mindset and as reflective practitioners, essential for navigating the evolving education landscape in a rapidly changing world. 

				Research problem and question

				Much has been written about the expectations and characteristics of teachers in a rapidly evolving world (Gianchandani, 2020; Bacud & Caseldo, 2017). Additionally, several studies have explored the perspectives of pre-service teachers on the qualities of an ideal teacher (Määttä, et al., 2016; Fike et al., 2015; Kyridis, et al., 2014; Furlong, 2013; Okoro & Chukwudi, 2011; Arnon & Reichel, 2007; Dewey, 1998; Markus & Nurius, 1986). While some research has explored pre-service teachers’ perceptions of what makes an ideal teacher (Ates & Kadioglu, 2018; Isik, Caliskan, & Saygin, 2013; Rusu, et al., 2012), there has been a paucity of studies specifically focusing on how pre-service teachers conceptualise an ideal teacher within the context of a fast-changing world. This study addressed this gap by exploring final-year pre-service teachers’ perspectives on the qualities and characteristics required for an ideal teacher to thrive in a fast-changing world. In addition, it sought to provide insights into how these pre-service teachers envision their future roles as teachers and to understand whether their current preparation equips them to navigate the challenges of a rapidly evolving educational landscape from their perspectives. The study was therefore guided by the research question: “What do final-year student-teachers’ research projects reveal about their conceptualisation of an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world?” 

				The study’s framing and applicable literature follow next. Thereafter, a brief overview of the research design and methods is presented. Finally, the findings are presented and discussed.

				Framing of the study and literature review 

				3.1	Framing of the study 

				The literature framed the research on reflective practice related to teacher education. Reflective practice involves practitioners critically examining their teaching methods, beliefs, and assumptions (Schön, 2017). Many educationists claim that reflective practice is a cornerstone of effective teacher education programmes (Newman, 2020; Anderson, 2019; Farrell, 2019). The self-reflection involved in reflective practice allows pre-service teachers and teachers to identify areas for improvement and develop strategies to enhance their practices (Farrell, 2019).
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				In teacher education, reflective practice encourages pre-service and in-service teachers to reflect-in-action and reflect-on-action (Schön, 2017). Reflecting-in-action involves making real-time adjustments during lessons based on student responses (Farrell, 2022, 2019; Schön, 2017), while reflecting-on-action involves retrospectively analysing lessons to evaluate their effectiveness (Farrell, 2019; Schön, 2017). 

				Teacher education programmes incorporate various activities, such as teaching portfolios, peer observations, and structured reflection assignments, to support reflective practice (Zeichner & Liston, 2013). Such activities help pre-service teachers develop the habit of reflection and prepare them for the ongoing process of professional development throughout their careers (Farrell, 2019). Through these reflective activities, teacher education programmes aim to cultivate a habit of critical self-examination and continuous improvement among pre-service teachers (Farrell, 2022).

				The reflective practice served to frame the pre-service teachers’ projects as well as this study. The pre-service teachers’ research required them to deeply reflect on and refine their understanding of the “ideal teacher” and their thinking and actions as future teachers.

				This study also highlighted the ongoing nature of teacher learning by using reflective practice as a framework for the pre-service teachers’ projects. The aim was that pre-service teachers would grasp the importance of continuous self-reflection, ultimately developing a deeper understanding of their roles as educators, particularly concerning what it means to be an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world. 

				3.2	Literature review: Clarifying the notion of an “ideal teacher” 

				In prompting the pre-service teachers to explore the conceptualisation of an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world, the study recognised the inherent complexity in defining what constitutes an “ideal” teacher. The notion of “ideal” is generally shaped by prior experiences, existing knowledge, perspectives, and personal beliefs. It is, in essence, a construct influenced by one’s past and present encounters and insights (Wong & Chiu, 2019). This understanding underscores that no teacher can be truly “ideal,” theoretically or practically. Such a concept would imply that the teacher has attained perfection where no further improvement is necessary, a position which is unfeasible in the context of the ongoing evolution of education and societal needs (Rusu et al., 2012). This idea is especially problematic in a rapidly changing world, where the notion of an “ideal teacher” must remain fluid and adaptable.

				Palmer (1910) suggested that the “ideal” teacher is a goal that can never be fully attained. Similarly, in a study by Kyridis et al. (2014), participants acknowledged that no precise formula or definition exists to determine an ideal teacher. This aligns with Wolhuter, van der Walt, and Potgieter’s (2013) argument that the image of an “ideal teacher” is a mental construct. This theoretical ideal rarely reflects the reality of a practising teacher in a school. While some teachers may certainly exhibit characteristics commonly associated with the ideal, the researchers suggested that converging all these characteristics in a single teacher is unlikely. The study by Potgieter (2013) highlighted that, rather than expecting perfection, the focus should be on continual growth and adaptation.

				However, it was important in the course that we report on in this study to encourage pre-service teachers to reflect on and explore the qualities they aspire to develop in their future professional practices. Thus, the term “ideal” was used intentionally to stimulate aspirational thinking about the role of a teacher – what the pre-service teachers would aspire to be as 
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				teachers in a rapidly changing world. It was not meant to imply a rigid or unreachable standard but rather to guide pre-service teachers toward envisioning the kind of teacher they want to become. 

				The idea of ideal teacher characteristics has been widely explored in the literature. Okoro and Chukwudi (2011) identified several qualities of an ideal teacher, including professional, personal, social, and leadership traits. These traits reflect teachers’ multifaceted role in shaping students’ learning experiences and outcomes. Similarly, Fike, Fike, and Zhang (2015) classified the characteristics of an ideal teacher into five categories: (1) knowledge, intelligence, and expertise; (2) professionalism; (3) communication ability; (4) openness; and (5) nurturing and supportiveness. These categories align with the skills and attributes highlighted in the study’s conceptualisation of an “ideal teacher,” emphasising the intellectual and emotional competencies needed for effective teaching in a rapidly changing world.

				The findings of a study conducted by Rusu et al. (2012) indicated five qualities of an ideal teacher: human relations skills, using fair assessment practices, knowledge of the subject, facilitator of students’ intellectual development, and respectful conduct. In another study by Işık, Çalışkan, and Saygin (2013), an ideal teacher, according to the pre-service teachers, was one who provided multiple examples while teaching a class; was not boring; was loving, respectful, and valued learners; was knowledgeable in the subject matter; had a good command of their subject; valued research; continuously improved themselves; had good humour; was candid and sincere; managed the class well; was disciplined, motivating, and supportive; was kind but firm; was friendly; treated everyone equally; and prepared learners for assessments with efficacy, sees the importance of self-regulation, where learners actively plan, monitor, and evaluate their learning to enhance their autonomy and motivation. 

				Research design and methods

				To pursue the aim of the study, namely, to explore final-year pre-service teachers’ conceptualisation of an ideal teacher in a fast-changing world as captured in research projects that they had conducted, a basic qualitative research design was used. A basic qualitative research design is suitable for studies that seek to understand how people interpret, construct, or make meaning from their world and experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Kahlke, 2014; Caelli, et al., 2003). Semi-structured interviews were conducted in which the pre-service teachers were requested to reflect on their research projects. In addition, these pre-service teachers’ research projects were analysed.

				The participants for this study were selected using a criterion-based selection process, as outlined by LeCompte and Schensul (2010) and Merriam and Tisdell (2016). This method involves identifying critical attributes for the study and systematically selecting participants who meet these criteria. LeCompte and Schensul (2010) described criterion-based selection as a deliberate strategy to ensure that the sample aligns with the study’s objectives. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) emphasised its role in enhancing the relevance and depth of research findings. This study’s sample comprised 20 final-year pre-service teachers, equally divided between two Bachelor of Education specialisations: 10 participants from the Foundation Phase (Grades R–3) and 10 from the Intermediate Phase (Grades 4–6).

				Participants were categorised based on their year-end results in the course as high, medium, or low performers. This approach provided a manageable sample size and ensured a range of perspectives, enriching the data and addressing the research question effectively. Table 1 explains the sample eligibility criteria. 
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				Twenty research projects were used for document analysis from the interviewed participants. Bowen (2009) emphasised that the quality of documents holds greater significance than their quantity when conducting document analysis, which guided the focus on a detailed examination of the 20 research projects from this manageable sample of 20 participants, selected from a total population of 200. The consequence is that special attention was paid to every text in their research projects.

				Table 1:	Sample eligibility criteria

				
					Phase

				

				
					Level of Performance

				

				
					Number of Participants

				

				
					Intermediate Phase

				

				
					High

				

				
					4

				

				
					Medium

				

				
					3

				

				
					Low

				

				
					3

				

				
					Foundation Phase

				

				
					High

				

				
					3

				

				
					Medium

				

				
					4

				

				
					Low

				

				
					3

				

				4.1	Data collection methods 

				This study collected data after the pre-service teachers’ final examinations. The data collection methods included semi-structured individual interviews and document analysis to ensure the convergence and corroboration of data from diverse sources. 

				The semi-structured interviews were designed to explore participants’ experiences, realities, and perspectives. This interview format combines structured and open-ended questions, allowing flexibility to probe deeper into participants’ responses. Also, semi-structured interviews are compelling for obtaining rich qualitative data because they enable researchers to delve into participants’ thoughts and beliefs (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017). In this study, the interviews sought to gather detailed accounts of participants’ views on the qualities needed for teachers to thrive in a fast-changing world about the research reports that they produced.

				Due to COVID-19 restrictions, the interviews were conducted in real time using Zoom, a computer-mediated communication tool. This platform provided a convenient and safe option during the pandemic. All participants had access to smartphones and university-provided data, facilitated using Zoom. The platform’s recording feature allowed for revisiting discussions and non-verbal cues, ensuring a thorough analysis.

				At the course’s onset, all students consented that the research projects they produced could be used for research. Informed consent was reiterated with the sample who formed part of the study through signed forms outlining the voluntary nature of participation, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw at any time. With participants’ permission, all interviews were electronically recorded and transcribed verbatim.

				Each interview lasted approximately 40 to 60 minutes, depending on the depth of the participant’s responses. The interviews were guided by two main open-ended questions aligned with the research focus: namely, “Based on your project, how do you define the concept of an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world?” and “What have you learned through doing the research project that could be useful to you as a teacher in a fast-changing world?”
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				To encourage reflection, the interviews began with an icebreaker question: “What does being a teacher mean to you?” This question helped set the tone and ease participants into the discussion. Follow-up questions were tailored to individual responses, allowing further exploration and clarification. Efforts were made to avoid leading questions, compound questions, and simple yes/no questions, as these could restrict the richness of the data (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017).

				Document analysis was conducted alongside the interviews to triangulate data and enhance the credibility of the findings. This study analysed the research project reports of the pre-service teachers who were also interviewed. These projects offered a detailed account of the participants’ conceptualisations of an ideal teacher and provided a comprehensive perspective on their learning journey. Bowen (2009) described document analysis as a systematic process of reviewing and evaluating documents, which can provide complementary insights to interview data. Combining these two methods offered complementary insights: the interviews captured participants’ articulated views, while the document analysis provided a concrete representation of their understanding. 

				The data were analysed inductively for each data source by moving from coding the data (identifying units of meaning) to determining initial categories (many) and then a few categories per data source, to merging the categories from the different data sources (through constant comparison) to arrive at themes that serve as the findings of the study.

				Presentation of the findings

				The analysis resulted in five themes that serve as the study’s findings. In presenting the findings, direct quotes are used from the participants’ research project reports and semi-structured interviews. 

				5.1	Adaptability in order to effectively deal with changes in the fast-changing world

				From the research participants’ viewpoints, effective teaching in a fast-changing world requires high adaptability. As a participant (SSIIP1) stated:

				An ideal teacher in this fast-changing world can be flexible enough to adapt to it. The teacher must be willing to change when the need arises.’. 

				Another participant stated, 

				Teachers need to understand that change is a part of them, and they cannot be discouraged by abrupt change’ (RPFP10). 

				Furthermore, both data sets showed that participants believed teachers should not resist change but instead take the initiative and remain open to it. For example, participant RPIP3) said, 

				‘Ideal teachers should not be lazy to initiate change on their own accord.’
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				According to the participants, adapting to new technologies is another crucial aspect of teaching in a fast-changing world. The participants’ views aligned with Schrum & Levin (2015), who said that ideal teachers are expected to stay updated with evolving technologies, which is their responsibility. Participant RPFP5 argued, 

				It is an ideal teacher’s responsibility to keep up to date with changes and acquaint themselves with the skills and technologies that will advance their teaching.

				 At the same time, participant RPIP2 stated, 

				Ideal teachers must have the ability to teach and adapt to any setting and not just within four walls of a classroom; they must also be able to teach online.

				These views echoed what is often stated in the literature: teachers must continuously develop their digital competence to enhance learner engagement and ensure equitable access to quality education in technology-driven learning environments (Öztürk, 2021; Selwyn, 2021).

				However, integrating new technologies and teaching methods does not come without challenges, including connectivity issues, insufficient training, and limited technical support (Johnson, et al., 2016). The participants seemed to understand this, and they noted that overcoming these obstacles necessitates adaptability and flexibility as stated, for example, by participant SSIFP3: 

				… because the 4IR (referring to the fourth industrial revolution) is challenging and filled with competition, we need ideal teachers who are flexible in terms of how they deliver content, deal with curriculum changes and the changing teaching resources.’ Another participant (SSIIP6) argued, ‘ An educator needs to endlessly progress with the world, and they should not be scared to take risks whether inside or outside the classroom. 

				In summary, ideal teachers must be adaptable, allowing them to navigate constant classroom changes, integrate new technologies effectively, and overcome challenges while remaining open to change.

				5.2	Digitally fluent teachers 

				Technology’s impact on teaching and learning today cannot be understated, requiring teachers to possess essential digital skills (Fatimah & Santana, 2017). As evident from both data sets, participants in the study echoed this sentiment, highlighting the importance of digital proficiency for teachers in a fast-changing world. An ideal teacher, as described by one participant (RPFP10), 

				… is optimistic about the future and who continuously learns and adapts to the new digital age and ensures that he/she imparts the right skills to the learners, as he/she is aware of the importance for learners to be equipped with the 21st century skills because the future requires more advanced thinking, and learners will need to be equipped to function in a digital world.

				This idea that teachers must be digitally literate in order to be able to equip learners with such skills was echoed by another participant (RPIP7), who said, 

				Ideal teachers need to be digitally literate in order to be able to transfer digital skills.
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				The participants argued that the shift toward digital literacy is essential as learners are deeply entrenched in the digital world, necessitating teachers to follow suit and acquire new digital skills to facilitate their learners’ adaptation to the fast-changing landscape.

				As evident from both data sets, the participants emphasised the importance of digital fluency among teachers, recognising it as essential for teaching in a fast-changing world. Digital fluency, which involves technical skills and an understanding of using technology effectively in teaching (Howard, et al., 2021), was highlighted as a key requirement. One participant (RPFP5) stated: 

				In this fast-changing world, teachers should learn and retain a collection of digital skills and have a positive attitude.

				This view suggests that teachers must develop digital skills while maintaining an openness to learning and adapting to technological changes.

				Some participants also noted that technology plays a supportive role in teaching rather than replacing teachers, with one commenting: 

				Ideal teachers must understand that technology is not here to replace them’ (SSIFP7).

				This perspective suggests that digital tools can complement teaching by enhancing learning experiences while maintaining education’s interpersonal and pedagogical aspects. Mishra and Koehler (2006) have described this as the balance between technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge (TPACK), which supports thoughtful integration of technology into teaching practices.

				The participants’ responses suggest the value of teacher education programmes incorporating digital literacy into their curricula. Preparing teachers in this way may enable them to adapt to the demands of a digitalised educational environment while continuing to focus on effective teaching and learning practices (Kivunja, 2014).

				In addition to digital literacy, participants highlighted the importance of understanding digital citizenship, a concept encompassing essential elements such as respect for self and others, self-education, connecting with others, and ensuring protection in the digital realm (Öztürk, 2021). This multifaceted understanding underscores the teacher’s role in fostering a balanced approach to technology use, emphasising ethical and responsible engagement in the digital world.

				One participant stated, 

				an ideal teacher must learn the core or essential ideas of digital citizenship to become better instructors, mentors, and mediators in the 4IR” (SSIIP8). 

				This reflection illustrates the expectation for educators to go beyond basic digital proficiency to integrate principles of digital citizenship into their teaching practices. This implies that if pre-service teachers develop digital expertise in areas such as digital access, etiquette, law, communication, and literacy, educators would be able to effectively support learners in navigating the digital landscape while also promoting responsible and informed participation in the digital age (Alberta Education, 2012).
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				5.3	Encourage agency in the teaching and learning environment

				Participants highlighted in both data sets the importance of fostering learner agency. How participants spoke about learner agency is aligned with Bandura (2018), who defined learner agency as learners’ capacity to take initiative, make choices, and take responsibility for their learning. Several participants emphasised the role of the teacher in fostering learner agency. One participant (RPIP9) remarked, 

				In this fast-changing world, an ideal teacher should be dynamic and should bring in change, not impose who and what children should be, but provide self-discovery opportunities for them.

				Another participant (SSIFP3) stressed that 

				ideal teachers need to help learners to be responsible, reflect, and assess their thinking and actions from their own experiences.

				Other participants expanded on this by highlighting specific strategies teachers could use to nurture agency, such as creating opportunities for learners to make meaningful choices in their learning processes, encouraging reflective practices, and using project-based learning. For instance, participant SSIIP6 explained, 

				Agency is about learners understanding that they have control over their learning journey, and teachers need to guide them without dictating every step.

				This insight aligns with the OECD’s (2019) perspective, which defines agency as the capacity and willingness to influence one’s life and surroundings positively.

				Further evidence pointed to the importance of teachers’ modelling agencies themselves. Participant RPIP2 noted, 

				Teachers who demonstrate adaptability and problem-solving in their teaching inspire learners to do the same in their studies and personal lives.

				This comment suggests that fostering agency is not solely about empowering learners but also about teachers embodying these qualities to set an example.

				In summary, the data shows that an ideal teacher for the 21st century creates a learning environment that encourages self-discovery, supports knowledge construction, and empowers learners to take responsibility for their own learning and personal development. By also incorporating strategies such as allowing learners to make meaningful decisions about their learning, fostering reflection, using project-based learning, and modelling adaptability and problem-solving, teachers can help learners develop a reliable compass and the tools needed to navigate an increasingly complex world. 

				5.4	Use innovative teaching methods 

				Both data sets revealed that participants recognised the significance of innovative teaching methods in the 21st century classroom. As a participant (RPFP9) argued: 

				Ideal teachers need to steer away from traditional methods and introduce blended lessons that are guided by technology; this way, they would be able to accommodate the 21st-century learners accordingly.

			

		

	
		
			
				91

			

		

		
			
				2025 43(1): 91-98

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v43i1.8629

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Mello & Gravett	Pre-service teachers’ views of an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world

			

		

		
			
				Another participant supported this by stating, 

				Ideal teachers must include recent technologies into the curriculum and practise unique teaching approaches that support the demands to help learners understand how the VUCA environment operates’ (SSIIP2). 

				Participants elaborated on specific teaching methods ideal teachers could implement. For instance, RPIP6 suggested that ideal teachers should: 

				…incorporate more project-based learning programmes, use blended learning, meta-learning, and become skilled with multimedia.

				SSIFP7 expanded on this, arguing that 

				Ideal teachers must be able to publish hyperlinked multimedia content and reach out to a wide audience of learners on the internet. They must make online teaching and learning fun and beneficial by incorporating play through technology.

				These views align with current literature on the importance of blended learning and multimedia in educational settings (Howard et al., 2021; Nurul Mostafa Kamal, 2019).

				Moreover, participants emphasised the importance of learner-centred methods, where teachers facilitate environments that empower learners to take active roles in their education. SSIIP1 noted, 

				Ideal teachers need to adapt their teaching methods to a more learner-centred approach where learners will take a more active role in their learning.

				This emphasis on learner engagement and autonomy reflects a broader trend in 21st century education that prioritises critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving over rote memorisation (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Saavedra & Opfer, 2012).

				Participants also highlighted the value of collaboration among teachers to adapt to evolving teaching demands. RPIP8 argued: 

				Ideal teachers need to work together to learn and adapt to new ways of teaching.

				Supporting this, RPFP6 stated: 

				Ideal teachers should learn to collaborate with other stakeholders to create resources for learners to adapt their learning to real-life situations and challenges.

				Collaborative efforts among teachers can help address resource constraints, ensuring that innovative methods are accessible and contextually relevant (Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018).

				Participants emphasised the need for innovative teaching methods, advocating for blended lessons guided by technology, project-based learning, and multimedia integration. They highlighted learner-centred approaches that empower learners to take active roles in their education and the importance of creating engaging online content. Collaboration among teachers and stakeholders was also essential for adapting to new teaching demands and addressing real-world challenges.
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				5.5	Value continuous professional development

				Both data sets highlighted the ideal teacher’s commitment to continuous learning and adaptability – thus, this finding overlaps somewhat with the adaptability finding discussed above. As SSIFP5 stated: 

				An ideal teacher must be able to adapt continuously and should not be afraid of learning new ways of doing things.

				The participants also pointed out that effective educators must consistently acquire new knowledge and skills to meet the evolving demands of modern classrooms. As RPIP9 explained: 

				We need ideal teachers who can continuously learn to be innovative, be able to communicate, think critically, collaborate and possess abundant pedagogical content knowledge for a modern classroom. 

				A central theme from the data was the necessity of being teachable. RPFP2 stated:

				An ideal teacher is teachable and constantly works on advancing in the rounds of knowledge and expertise.

				Similarly, RPIP3 highlighted the value of open-mindedness and ongoing learning: 

				Ideal teachers should be open-minded and continuously learn new things, as this could help improve learning by questioning choices and mistakes and being open to new ideas. 

				SSIIP7 stated: 

				Teachers should be passionate. This is linked to the teachers loving their jobs as teachers and striving to improve on their teaching methods by continuously learning on their own.

				This participant seems to realise that passion and intrinsic motivation are key drivers for CPD (Daskan, 2023; Taylor, 2008). 

				Participants emphasised that ideal teachers must value continuous professional development by being adaptable, open-minded, and committed to lifelong learning. They highlighted the need for teachers to consistently acquire new knowledge and skills, remain teachable, and embrace innovation to meet the demands of modern classrooms. Passion and intrinsic motivation were also essential for teachers to improve their methods and stay engaged in their professional growth.

				Discussion of the findings and implications for teacher education

				All the findings relate directly or indirectly to the pre-service teachers touting the importance of teacher adaptability, teachers actively embracing change and the consequences for their future lives as teachers. This includes developing new ideas or approaches in the classroom, demonstrating digital fluency to integrate technologies into teaching creatively and employing innovative methods that promote learner agency. All this signals a commitment to lifelong learning and a willingness to improve their practice continuously, a concept that aligns well with what the literature identifies as essential qualities for teachers in the 21st century (Astuti, et al., 2019; Jan, 2017; Norahmi, 2017; Zhu & Zeichner, 2013).
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				Creating supportive learning environments to encourage learner agency, a concept increasingly recognised as powerful in education (Blaschke et al., 2021; Willis, 2019), was important for the participants. The reflective practice they engaged in through conducting the research projects supported the pre-service teachers to gain a deeper understanding of complex factors influencing education and learner agency, such as classroom dynamics, learner engagement, and teacher-learner relationships. The reflection also enabled them to anticipate potential challenges in their future teaching contexts, including managing classrooms and meeting the diverse needs of learners. This process encouraged them to consider how their teaching approaches could foster or limit learner agency. While their teaching experience was limited, reflective engagement allowed them to think critically about creating learning environments that support learner agency. 

				Another finding of this study underscores the growing importance of teaching with technology in a world where technology increasingly permeates every aspect of our lives. However, the participants also recognised the challenges of integrating technology into teaching. Teachers often need time to familiarise themselves with new digital tools, which can cause temporary disruptions in the classroom and impact the overall learning experience. Additionally, the participants were aware that not all learners possess the same level of digital competence or access to technology. This digital divide can hinder some learners’ ability to engage effectively with digital platforms. Participants highlighted the need to acknowledge these disparities to ensure equitable opportunities for all learners to benefit from technology-enhanced learning. One participant noted that: 

				a teacher must learn the core or essential ideas of digital citizenship to become better instructors, mentors, and mediators in the 4IR.”

				It is encouraging that the participants appeared to grasp how technologies can transform teaching and learning practices. However, we argue that pre-service teachers must recognise that digital technology is not an infallible solution for fostering learner engagement and agency. Teaching and learning cannot simply be “outsourced” to devices; pre-service teachers must develop the skills to use technology intentionally and effectively, creating meaningful and impactful learning experiences (Gravett and McNaught, 2021). 

				In interpreting the findings, it is important to acknowledge that the pre-service teachers’ views were shaped by the literature they reviewed for their research projects and their interviews with their peers. Their perspectives also inevitably drew from the course content they engaged with. However, the interviews conducted with the participants of this research demonstrated that they did not simply reiterate ideas encountered in the literature. Instead, the pre-service teachers reflected thoughtfully on what they learned during the course and through conducting their research projects. They internalised these learnings and viewed them as aspirational.

				It could be argued that some of their views might be overly idealistic, particularly concerning the use of technology in teaching and fostering learner agency. This raises questions about the feasibility of these aspirations in many South African schools where access to technology is limited and where socio-economic challenges may hinder the promotion of learner agency. For instance, many learners struggle with basic skills such as reading for meaning (Miller, 2023), something Horn and Campbell (2015, 151) refer to as “the learning outcome dilemma.” 
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				They pose the critical question: Should teacher education programmes prepare teachers “for the schools that are, the schools that should be,” or the schools envisioned for the future? Those designing the course underpinning this research argued that teachers must first be equipped to function effectively in the current school context. Nonetheless, teacher education must also foster a vision for the future and equip pre-service with competencies that they would need to enable lifelong learning.

				The findings showed that the participants’ reflection enabled them to critically assess how well their teacher training aligned with the dynamic demands of teaching in a fast-changing world. Specifically, the participants questioned whether their teacher training had adequately equipped them to effectively integrate technology and implement teaching methods to foster learner agency. Furthermore, the participants’ reflective engagement highlighted that they understood the need for ongoing professional development to bridge potential gaps between their initial teacher education and the realities they would face as in-service teachers. Thus, they recognised that their pre-service training, while valuable, might not have fully prepared them for the evolving demands of the teaching profession in a fast-changing world.

				Stemming from the findings of this study, one could ask questions such as the following about pre-service teacher education in South Africa (though one could assume that these questions are pertinent beyond South Africa): ‘Are teacher education institutions sufficiently preparing pre-service teachers for the fast-changing world in which they will have to operate as teachers?’ ‘Is sufficient attention being paid to cultivating the traits identified by the pre-service teachers in this study and laying a solid foundation for lifelong learning?’ ‘How is this evident in the teacher education curricula and the teacher education practices employed?’

				Gravett and McNaught (2021: 230-234) state that “teacher education programmes must produce versatile and adaptive teachers who can support learning, no matter how the world and school curricula may change.” Drawing on Perkins’ (2014) work, they emphasise that teacher education should be “lifeworthy.” This means the teacher education curriculum should be designed with relevance (for now and the future) in mind, guided by reflective questions such as Which key theoretical perspectives, processes, methods, and tools hold especially promising payoffs for the lives pre-service teachers are likely to live as educators? To what extent will these elements matter in the professional lives of pre-service teachers in the long run? How frequently will they inform teaching decisions and actions, and with what degree of importance? Finally, will these elements retain their significance over time, or will they soon be forgotten? These questions could be helpful in curating teacher education curricula and practices and assessing the importance of the traits of an ideal teacher for a changing world, as identified by the participants in this study.

				Conclusion

				This study revealed that pre-service teachers’ perceptions of an ideal teacher for a fast-changing world align with the competencies emphasised in the 21st century teaching and learning literature. However, these findings also highlight a potential mismatch between the expectations of schools and the competencies that pre-service teachers deem essential for success. Schools often prioritise classroom readiness, whereas pre-service teachers in this study emphasised the importance of being adaptable, agile, and equipped to navigate the complexities of a fast-changing world. This research suggests that teacher education 
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				programmes should strive to balance these competing demands, preparing pre-service teachers not only for the immediate needs of schools but also for the uncertain future that lies ahead. By prioritising competencies such as digital literacy, reflective practice, and creativity, teacher education programmes can empower pre-service teachers to thrive in a world where the only constant is change.
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