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This study aimed to elucidate supervisors’ mentoring discourses and analyze the
positioning of pre-service teachers during the internship process, along with its impact on
their agency and professional identity. Adopting a qualitative design, the study utilized
discourse analysis framed within positioning theory. Data were gathered through semi-
structured interviews with 50 female pre-service teachers at Farhangian University, Tehran,
and were subsequently analyzed using thematic analysis.

The findings revealed that supervisors’ mentoring discourses manifest in seven primary
patterns: evaluative, analytical, justificatory, prescriptive, normalizing, rapport-building, and
delegatory. In their interactions with interns, these discourses fostered three distinct
positioning patterns—*student/follower,” ‘inquirer/analyst,” and ‘collaborator’, which, in
turn, influenced outcomes such as self-confidence, independent decision-making,
professional reflection, and evolving teacher identity. The results underscore that mentoring
discourses play a pivotal role in shaping the internal learning experience, self-efficacy, and
professional agency of pre-service teachers, and can be conceptualized as part of the hidden
curriculum in higher education internships. Consequently, revising the internship curriculum
and empowering supervisors to adopt more supportive and participatory discourses are
essential for fostering capable, self-directed teachers within the higher education system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
The practicummoften regarded as the cornerstone of initial teacher education represents a critical
transitional phase in which pre-service teachers move from theoretical coursework into the authentic,
complex realities of classroom practice. During this period, student teachers are expected not only to
develop pedagogical skills but also to construct their professional identities, internalise the values and
norms of the teaching profession, and cultivate a sense of professional agency. Among the many factors
that shape these outcomes, the quality of mentoring conversations between supervising faculty and student
teachers stands out as particularly influential. These post-lesson or pre-lesson dialogues, often labelled as
mentoring discourses, are where feedback is exchanged, reflections are prompted, and professional

knowledge is co-constructed.

However, the nature and quality of these discursive interactions are far from uniform. Research has
shown that mentoring talk can range from prescriptive and evaluative to analytical and empowering, and
that these different discourse patterns carry profound implications for how student teachers position
themselves in relation to their supervisors, their learners, and the profession at large. Positioning theory, as
developed by Davies and Harré (1990), offers a powerful lens for understanding how individuals construct
their identities and roles through moment-to-moment discursive practices. Within this framework,
positioning refers to the dynamic process by which speakers assign themselves and others specific rights,
duties, and social statuses in conversation. These positionings are not fixed but are continuously negotiated

and can either enable or constrain opportunities for learning and professional growth.

Despite the recognised importance of mentoring discourses, research in the Iranian context has largely
overlooked how these discursive patterns actually unfold in practicum settings and what consequences they
bear for student teachers' professional agency. Studies conducted within Iranian higher education have
pointed to a significant gap between idealised curricular models and the lived realities of internship
programmes, often characterising the current system as fragmented, overly prescriptive, and failing to foster
genuine professional autonomy. Against this backdrop, the present study was designed to address the
following research questions: What mentoring discourses dominate supervisor-student teacher interactions
during the practicum? How do student teachers position themselves within these discursive interactions?

And how do these discourses and positionings influence their sense of professional agency and emerging
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teacher identity? By employing a qualitative discourse-analytic approach grounded in positioning theory,
this study seeks to offer fresh insights into the micro-level processes that shape professional learning in

higher education contexts.

Methodology
This qualitative study adopted a discourse-analytic framework informed by positioning theory and social
constructionism. The research aimed to identify the dominant mentoring discourses, the positionings
adopted by student teachers, and the implications of these for professional agency.

Participants and Sampling: The study involved 50 female pre-service teachers enrolled in internship
courses at Farhangian University, Tehran, during the 2025-2026 academic year. Participants were selected
using purposive sampling. The inclusion criteria were: (a) willingness to participate in the study, and (b)
having completed at least two semesters of practicum experience. To capture a diversity of mentoring
experiences, participants had worked with different supervisors. In cases where student teachers shared the
same supervisor, three-person group interviews were conducted to explore variations and similarities in

their discursive experiences.

Data Collection: Semi-structured interviews were employed as the primary data collection tool. The
interview protocol consisted of 9 main questions and 23 follow-up prompts, designed to elicit rich
descriptions of supervisory feedback, reflective dialogues, positioning experiences, and perceived impacts
on professional identity and agency. Example questions included: "How does your supervisor typically
provide feedback?" and "How have these discursive experiences and positionings shaped your image of
being a professional teacher?" All interviews were audio-recorded with participants' consent and transcribed

verbatim.

Data Analysis: Thematic analysis, guided by Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase framework, was used
to identify recurring patterns and themes. Additionally, the analytical process drew upon the social
constructionist stance of Potter and Hepburn (2008), which treats discourse as a socially situated action.
The analysis proceeded in two main stages. Stage one involved: (1) reading transcripts and highlighting
meaning units, (2) open coding to identify explicit and implicit meanings related to the research questions,
and (3) writing reflective memos. Stage two focused on theme construction through: (1) classifying codes,
(2) comparing codes for similarities and differences, (3) labelling clusters of codes, (4) translating and

describing labels, and (5) defining and naming final themes. To enhance trustworthiness, peer debriefing
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with a specialist in educational sciences was conducted, and member checks were carried out with selected
participants. Ethical considerations, including informed consent and confidentiality, were strictly observed

throughout.
Findings

The analysis yielded three overarching thematic categories: mentoring discourses, student

positioning, and consequences for professional identity and agency.
Mentoring Discourses (Seven Patterns): Seven dominant mentoring discourses were identified:

1. Evaluative Discourse: Supervisors judged teaching performance with or without providing
justifications. Effective evaluation involved clear criteria and supportive tone; ineffective

evaluation merely pointed out errors without explanation.

2. Analytical Discourse: Supervisors probed the reasons behind teaching decisions through targeted

questioning, prompting deeper reflection. Ineffective analytical talk stopped at surface description.

3. Justificatory Discourse: Supervisors explained the rationale behind pedagogical choices or
student behaviours, enabling understanding. Its absence left student teachers without
comprehension of underlying principles.

4. Prescriptive Discourse: Supervisors gave direct instructions for improvement. When
accompanied by reasoning, it was empowering; when purely directive, it fostered passive
compliance.

5. Normalising Discourse: Supervisors framed mistakes as natural parts of learning, reducing
anxiety and encouraging risk-taking.

6. Rapport-Building Discourse: Supervisors used warm, supportive language and demonstrated

emotional availability, fostering trust and collaboration.

7. Delegatory Discourse: Supervisors intentionally ceded autonomy, allowing student teachers to

make independent decisions and choose teaching methods.

Student Positioning (Three Patterns): In response to these discourses, student teachers adopted

three main positions:

e Student/Follower: Characterised by dependency, seeking explicit instructions, and viewing the

supervisor as the sole authority.
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e Inquirer/Analyst: Marked by active questioning, self-reflection, and growing capacity to

independently diagnose teaching issues.

o Collaborator: Represented a horizontal, partnership-oriented relationship where student teachers

felt respected, consulted, and co-responsible for pedagogical decisions.

Consequences for Professional Agency (Four Outcomes): The interplay of discourses and
positions produced four key consequences:

e Increased Self-Confidence: Supportive and normalising discourses bolstered self-belief, while

harsh evaluation eroded it.

e Independent Decision-Making: Delegatory and analytical discourses fostered autonomous

choices and a sense of ownership.

o Professional Reflection: Analytical and justificatory talk cultivated habits of systematic

self-evaluation and critical thinking.

e Evolving Teacher Identity: Collaborative positioning helped student teachers see themselves as
becoming professionals, whereas prescriptive approaches generated self-doubt and identity

confusion.
Discussion and Conclusion

This study provides compelling evidence that mentoring discourses are not neutral communicative acts
but powerful pedagogical tools that shape student teachers' professional identities, positionings, and agency
in profound ways. The seven discourse patterns identified closely align with and extend previous typologies
of classroom and mentoring talk, while the three positioning patterns reflect the dynamic, negotiated nature

of identity construction in situ.

A key insight is that effective mentoring requires more than the simple provision of feedback; it demands
a deliberate, reflective orchestration of multiple discourse types. Rapport-building emerged as a
foundational discourse, without which even well-intentioned analytical or delegatory talk failed to achieve
its transformative potential. This finding resonates strongly with research that emphasises the centrality of
trust, emotional safety, and relational quality in professional learning. Furthermore, the study highlights
that prescriptive discourse, when used exclusively, tends to lock student teachers into passive follower
positions, thereby undermining their capacity for autonomous professional action. In contrast, the strategic
combination of analytical, justificatory, and delegatory discourses progressively moves learners from

dependency toward collegial partnership.
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The consequences identified—self-confidence, independent decision-making, reflective practice, and
identity formation—constitute a coherent pathway through which discursive interactions materialise as
tangible professional outcomes. These outcomes are not merely individual psychological states but are
socially co-constructed and context-dependent. The study also reveals significant mismatches between
official curriculum rhetoric and actual mentoring practices, echoing previous Iranian research that has
documented pervasive implementation gaps. Such disconnections suggest that policy reforms alone are
insufficient; what is needed is systemic capacity-building that equips supervisors with the discursive
awareness and skills to intentionally deploy empowering discourse patterns.

Limitations of the study include its single-site, single-gender sample and its reliance on retrospective
self-report, which may be subject to memory and desirability biases. Future research should employ
longitudinal designs, mixed methods, and include diverse institutional and gender perspectives to validate
and enrich these findings. Nevertheless, the present study makes a significant contribution by offering a
nuanced, empirically grounded model that links micro-level talk to macro-level professional development.

In conclusion, mentoring discourses in practicum settings are far more than routine conversations; they
are constitutive forces that shape who student teachers become. To foster professionally agentic teachers
capable of critical reflection, independent decision-making, and collaborative engagement, higher
education institutions must prioritise the deliberate cultivation of supportive, analytical, and empowering
discursive practices. This requires not only curricular revision but also sustained professional development
for supervisors, structural support for authentic collaboration, and a cultural shift that values dialogue over
directive control. By making the hidden curriculum of mentoring talk visible and intentional, teacher
education programmes can truly fulfil their mission of preparing teachers who are not merely competent

technicians but reflective practitioners and change-agents in their classrooms and communities.
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