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‘We need more conversations like this’: The impacts of working with student pedagogic 
consultants in developing simulation-based pedagogies
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The growing global teacher recruitment and retention crisis has 
ensured that discussions regarding how best to promote preparedness 
for classroom practice are more important than ever, with significant 
implications for initial teacher education (ITE). Adopting a multi-stage 
collaborative autoethnographic inquiry approach, this research paper 
contributes to the emerging field of simulation-based pedagogies (SBP) 
in ITE, as well as the strong research base in other disciplines, by outlining 
the impacts of working with student pedagogic consultants (SPCs) 
upon staff professional understanding of the effective planning and 
implementation of SBP. Findings suggest that working closely with SPCs 
affirmed staff pedagogic choices in deploying SBP, indicating a shared 
understanding of the benefits of simulation, and provided valuable 
insider perspectives to enhance staff pedagogic understanding and 
suggest improvements to the design of simulation sessions. However, 
accounts also highlight challenges experienced in the pedagogic 
consultancy process itself, including logistical concerns such as the use 
of time; discussions around power dynamics; and tensions arising from 
epistemological differences between staff and students. The authors 
conclude by advocating the wider adoption of SBP in ITE and further 
exploring working in partnership with students as SPCs to inform and 
improve the design and implementation of such pedagogies.
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Introduction 

Simulation-based pedagogies (SBP) remain infrequent and 
under-developed in the field of education, often limited to 
“research prototypes used in experimental settings” (Kaufman 
& Ireland 2019, para. 2). This article adds to the growing 
body of literature which adopts the position that, when 
educating future teachers in Higher Education contexts, SBP 
offer a means of developing knowledge, skills and attitudes 
within a ‘safe space’ (Ferry et al., 2004), enhancing feelings 
of preparedness and confidence for practice (McGarr, 2021). 
Nevertheless, to realise the potential for professional learning 
afforded by SBP in the relatively unfamiliar context of Initial 
Teacher Education (ITE), there is a need to carefully consider 
the planning and implementation of these pedagogies, 
questioning our underlying assumptions as educators to 
ensure that simulation-based provision meets the needs of 
the students it is intended to serve. 

This article, therefore, explores the potential value of 
engaging with authentic student voice in supporting – 
and challenging – staff professional understanding of the 
design and implementation of effective SBP. Engaging 
with students in their role as ‘expert witnesses’ in their own 
educational experiences (Lodge, 2005, p. 129) enables access 
to insider perspectives that are often unavailable to those 
educators working with them. However, despite the possible 
advantages these interactions may afford, some sources 
maintain that they remain under-utilised in relation to 
curriculum design (Healey & Healey, 2018). This study aims 
to address this gap by offering a multi-stage collaborative 
autoethnographic inquiry (Devnew et al., 2017), detailing the 
experiences of nine academic staff working in partnership 
with a team of four undergraduate student-teachers in their 
role as ‘pedagogic consultants’. 

In examining this issue using data collected via independent, 
reflective accounts, the research begins with two central 
questions. Firstly, how do staff perceive and experience 
working with students as pedagogic consultants (SPCs) to gain 
insight into student perspectives of SBP? Secondly, what are 
the implications of this for staff professional understanding 
of the effective planning and implementation of SBP? The 
article begins by outlining the potential contribution of 
SBP in ITE before discussing existing research around the 
importance of student voice and pedagogic consultancy for 
developing a professional understanding for educational 
contexts. It subsequently develops by sharing the theoretical 
framework underpinning the study, together with the 
research design, before presenting the findings. Finally, 
the study concludes by offering considerations regarding 
the potential role of student pedagogic consultancy and 
engaging with authentic student voices to further inform 
staff professional understanding of SBP. 

Simulation-based pedagogies in education

Internationally, the education sector is experiencing 
significant challenges in ensuring and maintaining an 
adequate teacher supply, with varying reported rates of 
attrition, including 28% within Europe (Federičová, 2021) 
and estimates of 13.5% in Australia (Kelly et al., 2019), 

alongside accounts of increasing teacher shortages in the 
United States (Miller & Young, 2021; US Bureau of Labour 
Statistics 2022). These challenges are also replicated in 
England; currently, more than 30% of teachers leave the 
profession within five years of qualifying (DfE, 2023; Long 
& Danechi, 2021), with some evidence suggesting that the 
Covid-19 pandemic has further exacerbated this issue, with 
applications to ITE programmes experiencing historically 
low-levels of recruitment (McLean et al., 2023).

Whilst it is likely that multiple factors and nuances contribute 
to this current crisis (NFER, 2023), a number of previous 
studies suggest links between feelings of preparedness 
upon entry to the profession, effectiveness, and retention 
(Hulme & Wood, 2021; Livers et al., 2021; Mayer et al., 2015; 
Sims & Jerram, 2020). In England, this has corresponded with 
the increased emphasis on intensive placements evident 
in the Department for Education’s (2021) Market Review, 
combining taught content with opportunities for observation 
and practice to facilitate the rehearsal of techniques prior 
to implementation in school-based contexts. Similarly, 
guidance from the Education Endowment Foundation 
(2021) emphasises the importance of clear instruction, as 
well as opportunities for rehearsal and feedback, as part of 
a balanced approach to teacher professional development, 
which increases the likelihood of sustained and embedded 
changes to teacher behaviour. 

In acknowledgement of these influences, ITE providers are 
increasingly seeking to complement existing provisions by 
exploring the use of SBP to bridge the perceived divide 
between theoretical and professional knowledge (McGarr 
et al., 2017; Mulholland et al., 2022). Although existing 
research regarding simulation in ITE is limited, there is 
a wealth of evidence suggesting the benefits of SBP in 
preparing pre-service professionals in other fields, such as 
social work (Meredith et al., 2021) and health (Platt et al., 
2021). For example, several previous studies highlight the 
role of SBP in providing an authentic yet supportive learning 
environment within which students are safe to develop 
and rehearse vital professional skills and competencies 
(Kaufman & Ireland, 2019; Siddiqui et al., 2021; Walsh et 
al., 2017; Yu et al., 2021). Evidence also suggests that SBP 
is associated with increased feelings of confidence and 
preparedness for practice (Fischetti et al., 2022; McGarr, 
2021), as well as improved learning outcomes resultant 
from the opportunities it affords for reflection, feedback and 
the critique of professional practice (Levin & Flavian, 2022; 
Motola et al., 2013). 

However, despite these potential advantages, the literature 
also offers a note of caution. Some studies, for example, 
suggest that students may be hesitant to engage with 
role-play or fictionalised examples due to perceptions of 
inauthenticity or irrelevancy to the day-to-day realities of 
their professional practice (Meredith et al., 2021) or that 
the contextualisation of learning through SBP can increase 
extraneous cognitive load, thereby inhibiting learning (Fraser 
et al., 2015; Mulholland et al., 2022; Sun et al., 2017). Similarly, 
Nario-Redmond et al. (2017) propose that the expert-novice 
gap between facilitators within simulation scenarios can 
lead to feelings of disempowerment and marginalisation, as 
well as the perpetuation of stereotypes. For those educators 
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seeking to implement SBP positively and constructively into 
ITE provision, the authors, therefore, argue that there is a 
need to actively seek out student perspectives and lived 
experiences to tailor provision to better suit their needs and 
requirements. 

Working with students as pedagogic consultants: 
the theoretical underpinnings

To address these potential concerns, this article explores 
the impact of working with students to further develop 
and refine SBP. Student-staff collaboration can take various 
shapes and forms. However, for the purpose of this study, we 
adopted the definition of pedagogic consultancy proposed 
by Healey et al. (2014), which moves beyond superficial 
engagement with student voice to establish deeper and 
more sustained interactions seeking pedagogic advice and 
consultation. In examining this issue, this study draws upon 
the theory of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2020), 
corresponding with the work of Gower (2017), suggesting 
that, through supporting student-teachers democratically 
to examine their experiences as teacher-educators, we gain 
greater insight into our own practices.

Whilst collaborations of this nature are relatively rare (Healey 
et al., 2014), the potential benefits for both students and staff 
are considerable. For staff, the opportunities afforded by 
student pedagogic consultancy allow insight into students’ 
insider perspectives (Lodge, 2005) to inform and enhance 
pedagogic understanding, with positive implications for 
teaching quality and learning outcomes (Cook-Sather et al., 
2014; Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). For students, student-
staff collaborations are also associated with improvements 
in engagement, motivation, confidence, and self-efficacy 
(Cook-Sather, 2018; Hayward et al., 2017; Healey et al., 2014), 
and more frequent opportunities for metacognition (Mercer-
Mapstone et al., 2017). Evidence also suggests that student-
staff partnerships can result in greater understanding and 
appreciation of the other’s experiences and perspectives 
(Dwyer, 2018; Healey et al., 2019; Matthews et al., 2019), 
leading to improved relationships (Healey et al., 2019; 
Matthews et al., 2019), and positively influencing underlying 
power dynamics (Dwyer, 2018; Healey et al., 2019; Mercer-
Mapstone et al., 2019; Moore-Cherry et al., 2016). 

Nevertheless, despite these potential benefits, some studies 
suggest that challenges can occur due to disparities in 
expectations surrounding the roles, responsibilities and 
purposes of partnership working, colouring participants’ 
experiences and willingness to engage in the process 
(Healey et al., 2019). Similarly, some studies identify the 
potential obstacles posed by institutional procedures and 
systems which may limit capacity for change (Dwyer, 2018).  
Consequently, any attempt to establish authentic systems 
for pedagogic consultancy must consider both the systems 
within which the consultancy process takes place as well as 
the underlying assumptions of participants. 

Our pedagogic consultancy process, therefore, assumed a 
dialogic approach, with students and staff working together 
to co-develop effective pedagogic practices rather than 
merely perpetuating what Freire (1970) called the “banking 

concept of education”. Through pedagogic consultancy, 
students became active participants who were partners in 
leading their own learning and setting the agendas rather 
than receiving and reproducing the pedagogy and practices 
already affirming the status quo. Thinking critically about 
our lived reality, our relationships, and our values, we hoped, 
would help reveal so much of what we know to be ‘invisible’ 
in teaching but crucial to its success (Giroux, 2020). In this 
study, student pedagogic consultants (SPCs), therefore, 
became critical agents through actively questioning teacher-
educators’ enacted suppositions about students’ lived 
experiences and reflectively challenging the assumptions 
that legitimise our own practice as teacher-educators. 

Methodology

This study follows a multi-stage collaborative 
autoethnographic inquiry (Devnew et al., 2017), where 
nine experienced academics shared independent, reflective 
accounts of their experiences from working with SPCs 
to develop a shared understanding of simulation-based 
pedagogy. We framed our research within a relativist 
ontology, constructing meaning from our pooled personal 
reflections of professional conversations with SPCs. Our 
positionality is based within the philosophical grounds that 
reality can be multiple truths relative to specific events, 
experiences, places, and at any given time (Guba & Lincoln, 
2005). In this way, universal ‘truths’ grant precedence 
to negotiated ‘truths’ facilitated through a transactional 
process in meaning creation. 

As a group of academics interested in simulation-
based pedagogies, we recognise that there is no one 
reality that can explain individualised interpretations. 
Instead, we see value in sharing our individual reflective 
experiences to create meta-accounts of meaning that are 
organised at the group level (Denzin, 2013). As a method, 
collaborative autoethnography (CAE) procedures mirrored 
our ontological and epistemological stances and were, 
therefore, an appropriate choice for the study. We built 
on autoethnographic traditions that typically locate ‘self’ 
through personal experiences, leading to a critical awareness 
of practices (Adams et al., 2014). Adopting these principles, 
we worked within a locus of polyvocality, where the ‘whole’ 
of our collective voices is represented more than the sum 
of its individualised ‘parts’. All voices contribute and matter: 
our procedure of reflexive dialogue was not to reach a 
consensus but to include all aspects of our views. 

The collaboration process under these conditions continues 
from start to finish, from the conception of research materials 
to their analysis and interpretation. It follows what Chang et 
al. (2013, p. 24) describe as a way “in which researchers work 
in community to collect their autobiographical materials 
and to analyse and interpret their data collectively to gain 
a meaningful understanding of sociocultural phenomena 
reflected in their autobiographical data”. Collaborative 
autoethnography, therefore, broadens typical ethnographic 
traditions in that, for us in our study, were dynamic and 
multifaceted. We aimed to work with invested people (Ellis 
& Rawicki, 2013), in this case, our SPCs, who shared our 
passion for developing knowledge about simulation-based 
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learning pedagogies and their design.

Procedure

In the first stage, having gained approval to work with 
human participants from our institution’s Ethics Committee, 
we recruited four undergraduate SPCs to contribute to 
professional learning conversations about simulation-
based learning activities they all previously took part in. 
Two academic team members facilitated the conversation, 
which lasted approximately one hour at the host University. 
We designed our project in line with BERA (2018), making 
particular use of opportunities to check in with participants 
before and after the conversations through constant 
debriefing. We provided opportunities for the SPCs to reflect 
on their simulation-based experiences by reminding them 
about previously completed ones. The conversations were 
driven by a series of open-ended questions to engage each 
of the SPCs to share insider knowledge (Ellis et al., 2011) 
of their experiences of participating in simulation-based 
activities and their insights of working alongside academics 
in developing them. Our goal was to interpret their meaning. 

The academic team co-created the open-ended questions 
and probe statements used to guide the professional 
learning conversations to ask SPCs about their experiences 
of SBP. One of the distinct advantages of the collaborative 
approach was offering support, questioning, and requesting 
specific information to shape our inquiry. This protocol was 
embedded using Brookfield’s (2017) four lenses for each 
stage of the study. We reflected on our own autobiographies 
in formulating and delivering SBP, which made for fruitful 
discussions. These discussions raised questions about 
programme design and its purpose for students. Moreover, 
it uncovered our paradigmatic assumptions of what we felt 
worked and did not work, thus providing a frame to consider 
SPCs’ views as a point of enquiry in professional learning 
conversations.  

From our collective discussions, the line of questioning 
and prompts targeted aspects of professional knowledge, 
praxis and simulation programme design. The professional 
learning conversation questions were validated for content 
validity by the academic team to ensure fidelity to our 
research objectives and to identify any ambiguities. Example 
questions included: ‘Is there anything further you can identify 
from the programme, or your understanding of the role of a 
teacher, that simulated learning would have been of benefit 
to support your professional learning?’ And ‘Do you think 
there is a particular format that is more beneficial, or does it 
depend on the simulation?’ Our open and flexible approach 
to framing these questions is a convergent step (Ngunjiri 
et al., 2010) that provided a safe and rigorous attempt to 
crystalise our collective experiences of simulation-based 
teaching and learning.  

Following the professional learning conversations, the 
second stage involved individually listening back to 
recorded conversations. We made individual notes and used 
a memo-ing technique (Polit & Beck, 2006) to document our 
thoughts from initial conceptions to detailed abstractions.  
For this activity, we adapted Driscoll’s (1994) reflective 

framework to ask: ‘What was the biggest implication for 
staff understanding of the planning and implementation 
of simulation-based learning sessions?’ ‘So what were your 
feelings at the time, and have they changed following the 
conversations?’ And: ‘Now, what might you do differently 
in the future?’ In the next section, we outline the final stage 
that culminated in data analysis.

Data analysis

Our study followed an inductive reflexive thematic analysis 
following Braun and Clarke’s (2019) analytical strategy. Firstly, 
we became familiar with our pooled written reflections and 
took the opportunity to listen back to the recordings for 
a contextual understanding of the professional learning 
conversations. It provided an opportunity to get back in 
touch with the original data and make further refinements 
where required.  

Next, we generated initial codes from our pooled reflective 
accounts, which provided another opportunity to discuss 
and share our interpretations ahead of drawing any 
conclusions. This reflexive process enabled us to develop 
a sense of ‘internal dialogue’ (Feucht., 2017, p. 235) that 
challenged our own experiences, emotions, and motives. 
In addition, it allowed us to test multiple assumptions 
to ‘achieve rich interpretations of meaning, rather than 
attempting to achieve consensus of meaning’ (Byrne, 2022, 
p. 1393). Finally, we generated several themes from the data; 
these are presented in full below.

Findings 

The following section explores the impacts of working with 
SPCs on staff understanding of SBP. Analysis of the reflective 
accounts identified themes relating to the benefits and 
challenges of working with SPCs and the use of SBP itself. 
These themes can be seen to operate concomitantly, aligning 
with Schön’s (1987) model of reflection, demonstrating 
both reflection on action, examining staff experiences and 
perceptions after they occurred, and reflection for action, 
offering considerations for the future development of both 
SBP and collaboration with SPCs. 

Within these two distinct yet inter-related domains, a 
number of sub-themes were evident:

• Developing SBP:
Affirmation, or the extent to which SPCs supported 
and confirmed staff assumptions regarding the 
potential benefits of SBP.

The role of personal epistemologies in prompting 
unease or tension due to conflicting pedagogic 
beliefs and assumptions.

Learner insight as a means of enhancing 
staff pedagogic understanding with positive 
implications for learning and teaching.

-

-

-
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Improvements to the design of SBP, including 
specific recommendations relating to the format 
and nature of tasks and simulation materials. 

-

• Benefits and challenges of working with SPCs:

Logistical challenges encountered, including time 
and capacity for engagement.

Student-staff relationships and power dynamics, 
considering the extent to which interactions 
between staff and SPCs succeeded in providing 
challenge and critique. 

-

-

Each of these findings will be discussed in turn below. 

Developing simulation-based pedagogies

Affirmation

The initial decisions informing SBP design and 
implementation were drawn from the underpinning 
literature concerning both gaps in knowledge and theory, 
as well as findings regarding the potential benefits of SBP 
more widely (e.g. Fischetti et al., 2022; Levin & Flavian, 2022; 
McGarr, 2021; Motola et al., 2013; Siddiqui et al., 2021; Walsh 
et al., 2017). Staff accounts – reflecting on action (Schön, 
1987) – revealed that working with SPCs provided feedback 
which acknowledged and affirmed these original choices:  

When listening to the feedback, I feel proud of what 
we have achieved. SBP is developing knowledge, 
aiding student-teacher preparedness and developing 
their professional understanding.

This is clearly an effective pedagogic approach 
which is loved by students. They talk about SBP very 
positively and identify how the input has supported 
their development. They describe SBP as a safe space 
for developing, engaging, motivating, and valuable 
learning experiences.

These accounts reflect almost a sense of relief in the 
alignment between staff perceptions of the key advantages 
offered by SBP and those of SPCs, including enhanced 
feelings of preparedness for practice and the opportunity to 
develop key skills and practices within a safe and engaging 
learning environment. For academic staff, this confirmation 
is valuable in justifying changes to pedagogic practice which 
have already been made, as well as providing a further 
mandate for ongoing development (Zdravković et al., 2018).

In addition to broad reflections regarding students’ 
experiences of simulation sessions, insights gained 
through engaging with SPCs highlighted the role of SBP in 
establishing a more secure professional identity: 

There was acknowledgement of other people and 
their perspectives, and maybe that working as a 
teacher in school was going to be very different 
from being a student.

The ways in which students talked about the value 
of ‘thinking like a teacher’ and making ‘in-the-
moment decisions’ particularly struck me. I expected 
that they would gain these experiences during 
placement. However, one pedagogic consultant said 
that she feels like you get a ‘student-y’ experience 
on placement, where perhaps you’re shielded 
from more challenging situations – and you always 
have someone else who is ultimately responsible 
for the class. So SBP actually provides more of 
an opportunity to feel in the role of teacher, and 
responsible for decision-making.

These reflections indicate that academic staff were 
encouraged by the extent to which SBP enabled students to 
assume the role of teacher due to increased responsibility 
for autonomous decision-making, in contrast to the more 
scaffolded – or ‘student-y’ – experiences gained during 
school-based placements. This resonates with the work of 
Sollars et al. (2021) in highlighting the potential value of 
SBP in strengthening pre-serving professionals’ emerging 
professional identity through providing opportunities to 
assume the role of a teacher within authentic simulated 
scenarios and to reflect upon these experiences.

The role of personal epistemologies

When engaging with SPCs, staff accounts suggest the 
potential for tension arising from the personal epistemologies 
held by both students and staff (Healey et al., 2019; Nichol et 
al., 2023; Pintrich, 2002). This occurred when feedback from 
SPCs conflicted with the pedagogic beliefs and assumptions 
of academic staff:

We’ve worked really hard on the SBP materials. It can 
also sometimes be tempting to dismiss students’ 
perspectives because we know the rationale 
underpinning some of the choices we’ve made.

This reflection on action (Schön, 1987) expresses the emotional 
response which can be experienced when confronted with 
a perceived challenge to practice and the inclination to 
diminish or ignore feedback which conflicts with existing, 
deeply held beliefs and philosophical approaches. It is also 
important to acknowledge that staff responses to student 
feedback operate within the wider Higher Education (HE) 
context, whereby institutional pressures and accountability 
measures such as the National Student Survey and Teaching 
Excellence Framework can lead to the positioning of students 
as consumers (Woodall, 2014), and a consequent desire to 
yield to customer pressure (Cuthbert, 2010). This affords 
SBP the potential to offer both opportunities for students 
in terms of ensuring an engaging and purposeful learning 
experience which offers increased ‘value’ for students on 
professional programmes. However, caution is encouraged 
as, in departing from traditional didactic approaches to 
teaching and learning, there is risk in challenging underlying 
personal epistemologies and conceptions of the nature of 
learning itself (Curnow et al., 2019).

However, it is important to acknowledge that, within 
the current study, instances of contrast in the personal 
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epistemologies of academic staff and SPCs were relatively 
infrequent:     

Listening to the pedagogic consultants, I was struck 
by just how much their views align with mine – and I 
think those of our larger staff team. Does this mean 
that pedagogic consultants aren’t representative of 
the wider student cohort? Or just that we’re broadly 
in agreement and that I’m worrying too much! 

As this reflection indicates, the close correlation between 
the views of both academic staff and SPCs may prompt 
questions surrounding the extent to which SPCs are 
representative of the wider student body and the potential 
implications of this when seeking to gain insight into the 
broader student experience. This echoes the wider literature, 
which suggests that engagement in voluntary activities 
of this nature is associated with higher levels of academic 
attainment (Farsides & Woodfield, 2007). 

The potential implications of the non-representative nature 
of SPCs are significant, curtailing the potential for insight 
into students’ lived experiences more generally as well as 
the unpinning theoretical intentions of this study, which 
positions collaboration with students as partners as a means 
of affording honest and authentic insight into our pedagogic 
practice (Gower, 2017). Therefore, moving forward and 
reflecting for action (Schön, 1987), this raises questions 
regarding the extent to which pedagogic consultants can 
and should be recruited to enable engagement with a more 
representative student group. 

The role of student insights in developing SBP

Across the data, participant reflections demonstrated that 
engaging with the SPCs provided insight on the development 
of simulation-based pedagogies. These insights were 
acknowledged to be of great value to academic staff:

Students offered an inside voice to the session. They 
supported us, as staff, to see what it was like on the 
other side. This meant we could effectively reflect on 
each session.

I think that the pedagogic consultants’ insights into 
the structure of sessions, the importance of having 
authentic tasks to do, and of collaboration with 
peers from the outset of sessions so that they can 
consider a wide range of views were aspects of this 
work that I hadn’t considered in as much depth as 
they seem to have done, so these are very useful 
to ensure that they are consistently included when 
designing any future sessions.

Indeed, it is also important to note that some staff accounts 
suggest that the rich detail evident in the insights from the 
SPCs exceeded that of the staff themselves:

This demonstrates how working with SPCs afforded 
opportunities for reflection on action (Schön, 1987), 
whereby staff were able to triangulate their own experiences 
and perceptions of SBP with those of the students. However, 

also evident is that collaboration with SPCs also prompted 
reflection for action (Schön, 1987) by creating opportunities 
to learn from students’ insider perspectives to enhance staff 
pedagogic understanding (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017), 
with positive implications for learning and teaching.  

You understand how SBP supports their development 
as a primary teacher. Without this focus group 
and consultation, we would not be aware of some 
barriers to learning which they highlight.

This provided a lens through which to access student 
perspectives and experiences of SBP, prompting awareness 
of further opportunities to develop and enhance future SBP 
design and delivery. As such, these accounts can be seen to 
align with those elsewhere in the literature in suggesting the 
potential value of creating opportunities to actively engage 
with students’ insider perspectives (Lodge, 2005) in order 
to better-understand students’ perceptions of their learning 
experiences (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Daviduke, 2018) and 
enhance staff pedagogic understanding (Mercer-Mapstone 
et al., 2017).  

	
Improvements for the design of SBP

Accounts demonstrated reflection for action (Schön, 1987) 
prompted by engagement with SPCs, highlighting several 
aspects of SBP for further development and improvement. 
These include the need to clarify and clearly signpost links 
between theory and practice, considering the timing of 
simulation sessions across the academic year, particularly in 
relation to practice-based placements, and the use of non-
idealised scenarios.  

One of the most frequently cited benefits of SBP is the 
metaphorical bridge that these provide between theoretical 
and professional knowledge (McGarr et al., 2017; Mulholland 
et al., 2022). However, in the context of this study, working 
with SPCs indicated to staff that they had not been sufficiently 
explicit in clarifying and signposting links between theory 
and practice:

Pedagogic consultants’ references to the ‘subtle’ 
links between theory and practice really stood out 
for me. I don’t think we want these links to be subtle 
(or at least not always!). I worry that this may mean 
that you need a pretty decent knowledge of theory 
(like these strong students) to spot the connections 
and that this means that many other students will 
miss these! I think we may need to be more explicit 
about how SBP is connecting to prior learning, 
research and theory to help students make these 
connections more easily.

Reflecting on action (Schön, 1987), it was evident to staff 
that if the SPCs, all of whom had strong academic profiles, 
considered the references made by staff to theory as ‘subtle’ 
then there may be other students for whom these connections 
would remain unrecognised and unacknowledged. This 
indicates that, in the initial planning and implementation of 
SBP, staff assumptions regarding students’ understanding 
of theory and our subsequent ability to connect this to a 
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simulated context were inaccurate, potentially resulting in 
missed opportunities to promote professional learning.  

In response to this, staff accounts also demonstrate reflection 
for action (Schön, 1987) in calling for greater awareness of 
this issue and the need to more carefully consider how the 
relevant links between theory and practice can be signposted 
for students: 

Students have provided some perspectives that I 
wouldn’t have considered – we haven’t made the 
links between theory and practice clear enough.”

“Clearly, we need to link theory to practice more 
explicitly and acknowledge the imperfect nature of 
this.

This resonates with the work of Nestel and Bearman (2015), 
who emphasise the importance of ensuring a shared 
understanding of the nature of ‘theory’ between both staff 
and students, as well as explicit discussion regarding the 
point at which these theories should be acknowledged 
and enacted. For example, this could be achieved through 
providing pre- or mid-session tasks which signpost relevant 
theory or through incorporating pauses within the session 
to allow both staff and students to re-group to share their 
understanding of how theory is impacting upon practice 
and to support decisions moving forward. 

In addition to reflections regarding the transparency 
of connections between theory and practice, engaging 
with SPCs also emphasised the need to align these more 
purposefully to taught content: 

It was also interesting – and so sensible! – to consider 
students’ reflections around the timings of different 
simulations, particularly so that these come before 
different placement experiences. At the moment, 
we’re really just trialling SBP. However, as we’re 
finding out how much these opportunities are valued 
by students, I wonder whether it is now the time to 
consider the timing and sequencing of different 
SBP opportunities more carefully to maximise their 
potential to complement taught content.

This reflection on action (Schön, 1987) echoes that made 
in relation to the connection between theory and practice 
and can be seen to correspond with the wider literature 
regarding the under-utilisation of students’ perceptions and 
opinions in curriculum design (Healey & Healey, 2019). 

In assuming full ownership and control, the staff team made 
decisions that did not necessarily reflect the preferences or 
learning needs of the students for whom the provision was 
intended. As this account demonstrates, in reflecting for 
action (Schön, 1987), collaboration with the SPCs highlights 
not only the importance of identifying the most appropriate 
points for the rehearsal and application of professional 
knowledge and competencies within a programme but also 
the potential value of actively seeking out students’ views 
and perspectives to inform this. This would encompass not 
only what students find challenging to deal but also when 
is it that they begin to feel particularly vulnerable (Shanks, 

2014) in those identified aspects of practice as novices in the 
expert environment in which they find themselves on their 
school-based placements.

A final improvement to the design of SBP prompted through 
engagement with SPCs is the use of non-idealised scenarios. 
These non-idealised situations – circumstances within 
which a greater number of factors required intervention or 
where appropriate support was unavailable – were cited by 
the SPCs as a potential means of enhancing the learning 
resultant from SBP. However, here it is interesting to note 
that SPC consideration of simulated scenarios of this nature 
contrasted with a careful decision made by the staff team:

This idea of learning through mistakes and the 
strong desire students seem to have for non-
idealised situations. We have planned relatively 
straightforward scenarios because we were conscious 
of cognitive load – and of not scaring students with 
some of the very challenging and complex situations 
which can arise when they are still at a very early 
point in their training.

In reflecting for action (Schön, 1987), this adds to existing 
studies (Nicholet al., 2023) in raising important questions 
relating to the distinction between providing the educational 
provision that students may want and that which they may 
need. This tension is encapsulated in the following account: 

If we dismiss ideas too quickly, then we miss 
opportunities to develop our work. And it may not 
be that our approaches/choices are wrong. It may 
just be that we need to communication the reasons 
for our choices more explicitly so that students 
understand them.

In this specific context – as the students considered within 
this study are also pre-service teachers, for whom education 
is both the vehicle by which learning is accomplished and 
its subject focus – we believe that this underscores the 
importance of clearly communicating the rationale for the 
pedagogic choices made. In this way, students may also gain 
an increased understanding of the rationale underpinning 
designed teaching and learning sessions, thereby equipping 
students with professional knowledge to inform both their 
own future teaching practice and their capacity to act as 
metacognitive role models to the pupils with whom they 
work (Wall & Hall, 2016).    

Working in collaboration with SPCs 

Whilst recognising the benefits of working with SPCs 
evident both within this study and the wider literature 
(Healey et al., 2014; Nichol et al., 2023), it is important 
to acknowledge that this was not without compromise. 
Practical challenges, including logistical issues, were 
experienced across relationships, and the power dynamics 
inherent to the position of those engaged as either students 
or staff also influenced both willingness and capacity to 
engage in the pedagogic consultancy process. It threatens 
what Healey et al. (2014) describe as establishing deeper, 
sustained connections with students’ active voices in seeking 
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pedagogic advice and consultancy.

 
Logistical challenges 
 
In reflecting on action (Schön, 1987), staff accounts 
highlighted a range of logistical concerns whilst working 
in partnership with students, the most common being the 
paucity of time in very busy schedules to meet and work 
directly with SPCs. For example, challenges experienced in 
attempting to schedule meetings when both staff and SPCs 
were available to attend left staff feeling a little discontented 
with elements of the process: 

I think that mainly I feel mildly frustrated. I see 
so much value in working with the pedagogic 
consultants, but I just don’t think that any of us – 
students or staff – have as much time as we’d like 
to really make the most of the opportunities for 
learning that working in partnership could offer.” 
 
I do still maintain that the opportunity should be 
there for discussion, but we’ve not had everyone 
together to do that, which is a shame.

Furthermore, staff accounts suggest that there was a 
particular awareness of SPCs dual role as both students 
and consultants and were conscious of the potential of this 
additional commitment in over-loading students, hampering 
their studies or placements: 

Having the time/capacity to invest in this as much 
as I really want to. Everyone is so busy, and we are 
really conscious that our pedagogic consultants 
have assignments and placements that need to be 
their first priority. 

For staff and students, initial teacher education is a labour-
intensive programme, and perhaps this reality may just need 
to be accepted (Carter, 2015; Perry et al., 2019). However, 
despite this, in reflecting for action (Schön, 1987), staff 
suggested possible approaches to make more efficient use 
of their time moving forwards:

I’ll keep thinking how we could keep informal 
conduits of communication open...I think it would 
be incredibly valuable - and perhaps more frequent 
communication would also help relationships to 
become easier as we become more familiar with 
each other.
 
I wonder if, rather than working for an hour here and 
there, it would be more beneficial to block work (e.g. 
during school/university holidays) so that we could 
work together for a sustained period of time. Would 
this help to develop effective working relationships 
more quickly? Would it help us to gain deeper and 
richer insights and collaborations?
 
Would building in more face-to-face meetings 
facilitate the development of these effective working 
relationships? What about establishing working 
relationships over a longer time span – 2 years?

Interestingly, these reflections centre around the importance 
of building and strengthening relationships rather than the 
logistical concerns themselves. The lack of time was not 
deemed significant in terms of task completion, as this was 
not highlighted, but instead, accounts emphasise the need 
to foster positive relationships between staff and pedagogic 
consultants to enhance the consultancy process. According 
to Snijders et al. (2022), relationships form a key part of 
effective student-staff partnerships, therefore, ensuring 
sufficient time to build these relationships should be an 
important consideration in the planning and preparation for 
working with SPCs.  

 
Student-staff relationships and power dynamics  
 
Further to these considerations regarding the nature of 
student-staff relationships, staff accounts also raise questions 
regarding the ways in which this may have impacted upon 
the nature of the feedback shared. It was anticipated that 
SPCs would challenge the pedagogic approaches deployed 
by academic staff. However, this was not something that 
fully materialised:

Student roles were to be honest and constructive, 
staff to be open and non-judgemental. The students 
were articulate and insightful at times although not 
offering solutions – which suppose is the staff’s job.  

I had hoped there would be some Damascene 
moment when I would have my views challenged in 
a constructive and enlightening way, but that hasn’t 
happened... yet.

In reflecting on action (Schön, 1987), staff can be seen to 
consider the possible reasons for this, including the potential 
role of power dynamics in influencing interactions:

all of the right emotions are there, all of the desire 
to genuinely work together, but we can’t ignore the 
different roles and that power relationships do exist. 
 
I’m also conscious that there are power dynamics 
at play. We are responsible for teaching (and 
assessing!) the pedagogic consultants. Surely, this 
must mean that they feel like they can’t always be 
as honest with us as they’d like to be. I feel like we 
haven’t spent enough time face to face, working in 
this capacity, to establish the working relationships 
(hopefully on a slightly more equal footing) that I’d 
like to have. I wonder if an away day or two at the 
beginning of establishing a partnership could help 
to facilitate this. 

From this, we recognise that staff may not have had their 
desired Damascene moment as, operating within an 
academic environment, students - even when assuming the 
role of SPC - may feel constrained by power relationships 
that encourage silence on the students' part (Patrick, 2013). 

In considering this issue, it is important to revisit the 
theoretical underpinnings of this study: that, in collaborating 
with SPCs, we would be able to enact a form of critical 
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pedagogy (Freire, 1970), emphasising the social nature of 
learning and an honest reflection of the power dynamics 
between students and staff so that learning is collaborative 
rather than imposed. On reflection, the very processes of 
recruiting and appointing SPCs undermined this intention 
by reinforcing the traditional hierarchical relationships 
between staff and students. Through the application 
process, SPCs were interviewed by the staff who would be 
working with them if they were formally employed. From the 
outset, this can be seen to establish the roles and associated 
power dynamics of employer and employee, subject to 
employment systems which required that staff also assumed 
responsibility for approving time sheets for hours worked, 
further maintaining this imbalance.

This aligns with the work of those such as Dwyer (2018) 
in underscoring the potential obstacles presented by 
institutional procedures and systems which may restrict 
the capacity for change (Dwyer, 2018). Any restructuring of 
this power dynamic would not be something which would 
occur naturally. Both staff and Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs) would need to proactively take steps to redress this 
in order to encourage more open and perhaps challenging 
communication with SPCs. However, as Freire argued, one of 
the roles of an educator is to “unveil opportunities for hope no 
matter what the obstacles may be” (1994, p. 9). Collectively, 
we believe that the potential value of collaboration with 
SPCs is significant and, reflecting for action (Schön, 1987), 
we must now acknowledge our own roles in this scenario 
and consider future avenues of working to better support 
SPCs to critique and question the power structures of which 
we were a part.

Conclusions

The purpose of this paper was twofold: considering both 
staff perceptions and experiences of working with SPCs 
to gain insight into student perspectives of SBP, as well 
as the implications of the consultancy process for staff 
professional understanding of the effective planning and 
implementation of SBP. As authors, we believe that the 
benefits of collaboration with SPCs to inform the planning 
and implementation of SBP largely outweigh the challenges. 
Working alongside SPCs provided opportunities to question 
underlying assumptions regarding the pedagogic choices 
underpinning SBP, providing valuable insider perspectives 
which enhanced staff pedagogic understanding and 
prompted further consideration of the design and 
development of the simulated sessions. The use of the 
reflective models ensured the staff understood more deeply 
their role in student engagement, helping to overcome 
challenges that were previously unrecognised. 

Drawing on critical pedagogy theory (Freire, 1970), the 
pedagogic consultancy process was enhanced through 
the traditions that examined and challenged the power 
structures and inequalities in our HE environment. Critical 
pedagogy, as a philosophy of education and social 
movement, encouraged critical thinking whilst challenging 
the typical nuances within staff and student relationships. 
We believe that our findings provide a possible framework 
for implementing SBP and conclude by advocating both the 

wider adoption of SBP in ITE as well as the further exploration 
of working in partnership with students as SPCs to inform 
and improve the design and implementation of such 
pedagogies. However, to realise the true potential of student 
pedagogic consultancy, careful consideration must be given 
to the time constraints within which authentic collaboration 
and consultation operate, as well as the underlying systems 
and procedures which may succeed in perpetuating, rather 
than challenging, the hierarchical power structures inherent 
to traditional student-staff interactions.
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