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Australia is losing up to a third of its graduate teachers before they are three years out of University. Research is telling us that stress, isolation and lack of mentoring are the catalysts. I believe that we can create resilient graduate teachers by establishing peer-based support networks for teachers while they're training. I also think that while training teachers well is important, training teachers to work well together is integral to their eventual success and better reflects the classrooms in which they will teach. At the moment, I'm working with eight groups of pre-service teachers participating in an innovative practicum programme in Bendigo. These teachers-in-training learn together at Uni, teach together in schools and reflect together as a team. What I'm investigating is what they learnt from each other. Did having another peer onsite provide them with support? Was this support different to what they got from their expert teacher mentors? What do they think teacher training needs in order to ensure, not only that they learn as much as possible but that they have the opportunity to share that learning with others. Already my interview subjects are telling me that they value bonding as a whole team, having someone available for debrief, someone never too busy to help and I think this reinforces the notion that teaching and learning do not happen in isolation. They occur as part of a community. My findings are corroborating this belief. When placed in a supportive peer-based environment, three quarters of participants say that they communicate with their peers about teaching every single day. What's more, they communicate with their peers more often than they communicate with their mentors. In essence, they're actively seeking knowledge from one another, which is valuable when you consider how important a tool co-operative learning can be. I was motivated to study this when I was training as a teacher. I found the isolation of practicum to be very overwhelming. Luckily, I had another student from the same University training alongside me. We shared triumphs and tragedies. We applied lectures we'd attended at University to classes we were teaching at school and we've kept in contact for 12 years. We've shared countless resources and we've supported pre-service teachers in our care to develop their own networks. I'm hoping that my thesis can help teacher educators identify the benefits of pairing up pre-service teachers so that we can enrich their learning while they're training but I'm also hoping that we can stem some of the haemorrhage of teachers in those early post-graduation years. I believe - and my thesis contends - that if we support pre-service teachers in supporting one another, perhaps we can create and keep the very best teachers at our schools. Thank you.

