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Abstract. The pedagogical competence of pre-service early childhood Citation :

teachers develops not only through university coursework but also
through guided participation in authentic settings. Yet internship and
mentorship experiences remain uneven because of persistent theory-
practice disconnections, inconsistent mentoring, and insufficiently
coherent practicum structures. This systematic literature review
synthesised 37 peer-reviewed articles published from 2020 to 2025 and
indexed in CNKI, Web of Science, and ERIC. Using a structured coding
framework and thematic synthesis, the review examined study
characteristics, theoretical orientations, processes of competence
development, and the contextual conditions shaping those processes.
Across the literature, pedagogical competence emerged as a
multidimensional and situated capacity developed through classroom
participation, mentoring, peer collaboration, and critical reflection. The
effectiveness of these processes depended on institutional coordination,
access to resources, mentor preparation and availability, academic
support, manageable workloads, and a supportive school culture.
Mentorship was especially important because it helped pre-service
teachers interpret children's responses, connect theory with
developmentally appropriate practice, and form a professional identity.
The review therefore supports internship models that deliberately
connect sustained classroom responsibility with prepared mentors,
collaborative inquiry, and structured reflection. It also identifies design
principles relevant to the further development and empirical evaluation
of the Hengxing Internship Model. These findings offer a conceptual basis
for teacher educators, institutions, and policymakers seeking context-
responsive approaches to preparing reflective and adaptive early
childhood teachers.
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1. Introduction

Early childhood education (ECE) is being reshaped by educational reform, rising
expectations for quality, and wider recognition that young children's early
experiences influence their learning, well-being, and development (OECD, 2021;
UNESCO, 2022). Accordingly, education systems increasingly need early
childhood teachers who can combine sound pedagogical knowledge with
reflective judgement, relational sensitivity, and professional adaptability
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Loughran, 2021). Teacher-education institutions
must therefore connect university-based learning with sustained participation in
authentic early childhood settings (Grossman et al., 2021; Korthagen, 2021).

For pre-service early childhood teachers, the movement from university
coursework into classroom practice is both formative and demanding. During this
transition, they must learn to interpret children's verbal and non-verbal responses,
organise play-based and intentional learning, guide behaviour in
developmentally appropriate ways, and respond to diverse learning and
developmental needs (Flores & Swennen, 2020; Konig et al.,, 2020). Many,
however, find it difficult to transform theoretical knowledge into situated
pedagogical decisions and coherent learning experiences (Jita, 2022; Hasymi &
Nurkamto, 2023). This persistent disconnection between university preparation
and field-based practice can restrict the development of pedagogical competence
(Nguyen, 2022; Purnama et al., 2025).

Internship and practicum programmes are therefore central to teacher education
because they provide conditions for experiential learning and professional
formation (Darling-Hammond et al.,, 2020b; McIntyre & McIntyre, 2020). By
observing, planning, teaching, documenting children's learning, and participating
in the daily life of an early childhood setting, pre-service teachers begin to develop
practical judgement as well as a professional identity (Korthagen, 2021; Huang et
al., 2025). Well-designed placements can strengthen pedagogical competence,
reflective practice, and confidence (Yan & He, 2024; Parker et al., 2022). Their
value, however, depends on the quality of programme design, the responsibilities
entrusted to pre-service teachers, and the support available throughout the
placement (Huang et al., 2025; Yan & Mingyao, 2022).

Mentorship is a particularly important condition of a productive practicum.
Mentors help pre-service teachers interpret the complexity of early childhood
practice through modelling, dialogue, feedback, and professional support
(Hudson, 2020; Orland-Barak & Wang, 2021). Effective mentoring has been
associated with stronger pedagogical practice, professional identity, and
adaptation to classroom contexts (Allen et al., 2021; Dreer-Gothe, 2025). Mentor
teachers can make otherwise tacit decisions visible, invite reflection, and help pre-
service teachers connect theory with the needs of particular children and groups
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(Qi, 2025; Loughran, 2021). Yet mentoring remains informal, inconsistent, or
insufficiently structured in many settings, which limits its developmental value
(Nguyen, 2022; Smith & Johnson, 2023).

These concerns have prompted growing interest in internship models with
explicit stages, roles, learning goals, and mechanisms for feedback and reflection
(Bekereci-Sahin, 2024; Zeichner & Conklin, 2021). The Hengxing Internship Model
is one institutional example: it brings together collaborative learning, sustained
mentoring, and coordination between campus-based preparation and field
practice. As a design framework, it is consistent with experiential and social
perspectives on learning, which emphasise participation, reflection, interaction,
and repeated engagement in practice (Korthagen, 2021; Wang & Fan, 2025).

Although internship and mentoring have received considerable attention,
literature offers a less developed account of how their components work together
to support the pedagogical competence of pre-service early childhood teachers.
Studies commonly examine practicum experiences or individual features of
mentoring, rather than the relationships among classroom responsibility, guided
reflection, peer learning, and institutional support (Wong, 2025; Liu & Dzainudin,
2023). Consequently, evidence relevant to integrated models remains dispersed
across different research traditions and educational contexts (Yan & Mingyao,
2022).

A systematic synthesis is needed to clarify the processes through which internship
and mentorship support competence development, the conditions that strengthen
or constrain these processes, and the remaining gaps in the evidence. Such a
synthesis can also provide a defensible basis for evaluating and refining
structured models, including the Hengxing Internship Model, without assuming
their effectiveness in advance (Huang et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2025; Parker et al.,
2022).

Accordingly, this study systematically reviews research on internship and
mentorship in the preparation of pre-service early childhood teachers. It examines
how pedagogical competence is conceptualised and developed, identifies the
contextual conditions associated with productive placements, and derives design
implications for coherent internship models. The review then considers how these
evidence-informed principles may guide the further development and empirical
evaluation of the Hengxing Internship Model. In doing so, it seeks to inform
teacher educators, institutions, and policymakers working to prepare capable,
reflective, and context-responsive early childhood teachers (OECD, 2021;
UNESCO, 2022).

1.1 Pedagogical Competence of Pre-Service Early Childhood Teachers

Pedagogical competence is a foundational dimension of professionalism in early
childhood education. It encompasses more than the delivery of planned
instruction: teachers must design, enact, observe, and evaluate experiences that
are responsive to children's development, interests, cultures, and participation.
Contemporary accounts therefore treat competence as an integration of content
knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and contextual judgement (Darling-
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Hammond et al., 2020b; Loughran, 2021; Shulman, 1987). In early childhood
settings, this integration is expressed through sensitive interaction, intentional

play-based pedagogy, observation, and the organisation of inclusive
environments for exploration and learning (OECD, 2021; UNESCO, 2022).

Importantly, pedagogical competence is not a fixed attribute acquired during
initial teacher education but rather a dynamic and evolving process shaped
through experience, reflection, and participation in real teaching contexts
(Grossman et al., 2021; Korthagen, 2021; Lave & Wenger, 1991). This perspective
highlights the situated nature of teacher learning, where competence develops
through engagement with authentic classroom situations, interaction with
learners, and ongoing reflection on practice (McIntyre & McIntyre, 2020; Schon,
1983). For pre-service teachers, this developmental process is often characterised
by uncertainty and gradual progression from theoretical understanding to
practical application.

For pre-service early childhood teachers, the development of pedagogical
competence begins within teacher education institutions, where they are
introduced to theoretical frameworks, instructional strategies, and foundational
knowledge of child development. However, the transition from theory to practice
remains a persistent challenge. Empirical studies consistently report that student
teachers struggle to apply theoretical concepts in real classroom situations,
particularly in managing classroom interactions, facilitating child-centred
learning, and adapting instruction to diverse developmental needs (Flores &
Swennen, 2020; Jita, 2022; Konig et al., 2020; Nguyen, 2022). These challenges
reflect a well-documented gap between university-based preparation and the
realities of classroom practice, often referred to as the theory-practice divide
(Korthagen, 2021; Bekereci-Sahin, 2024).

Within early childhood education, pedagogical competence is best understood as
a multidimensional construct. Its interrelated domains include planning, play-
and inquiry-based pedagogy, interaction and classroom organisation, assessment
of children's learning and development, and reflective practice (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2020b; Loughran, 2021; Purnama et al., 2025). Planning requires
attention to developmental trajectories and children's emerging interests, whereas
enactment requires teachers to extend learning through responsive interaction.
Likewise, classroom management in ECE is not simply behavioural control; it
includes creating emotionally secure, inclusive environments that support
agency, participation, and well-being (OECD, 2021).

Reflective practice is equally important because it enables pre-service teachers to
examine the assumptions behind their decisions, interpret children's responses,
and adjust subsequent teaching (Loughran, 2021; Schon, 1983). Such reflection is
indispensable in early childhood settings, where pedagogy must remain
responsive to individuals, relationships, and unfolding classroom events. Pre-
service teachers, however, may initially describe events rather than analyse them
and therefore need skilful guidance to develop critical, evidence-informed
reflection (Huang et al., 2025; Yan & Mingyao, 2022).
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Despite the comprehensive nature of pedagogical competence, pre-service
teachers frequently encounter difficulties in developing these domains
simultaneously. Limited teaching experience, lack of confidence, and insufficient
exposure to diverse classroom situations often constrain their development
(Purnama et al., 2025; Hasymi & Nurkamto, 2023). In particular, novice teachers
may rely heavily on theoretical knowledge without fully understanding how to
adapt it to dynamic classroom contexts, resulting in fragmented or ineffective
teaching practices (Grossman et al., 2021; Konig et al., 2020).

In this regard, field-based experiences such as internships or practicum
programmes play a crucial role in supporting the development of pedagogical
competence. These experiences provide opportunities for experiential learning,
allowing pre-service teachers to engage directly in teaching, observe experienced
educators, and interact with children in authentic settings (Darling-Hammond et
al., 2020; Yan & He, 2024; McIntyre & McIntyre, 2020). Through repeated cycles of
practice and reflection, pre-service teachers gradually develop practical
knowledge, professional judgement, and teaching confidence (Korthagen, 2021;
Parker et al., 2022).

Moreover, the effectiveness of practicum experiences is strongly influenced by the
presence of structured support, particularly mentoring and guided reflection.
Studies indicate that pre-service teachers who receive consistent feedback and
support from mentors demonstrate higher levels of pedagogical competence,
including improved classroom management, instructional strategies, and
reflective abilities (Allen et al., 2021; Dreer-Gothe, 2025; Qi, 2025). Conversely,
unstructured or poorly supported practicum experiences may fail to provide
meaningful learning opportunities, thereby limiting competence development
(Brown & Leigh, 2020; Nguyen, 2022).

Literature therefore presents pedagogical competence as an integrated
achievement arising from theoretical preparation, sustained practicum
participation, and continuing mentor support. It develops through the interaction
of individual inquiry, relationships with mentors and peers, and the opportunities
afforded by particular institutions and classrooms. This conception provides an
appropriate basis for considering structured internship models, including the
Hengxing model, that deliberately connect practice, reflection, and mentoring.

1.2 Internship and Mentorship in Early Childhood Teacher Education

In teacher education, the practicum is a principal site for connecting academic
preparation with professional practice. Its importance is especially pronounced in
early childhood education, where pedagogical decisions are relational,
developmentally informed, and highly sensitive to context. A placement should
therefore be understood not as an adjunct to coursework but as a setting in which
competence is constructed through participation in the everyday work of teaching
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2020b; Korthagen, 2021; Bekereci-Sahin, 2024). It
exposes pre-service teachers to the uncertainty of practice and requires them to
develop flexible responses to children, colleagues, and classroom events
(Grossman et al., 2021; McIntyre & Mclntyre, 2020).
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However, the effectiveness of internship programmes is not automatically
guaranteed. Research consistently shows that practicum experiences vary widely
in quality depending on their structure, duration, and level of institutional
support (Yan & He, 2024; Zeichner & Conklin, 2021). In some cases, internships
are reduced to observational activities with limited opportunities for active
teaching, reflection, or feedback, thereby constraining meaningful learning
(Nguyen, 2022). This variation highlights the importance of designing structured
internship models that provide clear learning objectives, defined roles, and
systematic support mechanisms to guide pre-service teachers throughout their
professional learning journey.

Mentorship shapes whether these experiences become educative. It is a relational
and developmental process through which an experienced teacher supports a pre-
service teacher by modelling practice, making professional reasoning explicit,
offering feedback, and sharing responsibility (Hudson, 2020; Orland-Barak &
Wang, 2021). In ECE, mentorship should also invite careful attention to children's
perspectives, play, relationships, and developmental variation (Qi, 2025;
Loughran, 2021). Close participation with a mentor gives pre-service teachers
access to the tacit knowledge embedded in moment-to-moment decisions,
communication, and the orchestration of complex learning situations (Korthagen,
2021; Schon, 1983).

Empirical evidence demonstrates that effective mentoring significantly
contributes to the development of pedagogical competence. Mentored pre-service
teachers tend to show improvements in lesson planning, classroom management,
and instructional delivery, as well as increased confidence in their teaching
abilities (Allen et al., 2021; Dreer-Géthe, 2025). In addition, mentoring provides
opportunities for observation and feedback, enabling pre-service teachers to
critically reflect on their practice and refine their teaching strategies (Huang et al.,
2025; Yan & Mingyao, 2022). This reflective dimension is particularly important
in early childhood education, where teaching requires continuous adjustment
based on children’s responses and developmental progress.

Despite its importance, mentoring remains uneven across teacher-education
contexts. Relationships may depend on individual goodwill rather than shared
expectations, purposeful observation, or agreed procedures for feedback
(Nguyen, 2022; Smith & Johnson, 2023). Consequently, some pre-service teachers
experience sustained professional dialogue while others receive little more than
supervision. Mentor workload, limited time, inadequate preparation, and weak
institutional coordination further reduce the quality of support (Brown & Leigh,
2020; Purnama et al., 2025). These constraints show why mentor expertise and
programme conditions must be considered together.

These limitations point to the need for a more systematic and integrated approach
to internship and mentorship within teacher education. Recent scholarship
emphasises the importance of structured internship models that align mentoring
practices with clear pedagogical goals, collaborative learning processes, and
reflective activities (Grossman et al., 2021; Zeichner & Conklin, 2021). Such models
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move beyond fragmented practicum experiences towards more coherent systems
of professional learning, where pre-service teachers are supported through
continuous guidance, peer interaction, and iterative reflection.

Against this background, the Hengxing Internship Model can be examined as a
framework for bringing structured mentoring, collaborative learning, and
sustained classroom participation into a more coherent relationship. Its design is
intended to connect institutionally guided preparation with field-based learning
through recurring cycles of practice, dialogue, and reflection. This orientation
accords with contemporary accounts of teacher learning as experiential,
relational, and situated within a professional community (Korthagen, 2021; Lave
& Wenger, 1991; McIntyre & Mclntyre, 2020).

The literature thus treats internship and mentorship as interdependent rather than
parallel components of teacher preparation. Opportunities to teach are most
educative when mentors support interpretation, feedback, and increasingly
independent decision-making. Conversely, mentoring has limited value when it
is detached from meaningful classroom participation. Their deliberate integration
can provide a strong foundation for preparing reflective, responsive, and adaptive
early childhood teachers.

2. Theoretical Perspectives

No single theory fully explains how pre-service early childhood teachers develop
pedagogical competence. The process involves participation in practice,
observation of others, professional dialogue, reflection, and changing forms of
membership within educational communities. This review therefore uses
Experiential Learning Theory, Social Learning Theory, and Communities of
Practice as complementary lenses for interpreting how internship and mentorship
support professional learning.

2.1 Experiential Learning Theory

Kolb's (1984) Experiential Learning Theory describes learning as a recurring
movement among concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract
conceptualisation, and active experimentation. The framework is pertinent to
teacher education because professional knowledge is developed through
engagement with practice rather than acquired through theory alone (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2020b; Korthagen, 2021). During an ECE practicum, pre-service
teachers encounter concrete situations involving children, relationships,
curriculum, and classroom routines. Reflection helps them interpret these
encounters, reconsider their assumptions, and plan more responsive action (Yan
& He, 2024; McIntyre & McIntyre, 2020). Repeated movement between action and
interpretation can gradually develop practical knowledge, professional
judgement, and adaptive expertise (Grossman et al., 2021; Schon, 1983).

Importantly, the effectiveness of experiential learning depends on the presence of
structured opportunities for reflection and feedback. Without guided reflection,
teaching experiences may remain superficial and fail to contribute meaningfully
to competence development (Korthagen, 2021; Parker et al., 2022). This
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underscores the need for internship models that intentionally integrate practice
with reflective processes.

2.2 Social Learning Theory

Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1986) complements this account by explaining
how learning occurs through observation, modelling, interaction, and beliefs
about one's own capability. In teacher education, pre-service teachers learn from
their own actions and by observing mentors, working with peers, and
participating in shared professional activity (Hudson, 2020; Orland-Barak &
Wang, 2021).

Mentorship plays a central role in this process, as mentors act as models of
professional practice. Through observation, pre-service teachers gain insight into
instructional strategies, classroom management techniques, and professional
behaviours that are often tacit and context-dependent (Qi, 2025; Loughran, 2021).
Interaction with mentors further enables the co-construction of knowledge
through dialogue, feedback, and shared reflection (Allen et al., 2021).

Self-efficacy, a central concept in Social Learning Theory, refers to people's beliefs
about their capability to perform particular tasks. In a practicum, these beliefs
influence whether pre-service teachers persist through difficulty, seek feedback,
and try unfamiliar pedagogical strategies (Bandura, 1986; Nabi et al., 2025).
Successful teaching experiences and credible mentor support can strengthen
efficacy while competence is developing. This relationship is especially
consequential in ECE, where teaching demands flexibility, emotional attunement,
and continuous adjustment.

2.3 Communities of Practice

The concept of Communities of Practice, introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991)
and further developed by Wenger (1998), situates learning within social
participation and shared practice. From this perspective, learning is not merely an
individual cognitive process but a form of participation in a community where
knowledge is constructed collectively.

In teacher education, pre-service teachers enter professional communities that
include mentor teachers, peers, and institutional actors. Initially, their
participation is often peripheral, characterised by observation and limited
engagement. However, through continued interaction and guided participation,
they gradually assume more active roles within the teaching community (Lave &
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Mentoring facilitates this transition by providing
access to established practices, professional norms, and shared knowledge (Park
et al., 2024). Such participation is especially significant in ECE because much
pedagogical knowledge is local, relational, and developed with colleagues in
practice. Engagement with mentors and peers enables pre-service teachers to
develop pedagogical competence alongside a sense of professional identity and
belonging (Flores & Swennen, 2020).
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2.4 Applying the Theoretical Framework to the Hengxing Internship Model
Together, the three perspectives provide an analytical framework for considering
the design of the Hengxing Internship Model. Experiential Learning Theory
directs attention to cycles of classroom participation and reflection; Social
Learning Theory explains the contribution of modelling, dialogue, and self-
efficacy; and Communities of Practice highlights increasingly active participation
in a professional community. Read together, these perspectives indicate that
exposure to practice is insufficient unless an internship also provides purposeful
mentoring, collaborative participation, and structured opportunities to interpret
experience. The reviewed evidence supports this proposition: competence
development is associated with the interplay among experiential learning, mentor
quality, peer collaboration, and institutional support (Huang et al., 2025; Nguyet
Nguyen, 2022; Purnama et al., 2025).

The Hengxing Internship Model may therefore be interpreted as an integrative
design rather than as a discrete intervention whose effectiveness can be assumed.
Its combination of structured practicum, sustained mentoring, and collaborative
learning is theoretically consistent with a holistic account of competence
development. Whether these components operate as intended requires direct
empirical investigation. This synthesis frames pedagogical competence as the
product of continuing interaction among individual inquiry, social participation,
and contextual support. It provides criteria against which the Hengxing model
can be refined and evaluated while avoiding claims that extend beyond the
evidence reviewed.

3. Methodology

This study employed a systematic literature review (SLR) to synthesise evidence
on how internship and mentorship support the pedagogical competence of pre-
service early childhood teachers. An SLR was appropriate because it provides a
transparent and reproducible process for locating, appraising, and integrating a
dispersed body of research while identifying recurrent patterns and gaps (Page et
al., 2021; Snyder, 2019). The review focused on internship and mentorship
generally; the resulting synthesis was subsequently used to derive design
implications relevant to the Hengxing Internship Model.

3.1 Search Strategy

The search covered CNKI, Web of Science, and ERIC. Together, these databases
provided access to international and Chinese scholarship in early childhood
education, teacher education, practicum, and mentoring. CNKI was included to
strengthen representation of research published in Chinese contexts, whereas
Web of Science and ERIC broadened coverage of international peer-reviewed
education research.

The searches were conducted from January to March 2025. Keywords and Boolean
operators were combined as follows: ("pre-service teacher" OR "student teacher"
OR "teacher candidate") AND ("early childhood education" OR "kindergarten" OR
"ECE") AND ("internship" OR "practicum" OR "field experience") AND
("mentorship" OR "mentoring") AND ("pedagogical competence" OR "teaching
competence"). Synonyms and database-specific variations were refined iteratively
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to improve relevance and coverage. The search was limited to peer-reviewed
journal articles published in English or Chinese between 2020 and 2025 so that the
review would capture recent developments in the field.

3.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Eligibility criteria were specified before screening to maintain a consistent focus

across databases.

Studies were included when they:

1. focused on pre-service teachers, with clear relevance to early childhood
education;

2. addressed internship, practicum, or another form of field-based professional
learning;

3. examined mentorship, coaching, supervision, or guided professional support;

4. investigated pedagogical competence, teaching practice, or professional
development;

5. reported empirical research, a systematic review, or a substantive conceptual
contribution;

6. were published in a peer-reviewed journal between 2020 and 2025.

Studies were excluded when they:

1. focused exclusively on in-service teachers, teacher educators, or university
lecturers;

2. did not address field experience or the development of pedagogical practice;

3. offered no empirical, review-based, or substantive theoretical contribution
relevant to the review;

4. were conference papers, editorials, theses, reports, or other non-peer-
reviewed sources; or

5. provided insufficient methodological or conceptual detail for analysis.

3.3 Study Selection Process

Study selection followed a systematic procedure informed by the PRISMA
guidelines (Page et al., 2021). Records retrieved from CNKI, Web of Science, and
ERIC were consolidated in a reference-management system and duplicates were
removed. The remaining records then proceeded through title, abstract, and full-
text screening against the stated eligibility criteria.

During title screening, records clearly unrelated to ECE, pre-service teacher
education, internship or practicum, mentorship, or pedagogical competence were
excluded. Abstracts of the remaining records were then examined for alignment
with the review's population, professional-learning context, and outcomes of
interest. This stage removed studies that mentioned teacher education but did not
investigate field-based learning, mentoring, or the development of pedagogical
practice.

Full texts were subsequently assessed for eligibility and analytic usefulness.
Attention was given to each study's focus, methodological or conceptual quality,
and contribution to understanding competence development through internship
or mentorship. Articles were excluded when their evidence was insufficient, their
methods were inadequately reported, or their focus did not address the purpose
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of the review. Applying the same criteria at each stage reduces inconsistency in
selection decisions.

This procedure yielded 37 studies for the final synthesis (Appendix 3). Appendix
1 presents the number of records identified, screened, excluded, and retained at
each stage in a PRISMA flow diagram.

3.4 Data Extraction and Coding

Data was extracted using the structured coding framework in Appendix 2. The
framework was derived from the review objectives and refined through repeated
reading of the included studies so that it captured both predetermined areas of
interest and unanticipated features of the evidence. Its consistent application
supported systematic comparison across studies with different designs and
contexts.

The extraction framework covered seven areas: (1) study design; (2) educational
context and participant group; (3) theoretical framework; (4) dimensions and
processes of pedagogical competence development; (5) forms of internship,
mentoring, and supervision; (6) contextual conditions that enabled or constrained
learning; and (7) gaps identified in the evidence base. These categories captured
both descriptive characteristics and interpretive findings.

Initial open coding identified recurrent concepts and meanings relevant to the
review questions. Each article was read closely, and preliminary codes were
assigned to passages concerning professional learning, practicum participation,
mentoring, and contextual conditions. Although the broad domains of the
extraction framework were established in advance, the substantive codes within
them were allowed to develop inductively (Snyder, 2019).

Codes were then compared across studies to examine convergence, difference,
and contextual variation. Related codes were grouped into broader categories and
progressively refined into themes. Constant comparison moved the analysis
beyond a collection of study summaries towards an interpretive account of the
relationships among experience, mentoring, reflection, and institutional
conditions.

The analysis was therefore both inductive and deductive. Inductive coding
preserved patterns emerging from the studies, whereas deductive interpretation
used Experiential Learning Theory, Social Learning Theory, and Communities of
Practice to examine how those patterns could be explained. This combination kept
the synthesis grounded in the reviewed evidence while allowing theoretical
relationships to be articulated.

3.5 Data Analysis

The 37 studies were analysed through thematic synthesis, an approach suited to
integrating findings from diverse qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods
research while retaining attention to context (Snyder, 2019; Thomas & Harden,
2008). Repeated reading established familiarity with each study's purpose, design,
setting, and findings before evidence was coded and compared.
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Open coding first identified concepts related to pedagogical competence,
practicum participation, mentoring, reflection, and professional learning. Codes
were compared across studies and clustered into progressively broader
categories. The resulting themes were checked against the coded evidence to
ensure that the synthesis represented patterns across studies rather than isolated
claims.

Two overarching analytic dimensions organised the synthesis. The first concerns
processes of pedagogical competence development: classroom participation,
mentor support, reflection, self-directed learning, and peer collaboration. These
processes operated relationally, with practice generating experiences that
teedback and reflection helped pre-service teachers interpret (Korthagen, 2021;
Yan & He, 2024; McIntyre & McIntyre, 2020).

The second dimension concerned conditions shaping the quality of internship and
mentorship, including institutional coordination, mentor expertise and
availability, opportunities to teach, access to resources, academic support,
workload, and school culture. Clear programme structures, prepared mentors,
and adequate supervision strengthened professional learning, whereas limited
mentor time, ambiguous expectations, and restricted participation constrained it
(Brown & Leigh, 2020; Nguyen, 2022; Purnama et al., 2025).

The synthesis consequently treated competence development as an interaction
among processes and conditions rather than as the outcome of any single activity.
Internship programmes were interpreted as more coherent when they connected
active classroom participation with continuing mentorship, peer dialogue, and
structured reflection.

Theoretical interpretation followed the empirical synthesis. Experiential Learning
Theory explained cycles of action and reflection; Social Learning Theory clarified
the roles of modelling, feedback, interaction, and self-efficacy; and Communities
of Practice illuminated learning through participation in professional
communities (Bandura, 1986; Kolb, 1984; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Using the three
lenses together supported a multidimensional interpretation of the evidence.

3.6 Methodological Rigour and Trustworthiness

Methodological rigour was supported through a documented search strategy,
explicit eligibility criteria, and a staged selection process consistent with
systematic-review guidance (Page et al., 2021; Snyder, 2019). Recording the
databases, search concepts, publication limits, and screening stages improved
transparency and made the boundaries of the review open to scrutiny. Applying
the same criteria during title, abstract, and full-text screening also reduced the
likelihood that studies were retained solely on the basis of superficial relevance.

The coding framework in Appendix 2 promoted consistency in data extraction
across study designs, contexts, theoretical positions, and competence domains.
Categories were refined iteratively as the evidence was compared, helping the
analysis remain responsive to the studies rather than forcing all findings into
predetermined classifications. Including qualitative, quantitative, mixed-
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methods, review, and substantive conceptual work also enabled the synthesis to
consider convergence and variation across different forms of evidence (Flick,
2018).

Trustworthiness was further supported by maintaining an explicit connection
among the included studies (Appendix 3), the coding framework (Appendix 2),
and the themes reported in the findings. Theory was used to interpret patterns
after coding rather than to replace the evidence. Finally, the PRISMA flow
diagram (Appendix 1) documents the movement of records through the review
and makes the selection process auditable.

4. Findings

The thematic synthesis of 37 studies, using the framework in Appendix 2 and the
study characteristics in Appendix 3, showed that pedagogical competence
developed through relationships among classroom participation, reflective
inquiry, mentor guidance, peer learning, and the conditions afforded by teacher-
education institutions and placement settings. The findings are presented in four
parts: the characteristics of the reviewed studies, processes of competence
development, conditions influencing internship and mentorship, and gaps in the
evidence. A final synthesis explains how these elements relate.

4.1 Characteristics of the Reviewed Studies

The included literature used varied methodologies: qualitative interviews and
case studies, quantitative surveys, mixed-methods designs, reviews, and
conceptual analyses (A1-Ab). Survey studies (e.g., Xie, 2025; Huang et al., 2025;
Huang et al., 2024) examined patterns in competence, readiness, and practicum
outcomes. Qualitative studies and the qualitative components of mixed methods
work (Qi, 2025; Jita, 2022; Yan & Mingyao, 2022) illuminated how pre-service
teachers and mentors experienced placements. Mixed-methods studies (Yan &
He, 2024; Yan & Mingyao, 2022; Parker et al.,, 2022) connected quantitative
patterns with contextual explanation.

The studies were situated in ECE and in the broader field of teacher education
(B1-B4). Although several addressed pre-service early childhood teachers directly,
others examined practicum and mentoring processes across teacher-education
programmes and were included for their relevance to ECE preparation. The
evidence base therefore combines field-specific studies with transferable insights
from closely related contexts.

Experiential learning (C3), mentoring frameworks (Cl), and models of
pedagogical competence (C2) were the most visible theoretical orientations. Social
Learning Theory (C4) and Communities of Practice (C5) appeared particularly in
accounts of observation, collaboration, and participation (Wang & Fan, 2025).
Several studies, however, reported no explicit theoretical framework (C6). This
conceptual unevenness makes it difficult to explain why similar placement
arrangements may produce different learning experiences.
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4.2 Processes of Pedagogical Competence Development

Six connected processes (D1-D6) described how pre-service early childhood
teachers developed pedagogical competence. Their analytic separation clarifies
the contribution of each process, but the evidence indicated that they worked
reciprocally in practice.

Active Self-Development (D1)

The findings show that pre-service teachers actively construct their pedagogical
competence through self-reflection, independent learning, and personal initiative.
Studies such as Jita (2022) and Nguyen et al. (2022) indicate that student teachers
engage in reflective thinking to evaluate their teaching practices and identify areas
for improvement. This process highlights the importance of individual agency in
competence development.

Utilisation of Training Opportunities (D2)

Structured learning opportunities, including practicum activities, workshops, and
guided teaching experiences, play a significant role in competence development.
Studies (e.g., Purnama et al., 2025; Huang et al., 2025) show that participation in
these activities enhances teaching skills, lesson planning, and classroom
management. Practicum experiences, in particular, provide essential exposure to
real teaching environments.

Mentoring Support (D3)

Mentoring emerges as a central mechanism across the reviewed studies. Mentors
provide guidance, feedback, and modelling of pedagogical practices, enabling
pre-service teachers to develop instructional skills and professional confidence
(Dreer-Gothe, 2025, Hudson, 2020). The findings indicate that structured
mentoring leads to more consistent and effective competence development
compared to informal mentoring arrangements.

Peer Collaboration (D4)

Peer interaction is identified as an important complementary process. Studies
such as Sun and Zhang (2022) show that collaboration among pre-service teachers
supports knowledge sharing, problem-solving, and mutual learning. Peer
collaboration also reduces anxiety and fosters a supportive learning environment
during internships.

Integrated Competence Development (D5)

The findings indicate that pedagogical competence develops through the
integration of theory, practice, and reflection. Studies (e.g., Yan & He, 2024;
Grossman et al., 2021) highlight that effective teacher development requires
alignment between coursework and practicum experiences. Mentoring plays a
key role in connecting these elements and ensuring coherence in learning.

Classroom Practice Experience (D6)

Direct teaching experience is identified as a fundamental component of
competence development. Engagement in real classroom situations allows pre-
service teachers to apply theoretical knowledge, manage classroom interactions,
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and adapt teaching strategies (Huang et al.,, 2025; Liu & Dzainudin, 2023).
Repeated practice enhances both confidence and practical skills.

4.3 Factors Influencing Internship and Mentorship Effectiveness
The analysis identifies six key factors (E1-E6) that influence the effectiveness of
internship and mentorship processes.

Institutional Support (E1)

Supportive institutional structures, including clear programme design and
supervision systems, enhance the quality of internship experiences. Studies such
as Darling-Hammond et al. (2020) highlight the importance of well-organised
practicum programmes.

Resource Availability (E2)

Access to teaching materials, facilities, and learning resources significantly affects
competence development. Limited resources may constrain opportunities for
effective teaching practice (Huang et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2025).

Mentor Quality (E3)

The competence and commitment of mentors play a critical role in shaping
learning outcomes. Effective mentors provide constructive feedback, model best
practices, and support reflective learning (Qi, 2025; Hudson, 2020).

Academic Support (E4)

Structured support mechanisms, including supervision, feedback sessions, and
training, strengthen internship outcomes. Studies such as Xu and Huang (2022)
show that formal support systems lead to more consistent competence
development.

Workload Balance (E5)

The balance between academic requirements and practicum demands influences
the learning experience of pre-service teachers. Excessive workload may limit
engagement in reflective and collaborative activities.

School Environment (E6)

The classroom and school context significantly affect learning experiences.
Supportive school environments facilitate active participation, while
unsupportive contexts may hinder competence development Klik atau ketuk di
sini untuk memasukkan teks..

4.4 Identified Research Gaps

Five gaps recurred across the literature (F1-F5). Few studies examined coherent
internship designs that deliberately integrated mentoring, reflection, peer
learning, and progressively responsible practice (F1). Mentor quality remained
inconsistent (F2), and links between university coursework and field-based
learning were often weak (F3). Direct empirical evidence on integrated internship
models in ECE was limited (F4), while the concentration of studies in particular
national and institutional contexts constrained the transferability of conclusions
(E5).
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4.5 Synthesis of Findings

Across the themes, pedagogical competence emerged as a situated and relational
accomplishment. Individual initiative mattered, but it became more productive
when classroom participation generated authentic problems of practice, mentors
supported interpretation, peers created opportunities for collective inquiry, and
institutions protected time and resources for learning. The synthesis therefore
supports internship designs that connect progressively responsible classroom
practice with prepared mentors, structured reflection, and peer collaboration.
These principles offer a basis for refining the Hengxing Internship Model, but the
model's outcomes should be established through implementation research rather
than inferred from the broader literature alone.

5. Discussion

This review positions the practicum as a relational system of professional learning
rather than a period of classroom exposure. Through 37 studies, competence
development depended on how experience, mentoring, reflection, peer
participation, and institutional conditions were connected. The following
discussion interprets these relationships through the three theoretical lenses and
considers their significance for early childhood teacher education.

5.1 Reconceptualizing Pedagogical Competence as a Multidimensional Process
The evidence does not support a linear view of pedagogical competence as the
accumulation of discrete teaching skills. Competence was constructed as pre-
service teachers interpreted experience, interacted with others, and responded to
the opportunities and constraints of particular settings. This account qualifies
approaches that place coursework at the centre of teacher preparation and instead
emphasizes situated participation in educational practice (Darling-Hammond et
al., 2020b; Grossman et al., 2021; Korthagen, 2021).

The situated character of competence is especially visible in ECE. Teaching young
children entails more than presenting content: it requires teachers to notice
children's intentions, extend play and talk, support emotional security, and adapt
experiences to substantial developmental variation. What pre-service teachers
know is therefore inseparable from how they interpret and act in particular
relational and cultural contexts (Loughran, 2021; OECD, 2021; Schon, 1983).

The findings corresponding to D1-D6 further illustrate that competence develops
through multiple, interrelated processes rather than isolated activities. Active self-
development (D1), for instance, reflects the role of reflection and individual
agency, where pre-service teachers critically examine their own teaching
experiences and adjust their practices accordingly (Jita, 2022; Nguyen, 2022).
However, this individual effort alone is insufficient. Its effectiveness is
significantly enhanced when supported by structured learning opportunities
(D2), such as practicum programmes and guided teaching experiences, which
provide concrete contexts for applying and testing pedagogical knowledge
(Huang et al., 2025; Purnama et al., 2025).
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Mentoring support (D3) further strengthens this process by offering guidance,
feedback, and modelling of professional practice. Through interaction with
mentors, pre-service teachers gain access to tacit knowledge that is often absent
from formal instruction, including classroom decision-making and adaptive
teaching strategies (Allen et al., 2021; Qi, 2025; Hudson, 2020). At the same time,
peer collaboration (D4) contributes to competence development by creating
spaces for shared learning, discussion, and mutual support. Studies consistently
show that collaborative engagement allows pre-service teachers to compare
experiences, exchange strategies, and build confidence during practicum (Wang
& Fan, 2025).

These processes were mutually dependent. Classroom practice (D6) became
educative when it generated material for reflection (D1) and professional dialogue
with mentors (D3). Likewise, theory-practice integration (D5) depended on
coordination between coursework and field experience and on guidance that
helped pre-service teachers explain why a pedagogical response was appropriate
(Grossman et al.,, 2021; Yan & He, 2024). Without these connections, experience
could remain episodic and the theory-practice divide could persist (Bekereci-
Sahin, 2024).

This pattern is consistent with Experiential Learning Theory, which describes
learning through cycles of experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and
experimentation (Kolb, 1984). The review nevertheless extends a purely
individual reading of that cycle: mentors, peers, institutional expectations, and
placement opportunities influenced what pre-service teachers experienced and
how they interpreted it (Korthagen, 2021; McIntyre & Moclntyre, 2020).
Competence development was therefore experiential, relational, and contextual
at the same time.

This multidimensional account also reflects the character of ECE, where
pedagogical decisions are continually adjusted in response to children's
development, participation, relationships, and socio-cultural contexts (OECD,
2021; UNESCO, 2022). Competence should consequently be regarded as an
evolving capacity for informed and ethical judgement, not as a static threshold
achieved at the end of a programme.

5.2 The Central Role of Mentorship in Competence Development

Mentorship performed an integrative function across the reviewed studies. It
linked university knowledge with situated practice by providing modelling,
dialogue, feedback, and emotional support as pre-service teachers assumed
greater responsibility (Allen et al., 2021; Qi, 2025; Hudson, 2020; Parker et al.,
2022). Mentoring was therefore not an optional addition to practicum but one of
the principal mechanisms through which experience became interpretable and
educative.

In practice, pre-service teachers often enter internship settings with a strong
theoretical foundation but limited capacity to respond to real classroom
dynamics. Mentors, in this context, serve as interpretive agents who help translate
theory into actionable teaching strategies. Through observation and guided
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participation, pre-service teachers begin to understand how pedagogical
decisions are made in context, including how to manage classroom interactions,
scaffold learning, and respond to children’s behaviour (Korthagen, 2021;
Loughran, 2021). This process highlights that much of teaching knowledge is tacit,
situational, and difficult to acquire through coursework alone (Grossman et al.,
2021; Schon, 1983).

From a theoretical perspective, this pattern aligns closely with social learning
theory, which emphasises that learning occurs through observation, modelling,
and interaction within social environments (Bandura, 1986). In internship settings,
mentors act not only as instructors but as role models whose practices are
observed, interpreted, and gradually internalised by pre-service teachers (Nabi et
al., 2025; Orland-Barak & Wang, 2021). This observational process enables the
transfer of tacit knowledge, including classroom management strategies,
communication styles, and professional judgement, which are rarely made
explicit in formal training (Qi, 2025; Hudson, 2020).

Beyond modelling, mentoring also creates a dialogic space for reflection.
Feedback from mentors allows pre-service teachers to critically examine their
teaching practices, identify limitations, and refine their approaches. This reflective
dimension is particularly important in early childhood education, where teaching
requires continuous adjustment to children’s developmental needs and classroom
contexts (Loughran, 2021; Yan & Mingyao, 2022). Studies indicate that structured
feedback and reflective dialogue significantly enhance the depth of learning
during practicum, leading to more adaptive and responsive teaching practices
(Huang et al., 2025; Yan & He, 2024).

Mentoring also supported professional confidence and identity. The movement
from student to teacher can generate considerable uncertainty, particularly when
pre-service teachers encounter complex classroom situations for the first time.
Relationships that combined appropriate challenge with reassurance helped them
assume responsibility without treating difficulty as evidence of failure (Allen et
al., 2021; Dreer-Gothe, 2025). In this respect, the development of competence and
the formation of professional identity were closely connected (Flores & Swennen,
2020).

The evidence also cautions against treating the presence of a mentor as proof of
mentoring quality (F2). Informal, inconsistent, or narrowly supervisory
relationships produced uneven opportunities to observe, discuss, and rehearse
practice (Nguyen, 2022; Purnama et al., 2025). Mentor expertise, availability,
commitment, and preparation were important, as was institutional recognition of
the time required for mentoring (Brown & Leigh, 2020). Structured systems can
reduce this variability by specifying mentor and pre-service teacher roles,
preparing mentors for observation and feedback, and scheduling regular
professional dialogue (Smith & Johnson, 2023; Parker et al., 2022). Structure
should not turn mentoring into compliance, however. Its purpose is to create
dependable conditions for inquiry, responsive feedback, and increasingly
independent judgement.
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5.3 The Significance of Collaboration and Learning Communities
Competence was also developed through peer collaboration (D4) and
participation in wider learning communities. During practicum, peers helped one
another interpret classroom events, compare pedagogical responses, and solve
problems that individual reflection could not fully resolve ( Nguyen, 2022; Wang
& Fan, 2025). Collaboration thus broadened the sources of knowledge available to
pre-service teachers beyond the mentor-pre-service teacher dyad.

These collaborative interactions create what can be described as dialogic learning
spaces, where knowledge is negotiated, contested, and refined through
conversation and shared reflection. Unlike formal instruction, which often
emphasises correct procedures, peer dialogue allows for exploration of
uncertainty, alternative strategies, and context-specific responses to teaching
situations (Grossman et al., 2021; Loughran, 2021). In this sense, collaboration
functions as a mechanism for making tacit knowledge more visible, as pre-service
teachers articulate their reasoning, compare approaches, and learn from each
other’s experiences (Korthagen, 2021; Schon, 1983).

Communities of Practice helps explain why this participation matters. Learning
involves becoming able to participate in the social practices through which a
profession constructs and shares knowledge (Lave & Wenger, 1991, Wenger,
1998). Pre-service teachers commonly entered placement communities through
observation and assistance and then moved towards more active participation as
their competence and confidence developed (Wenger, 1998). This movement
concerned not only skill acquisition but also recognition as a legitimate,
responsible participant in the profession.

Importantly, peer collaboration supports this movement by providing a more
accessible and less hierarchical space for participation. While mentoring often
involves vertical relationships, peer interaction allows for horizontal learning,
where individuals at similar stages of development engage in mutual support
(Park et al., 2024). This horizontal dimension complements mentoring by enabling
pre-service teachers to test ideas, share difficulties, and co-construct solutions in
a more open and less evaluative environment.

In addition to its cognitive and professional functions, collaboration also plays a
significant affective role. The early stages of teaching practice are frequently
characterised by uncertainty, anxiety, and a lack of confidence, particularly when
pre-service teachers encounter unfamiliar classroom situations. Collaborative
environments help to mitigate these challenges by fostering a sense of belonging
and shared experience (Flores & Swennen, 2020; Nguyen, 2022). Knowing that
others face similar difficulties reduces feelings of isolation and encourages more
active engagement in learning processes.

Peer interaction could therefore contribute to resilience as well as cognition. Pre-
service teachers in collaborative environments were more willing to persist
through difficulty, seek feedback, and try alternative pedagogical strategies Klik
atau ketuk di sini untuk memasukkan teks.. Collaboration should consequently
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be treated as a substantive component of professional learning, not simply as a
source of informal encouragement. These benefits were not automatic. Internship
designs organised around individual observation and assessment sometimes left
little space for peer inquiry (Zeichner & Conklin, 2021). Purposeful structures
such as collaborative planning, peer observation, case discussion, and facilitated
reflection are needed if pre-service teachers are to learn with, as well as alongside,
one another.

5.4 Classroom Practice as the Core of Competence Development

Classroom practice (D6) was the principal arena in which pedagogical knowledge
became professional action. Authentic participation required pre-service teachers
to notice children's responses, make time-sensitive decisions, and adapt
interactions and experiences as events unfolded. In this sense, pedagogical
knowledge became enacted and testable rather than remaining abstract
(Grossman et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2025; Liu & Dzainudin, 2023).

Classroom practice provides opportunities for pre-service teachers to translate
pedagogical concepts into action. Lesson planning, classroom management,
interaction with children, and assessment are no longer hypothetical tasks but
lived experiences that require judgement and flexibility. In early childhood
education, this is particularly significant because teaching is highly responsive to
developmental needs, emotional dynamics, and the learning environment
(Loughran, 2021; OECD, 2021). As a result, competence develops not only through
knowing what to do, but through learning how to act appropriately within
specific and often unpredictable situations (Korthagen, 2021; Schon, 1983).

Repeated exposure to classroom practice further strengthens this process. Over
time, pre-service teachers begin to recognise patterns, anticipate challenges, and
refine their instructional approaches. This iterative engagement contributes to the
development of professional judgement, which is a key component of
pedagogical competence (Yan & He, 2024; McIntyre & McIntyre, 2020).
Confidence also grows through repeated practice, as familiarity with classroom
situations reduces uncertainty and supports more autonomous teaching
behaviour.

Practice, however, did not invariably produce learning. Placements without
guided reflection or substantive responsibility could become routine,
performative, or focused on task completion (Parker et al., 2022; Bekereci-Sahin,
2024). The educational quality of a practicum therefore depended on what pre-
service teachers were permitted to do and, on the support, available for
interpreting the consequences of their actions.

The integration of mentoring (D3), reflection (D1), and feedback is therefore
essential in transforming practice into learning. Mentors play a key role in guiding
pre-service teachers to interpret their classroom experiences, identify strengths
and weaknesses, and develop more effective teaching strategies (Qi, 2025;
Hudson, 2020). Feedback provides an external perspective that challenges
assumptions and encourages improvement, while reflection allows pre-service
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teachers to connect experience with underlying pedagogical principles (Huang et
al., 2025).

This process reflects the principles of experiential learning, where experience
alone is insufficient unless it is followed by reflection and conceptualisation (Kolb,
1984). In this sense, classroom practice becomes meaningful only when it is
embedded within a structured cycle of action, feedback, and reflection. Without
this integration, the gap between theory and practice remains unresolved, and
learning outcomes are limited (Grossman et al., 2021; Korthagen, 2021).

The placement environment also shaped the quality of classroom participation.
Access to materials, supportive colleagues, and opportunities to plan, teach,
observe, and assess children's learning expanded what pre-service teachers could
learn. Passive or restrictive placements narrowed those opportunities (Huang et
al., 2024). Practice was therefore both an individual activity and an institutional
affordance.

5.5 Institutional and Contextual Factors as Enablers and Constraints
Pedagogical competence was embedded in institutional and contextual
conditions, not produced through individual effort alone. Six factors -
institutional support, resources, mentor quality, academic support, workload
balance, and school environment (E1-E6) - collectively shaped whether internship
and mentorship could function as coherent forms of professional learning.

Institutional support (E1) emerges as a foundational element that structures the
overall quality of practicum experiences. Well-designed internship programmes,
characterised by clear objectives, structured supervision, and alignment between
coursework and field experience, create conditions that enable meaningful
learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020b; Zeichner & Conklin, 2021). In such
contexts, pre-service teachers are not merely placed in classrooms but are guided
through a coherent learning process. Conversely, when practicum structures are
unclear or poorly coordinated, learning tends to become fragmented, and
opportunities for competence development are significantly reduced (Nguyen,
2022).

Closely related to institutional support is the issue of resource availability (E2).
Access to teaching materials, classroom facilities, and learning tools directly
influence the quality of teaching practice. In early childhood settings, where
learning is often play-based and interaction-driven, limited resources can
constrain the ability of pre-service teachers to implement diverse and engaging
instructional strategies (Huang et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2025). Resource
constraints may also limit opportunities for experimentation, thereby reducing
the depth of pedagogical learning.

Mentor quality (E3) represents another critical factor that significantly shapes
learning outcomes. Effective mentors are not only experienced practitioners but
also capable of providing constructive feedback, modelling reflective practice,
and supporting professional growth (Qi, 2025; Hudson, 2020). However, the
findings suggest that mentor effectiveness varies considerably, depending on
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factors such as experience, commitment, and training. In cases where mentors lack
preparation or time, mentoring becomes superficial and less impactful,
reinforcing the need for institutional investment in mentor development
(Purnama et al., 2025; Parker et al., 2022).

Academic support systems (E4), including supervision, feedback mechanisms,
and structured reflection activities, further strengthen the internship experience.
These systems provide scaffolding that helps pre-service teachers interpret their
experiences and connect them with pedagogical theory (Yan & He, 2024). Without
such support, practicum experiences may remain disconnected from theoretical
understanding, perpetuating the well-documented gap between theory and
practice (Korthagen, 2021; Bekereci-Sahin, 2024).

Workload balance (E5) also plays an important, though often overlooked, role.
Pre-service teachers frequently need to manage multiple demands, including
academic assignments, lesson preparation, and practicum responsibilities. When
workload becomes excessive, opportunities for reflection, collaboration, and
meaningful engagement in teaching are reduced (Brown & Leigh, 2020). This can
lead to a focus on task completion rather than deep learning, thereby limiting
competence development.

The school environment (E6) is particularly significant in the context of early
childhood education, where teaching is highly dependent on classroom
dynamics, relationships, and institutional culture. Supportive school
environments characterised by collaborative staff, open communication, and
opportunities for active participation enable pre-service teachers to experiment,
take initiative, and engage more deeply in teaching practice (Flores & Swennen,
2020). In contrast, restrictive or unsupportive environments may limit interaction,
reduce autonomy, and hinder learning.

These conditions interacted rather than exerting separate effects. Strong
institutional coordination could help programmes use limited resources more
purposefully, while skilful mentors could sometimes buffer the difficulties of a
less supportive placement. Conversely, unclear roles, heavy workloads, weak
university-school communication, and limited resources could compound one
another. Programme quality therefore depended on alignment across the system.

5.6 Implications for Internship Design

The review indicates that internship design in teacher education needs to move
beyond observation-dominated or fragmented placements. Pre-service early
childhood teachers require progressively responsible participation in the complex
work of noticing, planning, interacting, assessing, and adapting. These capacities
cannot be developed through passive exposure or isolated teaching tasks
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2020b; Korthagen, 2021; Bekereci-Sahin, 2024).

An effective internship is better conceived as an integrated learning system.
Classroom participation should generate evidence for reflection; mentors should
help pre-service teachers interpret that evidence; and peer collaboration should
allow alternative explanations and responses to be examined. Aligning these
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components makes each more educative than it would be in isolation (Hudson,
2020; Yan & He, 2024; Parker et al., 2022).

Mentoring should therefore be designed as a core professional-learning process.
Mentors need preparation in observation, dialogic feedback, and the gradual
release of responsibility, in addition to expertise as classroom teachers.
Programmes should also schedule collaborative planning, peer observation, and
case-based reflection so that pre-service teachers can examine shared problems of
practice Klik atau ketuk di sini untuk memasukkan teks..

Institutional conditions are equally consequential. Universities and partner
schools need shared expectations, clear communication, adequate resources,
manageable workloads, and agreed procedures for supervision and assessment.
Without this coordination, even strong individual mentors or well-designed
activities may remain disconnected. Alignment across settings gives the
internship continuity and a clear developmental purpose (Darling-Hammond et
al., 2020b; Zeichner & Conklin, 2021).

These design principles are relevant to the Hengxing Internship Model because
the model seeks to connect structured mentoring, collaborative learning, and
sustained classroom participation. Its architecture is consistent with the
multidimensional account of competence developed in this review and with
experiential, social-learning, and communities-of-practice perspectives.

This theoretical and evidential alighment makes the Hengxing model a plausible
framework for further development, but it does not establish effectiveness.
Implementation research should examine whether mentoring is enacted as
intended, whether pre-service teachers receive progressively meaningful
responsibility, how collaboration influences reflection, and how children and
placement schools experience the model. Such evidence is necessary before claims
about outcomes can be made.

5.7 Contribution to Literature

This review contributes an integrated account of how pedagogical competence
develops through internship and mentorship in early childhood teacher
education. Rather than treating practicum, mentoring, reflection, and classroom
participation as separate domains, it shows how they form a relational system of
teacher learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020b; Grossman et al., 2021).

Its principal conceptual contribution is to position pedagogical competence as
multidimensional, situated, and dependent on the interaction of experience,
mentoring, peer collaboration, and contextual conditions. This account moves
beyond models centred on knowledge acquisition or isolated teaching episodes.
The synthesis of 37 studies supports a view of competence as developing through
sustained participation in practice accompanied by reflection and social
interaction (Yan & He, 2024; Loughran, 2021).

The review also clarifies why structure matters. The theory-practice divide and
variation in mentoring quality are not problems that pre-service teachers can
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resolve through individual effort alone (Korthagen, 2021; Bekereci-Sahin, 2024).
They reflect how programmes distribute responsibility, prepare mentors,
coordinate coursework and placements, and protect time for reflection (Hudson,
2020; Parker et al., 2022). This shifts attention from isolated practicum activities to
the coherence of the professional-learning system. A further contribution is the
treatment of mentorship as an integrative mechanism rather than an optional
source of support. Mentors help pre-service teachers access tacit pedagogical
knowledge, interpret feedback, and exercise professional judgement in authentic
settings (Allen et al., 2021; Qi, 2025; Orland-Barak & Wang, 2021). Mentorship
thereby connects individual learning with the social and institutional conditions
in which practice occurs.

Finally, bringing Experiential Learning Theory, Social Learning Theory, and
Communities of Practice into dialogue strengthens the explanation of how
competence develops (Bandura, 1986; Kolb, 1984; Wenger, 1998). The combined
framework also yields practical criteria for internship design: sustained and
progressively responsible practice, prepared mentors, structured reflection, peer
inquiry, and institutional coordination. These criteria can guide future research
and programme development without implying that a particular model has
already been validated.

6. Conclusion

This review examined how internship and mentorship contribute to the
pedagogical competence of pre-service early childhood teachers. Across the 37
studies, competence did not develop as a linear accumulation of techniques. It
emerged through sustained interaction among classroom participation, mentor
guidance, reflection, peer collaboration, and the opportunities afforded by
particular institutions and placement settings. Authentic practice was the
principal site at which theoretical knowledge became professional action, but
practice was most educative when pre-service teachers received purposeful
feedback and opportunities to interpret children's responses, reconsider their
decisions, and plan subsequent action. Mentorship connected these processes by
making tacit judgement visible and supporting the gradual assumption of a
professional role. Peer learning broadened this support through shared inquiry,
mutual encouragement, and collaborative problem-solving.

The review also demonstrates that practicum quality is a programme-level
responsibility. Mentor preparation, university-school coordination, access to
resources, manageable workloads, and a supportive school culture can enable or
constrain professional learning. Effective early childhood teacher education
therefore requires an integrated internship design that connects progressively
responsible practice with mentoring, reflection, and collaboration. The Hengxing
Internship Model is compatible with these principles and may provide a useful
framework for their enactment; however, its effectiveness must be established
through direct and context-sensitive implementation research.
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6.1 Limitations and Future Research

The conclusions of this review are bounded by the available literature and by the
review design. The search was limited to CNKI, Web of Science, and ERIC, to
English- and Chinese-language peer-reviewed journal articles, and to the period
2020-2025. Relevant work indexed elsewhere or published in other languages may
therefore have been missed. The included studies also varied in design, sample,
setting, and theoretical depth, which limited direct comparison and precluded
claims about causal effects (Page et al, 2021; Snyder, 2019). Evidence was
concentrated in Asia and selected Western contexts, so the transferability of the
synthesis to differently organised early childhood systems should be examined
rather than assumed (UNESCO, 2022). Most importantly, relatively few studies
directly evaluated integrated internship models; conclusions about the Hengxing
model are therefore design implications, not evidence of impact.

Future research should undertake longitudinal and comparative studies of
integrated internship models in early childhood teacher education. Such work
should document how mentor preparation, feedback, peer inquiry, and the
gradual release of teaching responsibility are enacted, not merely whether these
features are listed in programme documents. Attention should also be given to
children's experiences, mentor and pre-service teacher perspectives, and the
influence of institutional and cultural context. Mixed-methods implementation
research could connect changes in pedagogical competence with evidence from
observation, reflective records, interviews, and assessments over time. A broader
geographical and linguistic evidence base would further strengthen the field's
capacity to develop context-responsive models of professional learning.
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Appendix 2. Coding Scheme for the Analysis of Included Studies (n = 37)

Category Code Label Definition
Study design Al Mixed-method Refers to studies conducted using both qualitative and
study quantitative approaches
A2 Interview Refers to studies conducted using qualitative interviews
A3 Survey Refers to studies conducted using questionnaires or
structured surveys
A4 Case study Refers to studies using in-depth contextual or case-based
analysis
A5 Review/conceptu  Refers to literature reviews or conceptual papers
al
Context and participant B1 Early childhood Refers to studies conducted in early childhood education
group education settings
B2 Pre-service Refers to teacher candidates or student teachers in
teachers training
B3 Internship/practi  Refers to field practice or internship-based learning
cum context environments
B4 Institutional Refers to universities, training centres, or partner schools
setting
Theoretical stance C1 Mentorship Refers to studies grounded in mentoring theories
framework
C2 Pedagogical Refers to competence development in teaching skills and
competence pedagogy
C3 Experiential Refers to Kolb or practice-based learning frameworks
learning theory
C4 Social learning Refers to Bandura or observational learning perspectives
theory
C5 Communities of Refers to collaborative and social learning frameworks
practice
Coé No explicit Refers to studies without explicit theoretical grounding
framework
Development of pedagogical D1 Active self- Refers to independent learning, reflection, and initiative
competence development
D2 Use of Refers to participation in workshops, practicum, or
professional guided activities
learning
opportunities
D3 Mentoring Refers to guidance provided by supervisors or mentor
support teachers
D4 Peer collaboration Refers to learning through fellow student teachers or
peers
D5 Integrated Refers to alignment of theory, practice, and reflection
competence
development
D6 Classroom Refers to direct teaching experience in real classroom
practice settings
experience
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Category Code Label Definition
Contributing factors El Institutional Refers to policies, curriculum design, and institutional
support backing
E2 Resource Refers to access to teaching materials and learning
availability facilities
E3 Mentor quality Refers to competence and involvement of supervising
teachers
E4 Academic Refers to training, supervision, and feedback
support mechanisms
E5 Workload balance Refers to balance between academic tasks and practicum
demands
E6 School Refers to classroom climate and support from partner
environment schools
Identified gaps F1 Lack of structured Refers to absence of systematic internship frameworks
internship model
F2 Limited Refers to inconsistency or lack of effective mentoring
mentoring quality
F3 Weak theory- Refers to disconnect between coursework and field
practice experience
integration
F4 Limited empirical ~Refers to lack of data-driven research
evidence
F5 Context-specific Refers to findings limited to certain regions or

limitations

institutions
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Appendix 3: Summary of the Included Studies (n = 37)

. Analytical Sample Educational Theoretical
Author(s) and Year Country/region Study focus Method approach Size context Framework
Jita (2022) South Africa Mentorship experiences during teaching practice Interview Qualitative 45 Teacher Experiential
education learning
Hasymi & Nurkamto Indonesia International teaching practicum challenges Case study Qualitative 3 Teacher Transformative
(2023) education Learning
Xie (2025) China Internship and career commitment in ECE Survey Quantitative 200+ Early childhood Career
education development
Bartolome et al. Philippines Pre-service teacher resilience (AQ) Survey Quantitative 125 Early childhood Psychological
(2025) education resilience
Dreer-Goethe (2025) Germany Mentor support in teacher learning Survey Quantitative 300+ Teacher Mentorship
education
Purnama et al. (2025) Indonesia Internship performance evaluation Mixed- Mixed 47 Vocational Mentorship
method study Education
INJOTEL Study Philippines Teaching internship performance Survey Quantitative 60+ Teacher Reflective practice
(2025) education
IJFMR Study (2025)  Philippines Internship challenges and competencies Mixed- Mixed 80+ Teacher Mentorship
method study education
Orland-Barak & International Teacher mentoring theory Review Qualitative - Teacher Mentorship
Wang (2020) education
Flores & Swennen Portugal Teacher educator development Interview Qualitative 20 Higher Professional
(2020) education identity
Konig et al. (2020) Germany Teaching readiness Survey Quantitative 89 Teacher TPACK
education
Trust & Whalen USA Professional learning networks Survey Quantitative 325 Teacher Network theory
(2020) education
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. Analytical Sample Educational Theoretical
Author(s) and Year Country/region Study focus Method approach Size context Framework
Allen et al. (2021) USA Mentoring outcomes Mixed- Mixed 150 Teacher Mentorship
method study education
Nguyen et al. (2022)  Vietnam Teacher professional development Mixed- Mixed 95 Teacher Competence
method study education
Hudson (2020) Australia Mentoring practices in teacher education Interview Qualitative 25 Teacher Mentorship
education
Darling-Hammond  USA Teacher preparation and practicum Review Qualitative - Teacher Experiential
et al. (2020) education learning
Bekereci-Sahin Turkey Rethinking teacher practicum Case Study Qualitative 14 Teacher Practice-based
(2024) education learning
McIntyre & Mclntyre USA Historical evolution of clinical practice Conceptual Qualitative - Teacher Practice-based
(2020) education learning
Korthagen (2021) Netherlands Realistic teacher education Conceptual Qualitative - Teacher Experiential
education learning
Borko et al. (2021) USA Teacher learning in practice Mixed- Mixed 120 Teacher Professional
method study education learning
Grossman et al. USA Core practices in teaching Review Qualitative - Teacher Practice theory
(2021) education
Loughran (2021) Australia Teacher education pedagogy Interview Qualitative 18 Teacher Reflective practice
education
Zeichner & Conklin ~ USA Field experiences in teacher education Review Qualitative - Teacher Experiential
(2021) education learning
Tian et al. (2022) China Model of practicum for ECE teachers Semi- Qualitative 21 Early childhood Pedagogical
structured education competence
focus group
discussion
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. Analytical Sample Educational Theoretical
Author(s) and Year Country/region Study focus Method approach Size context Framework
Yan & He (2024) China Problems arising in the EFL practicum Phenomenolo Qualitative 15 Teacher Mentorship
gical Study education
Chen & Xu (2021) China Reflective teaching in practicum Interview Qualitative 20 Teacher Reflective practice
education
Zhao et al. (2022) China Pre-service teacher readiness Survey Quantitative 150 Teacher Competence
education
Wang & Fan (2025)  China Communities of Practice (CoPs) Mixed- Qualitative 21 Teacher Social learning
method study education
Wong (2025) China Critical survey of mentoring in Chinese higher Survey Qualitative 25 Teacher Pedagogical
education education competence
Parker et al. (2022) China Mentoring effectiveness Narrative Qualitative 19 Teacher Mentorship
Inquiry education
Gao et al. (2023) China Impact of reflective practice on teacher efficacy and ~ Mixed- Mixed 30 Teacher Reflective practice
professional growth among EFL teachers method study education
Huang et al. (2025)  China Developing an educational practice course Survey Quantitative 150 Teacher Competence
education
Liu & Dzainudin China Teaching competence growth Survey Quantitative 85 Early childhood Pedagogical
(2023) education competence
Yan & Mingyao China Experiential learning outcomes Interview Qualitative 12 Teacher Experiential
(2022) education learning
Huangetal. (2024)  China Classroom practice skills Survey Quantitative 200 Early childhood Pedagogical
education competence
Li & Wang (2024) China Mentoring support impact Interview Qualitative 24 Teacher Mentorship
education
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