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Abstract
In this thesis I present an investigation of the experiences of 14 beginning
primary school teachers in their first year of teaching. Using an inductive
qualitative methodology, data was collected through multiple observations
and interviews with the participants over 16 months, augmented with
researcher notes, site documents and participant surveys. The key
findings indicate these teachers were frustrated by their inability to enact
their visions of themselves as teachers. These frustrations were
attributable to their lack of teacher knowledge across a variety of
knowledge domains, and a lack of coherent support in the schools in
which they were employed.
The thesis presents two frameworks through which these findings can be
understood, and responded to. The first is a conceptual framework which
links the spirit of teaching to the substance of teaching, using two Greek
concepts – ‘pnuema’, which is the spirit, and ‘pragma’, which is the
substance. The second framework is a structural one that describes how
an alignment between ‘pneuma’ and ‘pragma’ can be achieved whilst
simultaneously filling teachers’ knowledge gaps. In this framework,
teacher education is represented as an enterprise that is contiguous across
the multiple contexts of self, university, practicum and employment.
Teacher education is a continuous endeavour that has already begun
before prospective teachers enter their teacher preparation courses and
continues until they leave the profession.
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Chapter One
Purpose of the Study
‘I’m not usually a really emotional person and I feel so teary all the time. I
feel like as soon as anyone asks me if I’m okay I’m like, “I’m fine,” — but
really it’s just overwhelming. I feel like I should be going home and planning
wonderful lessons but I don’t have any wonderful lessons in my brain when I
get home because I’m like, “Oh my God. I’ve just been hit by a freight
train.” ’ Cate, a beginning teacher, 2009.
This is a qualitative study that follows 14 beginning teachers through their
first year of teaching in government primary schools in the Australian Capital
Territory. The purpose is to understand the challenges faced by beginning teachers
like Cate, and thus inform both teacher preparation and early career support strategies.
Specifically, the study investigates the transition from pre-service teacher to
classroom teacher, focusing particularly on literacy teaching in the first year of
teaching.
There have been numerous studies investigating teacher preparation, and the
impact it has on the first years of teaching (e.g. Darling-Hammond, Berry &
Thoreson, 2001; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Hebert & Worthy, 2001). However, there are
fewer studies which have used literacy teaching as the lens through which to observe
the first year of teaching (Helfrich & Bean, 2011, p. 212). By focusing, at least
initially, on the literacy teaching of these beginning teachers, a parameter is placed on
the broad array of data that inevitably presents itself in a longitudinal qualitative
study. The focus on literacy teaching also links the study to a broader political and
societal concern about the effective preparation of teachers to teach children to read
!
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and write (Stevenson, 2012). These concerns, and the subsequent pressure they
engender in schools, indicate that beginning teachers’ literacy teaching may be a
context where teaching challenges, strengths, and issues may constellate and provide
a fruitful site for understanding the first year experience.
Context for the Study
The motivation for this study was to investigate the transition from pre-service
early childhood and primary teacher to classroom teacher, focusing particularly on
literacy teaching in the first year of teaching.
Everyone, unsurprisingly, wants children to be able to read and write
effectively, and they want teachers who can teach these skills. The National Inquiry
into the Teaching of Literacy (DEST, 2005) and the national literacy assessments
(MCEETYA, 2008) in Australia, the National Primary Literacy Strategy in the UK
(UK Dept for Children, 2003) and the No Child Left Behind policy in the USA
(Education, 2001) and its successor Race to the Top (Education Department, 2012),
are all indications of the importance governments place on literacy in schools. Each
represents a nationwide reform aimed at ensuring all children leave school with
literacy skills that allow them to function productively in society. Yet in Australia,
the US and the UK, we continue to have a significant number of children who fail to
reach literacy benchmarks (ACARA, 2012c; Collier & Thomas, 1999; Demie, 2012).
Meanwhile, significant reviews have concluded that it is the teacher who is the single
most influential in-school factor in improving student learning, including literacy
learning outcomes (Demie, 2012; Grisham, 2000; Hattie, 2009). These dual concerns
of slipping literacy levels and teacher quality provide a strong contextual milieu for
this study.
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Alongside this broad social context for the study is my own personal
motivation to conduct the study. I moved out of classroom teaching and into teacher
education so that I could have a broader impact upon the literacy outcomes of
children in schools, by contributing to the preparation of teachers who would make a
difference in their classrooms through effective teaching of literacy. This study,
therefore, was born of a strong personal and professional desire to know whether my
teaching was preparing pre-service teachers for this crucial task of teaching literacy in
the classroom, and whether there was anything I could do to improve that preparation
and their first-year experience.
Currently, effectiveness in teacher education is primarily measured through
student evaluations of the unit and course experience. However, these are measures
of student satisfaction with their university experience, rather than measures of their
preparedness to teach literacy in classrooms. On university measures, my own
teaching scores are, on average, 20 percentage points higher than the faculty average
and I have been rewarded with local and national teaching awards, including the
award from the national Office of Learning and Teaching, for Outstanding
Contribution to Student Learning through the provision of high challenge and high
support literacy teacher education programs (Australian Government Office for
Learning and Teaching, 2012). The students themselves voted me one of the
University’s top ten lecturers in an independent national survey (Uni Jobs, 2012).
However, anecdotal evidence, gleaned through contact with former students,
indicated that despite some ‘good teaching’ at university they still faced enormous
struggles as literacy teachers in their first years of teaching. I may be highly regarded
in the university tutorial room, but of what use is that if I fail in my ultimate aim to
prepare teachers who are effective teachers of literacy in their own classrooms.
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Helfrich and Bean (2011) suggest that in order for teacher educators to better prepare
teachers to teach literacy effectively, teacher educators must be better informed about
the transition from the university tutorial room to the classroom. Thus, any measure
of the effectiveness of pre-service literacy-teacher preparation would need to include
observation and interaction with new graduates as they make the transition into their
first classroom. This study has sought to do that by following 14 teachers, who had
graduated from the course I teach in, through their first 16 months of teaching.
Significance of the Study
The jurisdiction in which this study takes place has a newly formed teacher
registration body, the ACT Teacher Quality Institute (Teacher Quality Institute,
2012), formed in response to a national initiative to introduce National Professional
Standards for Teachers across all education jurisdictions in Australia (AITSL, 2012a).
These standards comprise four levels, with the Graduate Teacher Standards
constituting the first level. The Graduate Teacher Standards describe the skills,
knowledge and dispositions expected of those who graduate from teacher education
courses. Complementary to these standards are newly mandated national Teacher
Education Course Accreditation Standards which require teacher education
institutions to prepare pre-service teachers who meet the Graduate Teacher Standards.
These two initiatives have had a substantial impact upon the work of the Education
faculty I work in, including opening opportunities to rethink the ways in which
teacher preparation occurs in the ACT so that Course Accreditation Standards can be
met.
These shifts towards more regulated teacher preparation are accompanied by
intense media and political interest in the ways in which teachers are prepared
(Anderson, 2012; Pyne, 2012; Stevenson, 2012). Spurred on by a decline in
!
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Australia’s performance in the international literacy tests as measured by PISA
(Thomson, De Bortoli, Nicholas, Hillman & Buckley, 2010), the calls for changes to
current models of teacher education are increasingly prevalent (NSW Government,
2012; Pyne, 2012). In order for policy initiatives around teacher preparation and
accreditation to be effective, we need to understand the nature of the challenges and
contexts that beginning teachers face. This study has the potential to contribute
directly to these debates with the contribution of new perspectives on the beginningteacher experience in an Australian context and thus inform policy around effective
teacher education in general, and literacy teacher education in particular.
An extensive literature review confirms that this is the first study to examine
the beginning-teacher experience in government schools in the Australian Capital
Territory (ACT), a small urban jurisdiction in Australia. The location of the study is
important as all the participants were employed in the local area, allowing the
researcher direct and regular access to them, and their classrooms, in their first year of
teaching. Tracking teacher education graduates into a variety of locations over a
dispersed geography is noted as a significant challenge in research into the first year
experience (Young & Draper, 2006). In this study the researcher has been able to
collect detailed, cumulative and direct data over the course of the study, where other
studies have relied upon beginning teachers’ self-reports of the experience, and upon
telephone interviews or written responses to survey questions (e.g. Scherff, 2008;
Corbell, Osborne & Reiman, 2010; Gavish and Friedman, 2010; Hagger, Mutton &
Burn, 2011).
Researchers have called for more investigation into the ways in which
universities and schools may work together to improve the preparation of teachers to
teach literacy (Helfrich & Bean, 2011; Lacina & Collins Block, 2011). This study
!
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responds to that call and also takes place in a political context where changes in
teacher preparation are possible and probable, giving the research a purpose beyond a
motivation to examine the relevance of pre-service teaching (including my own) for
beginning-teacher effectiveness.
Focus of the Study
In this study my attention was particularly focused on the participants’ literacy
teaching. As a literacy teacher educator this was a logical professional lens through
which to view the first year experience. The focus on literacy teaching provided
parameters within which to conduct the study. However, as so often happens in
research, the study shone a light on other aspects of the first-year teaching experience
which, it eventuated, were related, in important and complex ways, to the manner in
which the participants taught literacy. For example, at the beginning of the study I
had not considered ‘teacher attrition’ would have been a significant area of
investigation. However, as the study progressed, half of the participants indicated an
intention to leave teaching within that first year. It was a phenomenon that could not
be ignored and one that significantly affected the direction of the study, as the
following chapters will reveal.
In the iterative research process of observation, reflection and reading, other
focus areas also emerged, as outlined here.
Beginning-teacher knowledge and literacy teaching. All teachers need a complex
array of knowledge in order to teach. This study revealed strengths in beginningteachers’ advocacy knowledge; that is, they knew what was important in teaching and
why it was so. However, they were often not able to implement this knowledge in the
classroom.
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Teacher preparation. Inevitably, the beginning teachers’ teacher preparation came
under scrutiny for the role it played in building teacher knowledge. Areas for
improvement were identified and a framework for teacher preparation is presented as
a result of the findings in the study.
Beginning-teacher support. None of the beginning teachers in the study felt
adequately supported in their first year. Support systems mandated by the school
system they worked in were not effective, and often not even implemented. The lack
of targeted support contributed significantly to the ways in which the teachers
experienced their first year.
Beginning teachers’ motivations. Ultimately, these beginning teachers just wanted to
be the teacher they had always wanted to be. When this seemed out of reach, or when
they felt unsupported to achieve their vision of themselves, they became disheartened
and disillusioned.
How these focus areas were identified from the raw data is described in Chapter
Three and explained in Chapter Four.
Theoretical Perspectives in the Study
Gibson and Brown (2009, p. 30) offer a useful framing of theory as ‘both a
resource for and a product of research’. This thesis uses a range of normative theories
as a resource; these are well established positions through which to view the events
and experiences of the first year of teaching literacy. Indeed, undertaking any
research (or teaching) involves the enactment of ‘theoretical’ beliefs (Wright, 2008).
As Wright (2008, p. 9) contends, ‘When you are working to challenge the taken-forgranted, to make the invisible visible, you cannot escape theory. It is your ally.’. My
theoretical allies are introduced here, and explained in more detail in Chapter Three,
the Methodology chapter.
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Theory is an important resource for this study. This study is conducted from a
theoretical perspective that ‘understanding’ is relative, and socially constructed
through interactions with others, rather than a tangible, definable entity that exists
externally to the human experience and simply awaits discovery. In this study,
understanding is produced through dialogue and is constructed jointly with the
beginning-teacher participants. As such, it is a theoretical approach that allows me to
embrace the unexpected, and attend to dialogue rather than lead it.!!All aspects of this
research, from its conception to its completion have been framed by this broad
theoretical perspective: the data has been analysed through qualitative theoretical
perspectives, the literacy teaching has been viewed through social constructivist
theory and the recommendations sit within social interactionist theories of knowledge
and learning (Bruner, 1983; Vygotsky, 1978).
My theoretical allies, as outlined above, may be described as ‘capital T’
theories (Schram, 2006a): theories which are significant and named. This kind of
theory is a crucial resource for the study. I also claim to contribute new knowledge to
the field through the analysis and interpretation of the findings in this study. This
knowledge, which has been constructed from my interactions with the beginning
teachers in my study, has been used to develop conceptual and structural frameworks
for understanding and organising teacher education. These frameworks both
pragmatise the understandings gained through this study, and realise my thesis. New
understandings emerge from this study; they are both legitimate and useful, and they
make a contribution to the ways in which we understand, and respond to, the
preparation and induction of primary school teachers. Thus, the product of this thesis
may be described as ‘small t’ theory (Schram, 2006b): a set of ideas that guides
action.
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Overview of the Methods
The study was an inductive qualitative study conducted over 16 months.
Fourteen first-year teachers, all graduates from the Bachelor of Education Early
Childhood or Primary, participated in the study. The participants were self-selected
rather than chosen to represent a particular group of beginning-teachers. When they
initially signed up for the study, none had yet been offered employment. Within a
month or two of the commencement of the study they were all employed, and each
was working in an ACT government primary school. Thus, findings from this study
must be seen in the light of that particular employment context. There were three
males and 11 females and they taught across a range of grades, from preschool to
Year 6.
In order to capture a full picture of the first-year teacher’s experience as a
literacy teacher, a variety of data collection methods were used (Gall, Gall & Borg,
2005). Observations, field notes, interviews and surveys were employed, and site
documents were reviewed, with the different methods giving different lenses through
which to observe the same phenomena. The teachers were observed and interviewed
eight times over the first year of teaching, and once more in the first term of their
second year of teaching. These interviews were supplemented with two types of
researcher field notes, descriptive and reflective, which were collected throughout the
study. The participants also completed three anonymous online surveys through the
course of the study.
Methods are not simply chosen because of the data collection options they
offer; they are dictated by the perspectives of the researcher and the research (Wright,
2008). Based on the theoretical perspective that ‘understanding’ is achieved through
interactions with those experiencing the phenomena being studied, the methods
!
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required for this study needed to generate those interactions, and capture the broad
range of possible influences upon the beginning teacher. A set of qualitative methods
was chosen to achieve this, because qualitative methods allow ‘rich descriptions of
everyday life’(Silverman & Marvasti, 2008) and allow researchers to ‘study things in
their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms
of the meanings people bring to them’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 3). Although the
data collected from human participants in this way is conjectural, it has a basis of
probable facts (Guba & Lincoln, 1998). These facts are constructions that have
relative consensus, and others may apply the findings they generate to similar
contexts.
Within the qualitative research paradigm there exists a typology of qualitative
approaches to research. Each study and each researcher will be drawn to the one that
meets their needs (Patton, 2002). I began this study genuinely unsure of what I would
find in the classrooms I visited. I deliberately approached the study from a
perspective that would allow me to see all that was happening, rather than to look for
confirmations of what I thought might happen. This necessitated a qualitative study
conducted from a ‘bottom up’ perspective. Bottom-up approaches are used when the
aim is to see what the data reveals, rather than forming a hypothesis and observing
whether the data confirms the hypothesis (Gibson & Brown, 2009).
An iterative process was implemented as I worked inductively, collecting and
reviewing the data, reflecting, consulting the literature, and revisiting the data. This is
commensurate with a Grounded Theory approach (Corbin, 2007). However this study
has not pursued a classic Grounded Theory approach, essentially because I was not
seeking to sift the data in a systematic way until a defensible ‘theory’ was revealed.
My aim was to find meaning in what I observed. I could, thus, perhaps describe my
!
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approach as ‘grounded’, as opposed to ‘Grounded’. This is a constructivist bottom-up
approach (Patton, 2002), where intuition and impressions play a significant role and
the aim is to build a well-defended set of critical thoughts and reflections. I
consciously chose this approach, to allow me to be open to what I might find in my
encounters with the participants, to attend to the interaction rather than lead the
interaction, and to critically reflect upon the experiences of the participants in my
study. The methods used within this approach are described in detail in
Chapter Three.
Organisation of the Thesis
The thesis comprises six chapters, including this introductory chapter.
Chapter!Two presents a literature review, which is organised around the
following fields of research that emerged as relevant to this thesis and its findings:
beginning-teacher motivation; teacher support; beginning-teacher knowledge and
teacher preparation.
Chapter!Three!provides a detailed description of the methods and overall
approach used in the study. It begins with a rationale for the qualitative
methodological paradigm used, and a description of the research design for the study,
including a rationale for the methods chosen. This is followed by a series of vignettes
that describe the participants in the study and the contexts they work in. A
description of the research procedure is then given and the chapter closes with an
overview of the key findings.
Chapter Four presents the findings as they were uncovered through the data
analysis presented in Chapter Three. Three themes were identified: ‘Vision’,
‘Frustration’ and ‘Knowledge’. Each of these themes is explored and explained in
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this chapter with direct reference to the data that informed it. This chapter juxtaposes
the study’s findings against other accounts of the beginning-teacher experience
described in the literature, both as confirmation of the research, and at times
conjecture about it.
In Chapter!Five!the findings from Chapter!Four!are further interpreted to
explain the interrelationship between the three identified themes. Two frameworks
are presented. The first is a conceptual framework through which to view and
understand the first-year teaching experience. The second is a structural framework
for planning effective teacher preparation and induction.
Chapter Six serves as a summary of the thesis, providing concluding
comments and recommendations for those interested in improving teacher
preparation, particularly in, but not limited to, literacy teaching.

!
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Definition of Terms
ACT — Australian Capital Territory, the federal jurisdiction in which the study took
place. It is the smallest Australian jurisdiction and consists entirely of urban schools.
Beginning teachers — a term used in the literature to describe teachers who have
completed teacher preparation, and are in the first year of their teaching career.
EAL/D — English as an additional language or dialect — a term used in the UK and
the US as an evolution of the label English as a Second Language in recognition of
the fact that these learners may speak more than two languages, or may speak a
dialect other than Standard English.
ELL — English Language learners, the most common descriptor in the United States.
ESL — English as a Second Language
Early career teachers — a term used in the literature to describe teachers who have
completed teacher preparation and are in the first three years of their teaching careers.
Early Childhood and Primary school — the first seven years of compulsory education.
Graduate Entry — A two year pathway into early childhood and primary teaching for
candidates who have already completed a Bachelor’s degree in another area.
ILP — Individual Learning Plan, developed for students with special needs.
In-service teachers — teachers who have completed their teacher education and are
now employed as teachers.
Internship — an eight-week placement in a school prior to graduation from the
teacher education degree. Interns are not qualified as teachers and are not paid during
their internship. This is essentially a long practicum experience.
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Introductory English Centre — Centres in the Australian Capital Territory which
provide six months of intensive English instruction for newly arrived children who
have limited or no English.
NAPLAN — National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy — the federal
mandatory standardised testing program in Australia.
New educators — a term used in the literature as a synonym for early career teachers.
Newly Qualified Teachers — NQT — a term used in the literature as a synonym for
beginning teachers.
PISA - Programme for International Student Assessment, an international testing
regime measuring literacy and numeracy skills in 15 year olds
Preschool — one year of school preparation prior to commencement of primary
school; not mandatory but free public education.
Pre-service teachers — teachers who are still in their undergraduate program.
Primary school — the first seven years of compulsory education.
SES — Socio-economic status, an indicator in Australia calculated on income.
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Chapter Two — Literature Review
The literature review for this thesis grew from the study and informed the data
collection and analysis in an iterative manner. Observations and interviews with the
first year teachers raised questions and issues that demanded further exploration and
guided further professional reading. In this chapter I present a review of the literature
in the field that emerged as key to the study:
•

Beginning-teacher knowledge, in particular knowledge for effective
literacy teaching,

•

Beginning-teacher job motivation and attrition,

•

Beginning-teacher support,

•

Teacher preparation.

Beginning-teacher Knowledge for Effective Literacy Teaching
The literature on teacher knowledge is extensive, but this thesis examines the
first-year teaching experience through the lens of literacy teaching; therefore, teacher
knowledge for teaching literacy is the focus of this literature review.
A number of researchers offer different typologies of teacher knowledge.
Bernstein’s description of the vertical and horizontal discourses of knowledge
(Bernstein, 1999) offers a useful starting point for any review of the nature of
knowledge. In Bernstein’s model, the horizontal axis is the ‘know how’ which is
situated in context and concerned with the practical knowledge required to solve
immediate and practical problems. The vertical axis is the ‘know why’, and it
typically has some distance from the everyday. Bernstein claims that this distance is
important, offering us space to reflect on our ‘know how’ knowledge, and to consider
whether our ‘know how’ is indeed adequate or appropriate for the local context we
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are working in. This notion is often repeated in the literature. Heilbronn and Yandell
(2010) describe propositional knowledge (which could equate to Bernstein’s ‘know
why’) and procedural knowledge (which could equate to Bernstein’s ‘know how’).
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) similarly propose that teachers must possess and
operationalise knowledge on two planes: knowledge for practice (having the
knowledge) and knowledge in practice (applying the knowledge in the practice of
teaching). Drawing upon each of these typologies of knowledge we can identify three
ways of knowing something: ‘knowing what’, ‘knowing why’ and ‘knowing how’.
This broad framework of ‘know what’, ‘know why’ and ‘know how’
discourses of knowledge provides a useful overlay for domains of teacher knowledge.
The literature describes various domains of teacher knowledge. For example,
Shulman’s (1986) description of teacher knowledge domains comprises content
knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge, whilst
Grisham (2000) offers the broader descriptions of personal, practical and professional
knowledge domains. Tang (2011) conceptualises teacher knowledge domains as the
micro (personal), the meso (system) and the macro (societal). These broader
descriptions of teacher knowledge domains allow us to explore beyond those
observations we might make in a classroom when first watching what a teacher does.
They include the sociocultural context of the school and its learners, the sociopolitics
of schools and schooling and the personal histories of the teachers themselves.
With reference to the literature, the following six literacy-teaching knowledge
domains can be identified:
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o knowledge about content (Shulman, 1986) — specifically,
understanding how the English language works in literacy and
literature;
o knowledge about theory (Shulman, 1986) — theoretical
understandings about teaching literacy, and their history;
o knowledge about teaching (Lenski & Nierstheimer, 2006) —
pedagogical understandings of how to teach literacy. This could also
be described through Shulman’s notion of pedagogical content
knowledge, the capacity of teachers to apply their general pedagogic
skills to teach discipline content (Shulman, 1986), including the
curriculum documents they must work with in order to plan and assess.
o knowledge about their learners (Lenski & Nierstheimer, 2006) — the
literacy learning needs of the children in the teachers’ classrooms;
o knowledge about school context — the school and community they
teach in and how that may impact upon the literacy teaching strategies
they require, and the ways in which they are required to plan, report,
assess and administer their literacy teaching;
o knowledge about the sociocultural politics of teaching literacy.
In the following section of the literature review I provide a summary of the literature
organised within these knowledge domains. Each of these domains of knowledge can
also be viewed through each way of knowing, or knowledge discourse; that is,
‘knowing what’, ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing why’.!!This notion of teacher
knowledge as a complex amalgam of knowledge domains and knowledge discourses
is acknowledged in the literature. Liakopoulou (2011, p. 45) suggests, ‘The degree of
combination of all this separate knowledge differentiates the “competent” from the
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“excellent” teacher’. The overlay of ‘know why’, ‘know how’ and ‘know what’
discourses for each of these types of knowledge is used in Chapter Four as a means of
organising observations and analysis of the participants with regard to their teacher
knowledge.
Knowledge about Content
Teachers need strong content knowledge if they are to teach well (FeimanNemser, 2001; Fullan, 2010). In particular, to be effective in teaching children who
struggle with literacy they need a strong content knowledge of the English language
(Spear-Swerling & Cheesman, 2012). The Australian Government has mandated
seven teacher standards against which all teachers in Australia must perform (AITSL,
2012a). Standard Two is ‘Know the content and how to teach it’. This encompasses
Shulman’s (1986) differentiation between content, and pedagogical content
knowledge (how to teach it). In the area of literacy education the Australian
Government has also recently mandated what constitutes ‘content’ in literacy
teaching, with the development of an Australian Curriculum for subject English
(ACARA, 2012a). For subject English, content descriptors are organised under three
interrelated strands: Language, Literature and Literacy. Thus, in subject English,
teachers must have a content knowledge of how the English language works
(linguistic knowledge), how English literature is constructed (literary knowledge) and
how communication happens in English (literacy knowledge). The consequences of a
lack of content knowledge in teaching literacy can be serious, with Shulman (1987)
indicating that lack of content knowledge results in narrowed and regressionist
pedagogies as teachers resort to replicating own past experiences with instruction in
language.
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Literacy difficulties are the most common reasons for students failing in
school (Moats et al., 2010), and evidence suggests that early effective intervention,
including explicit and systematic instruction in English language structures, can make
a significant difference to later school achievement (Washburn, Joshi & Cantrell,
2011). Spear-Swerling and Cheesman (2012) make the important point that simply
being literate is not adequate preparation for teaching literacy, because the ability to
speak, read and write in English is not the same as understanding how English works
and being able to use that knowledge to teach others. Numerous accounts of
beginning teachers note a lack of content knowledge about how the language works
— most particularly the basic constructs of the English language (Alderson &
Hudson, 2012; Hadjioannou & Hutchinson, 2010; Moats, et al., 2010; Washburn, et
al., 2011; Wong, Chong, Choy & Lim, 2012). Studies reveal teachers know little of
the phonemes and graphemes in English (Helfrich & Bean, 2011), or the morphology
of words and syntax rules of sentences, and the ways in which spoken and written
language are structurally different (Moats, 1994). This hampers their ability to teach
and assess literacy effectively, and in particular to meet the needs of children who are
struggling in literacy (Hadjioannou & Hutchinson, 2010; Lucero, 2012). SpearSwerling and Cheesman (2012) suggest that without good content knowledge in the
area of literacy ‘teachers may provide inadvertently confusing instruction to children’
(Spear-Swerling & Cheesman, 2012, p. 1692). Washburn et al. (2011), in their study
of 91 new teachers, found that pupils had reduced literacy outcomes when given
explicit instruction in language structures by teachers who themselves had a limited
understanding of language structures.
Research suggests that content knowledge can be developed to good effect in
teacher education programs through explicit instruction (Brady et al., 2009; Spear-
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Swerling & Cheesman, 2012). Yet content knowledge about English language is not
predominant in reviews of teacher education programs or the course books most
commonly used in those courses (Joshi et al., 2009). Even when pre-service teachers
receive language content knowledge in their courses they often fail to make use of it
(Hadjioannou & Hutchinson, 2010). Spear-Swerling and Cheesman (2012, p. 1716)
found that teacher knowledge could increase significantly with focused professional
development for both in-service and pre-service teachers, which could have
immediate impact upon the effectiveness of their interventions for under-achieving
children. The researchers conclude that content knowledge should be built more
effectively during pre-service teacher education, and this professional learning should
continue as the teachers move into the classroom. In other words, content knowledge
should be built across the continuum of becoming a teacher, from pre-service to inservice.
Knowledge about Theory
Literacy is defined in the Australian Curriculum as:
‘The knowledge and skills students need to access, understand, analyse
and evaluate information, make meaning, express thoughts and emotions,
present ideas and opinions, interact with others and participate in activities
at school and in their lives beyond school.’ (ACARA, 2012a)
However, effective literacy teaching is a complex and contested field (Gass, 2008;
Lightbown & Spada, 1999; Saville-Troike, 2006) with Saville-Troike (2006)
concluding differing positions are inevitable given that language learning is difficult
to accurately research.

!

20!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
‘Because it is impossible for us to observe mental capacity or language
learning directly, the different beliefs are based largely on theoretical
assumptions and are tested by indirect methods which individuals who
come from different disciplinary perspectives may not agree on.’
(Saville-Troike, 2006, p. 17).
Linguistic, psychological and neurological research traditions have informed
theories of language acquisition and literacy teaching. They provide descriptions of
three major language learning pedagogies. These can be identified broadly as
behaviourism, nativism and social interactionism (Lightbown & Spada, 1999, O’Neill
& Gish, 2008). Behaviourist theory was originally expounded most notably by
Skinner (Campbell & Green, 2006) who claimed that individuals learn language
through appropriate stimulus and response, and imitation of speech around them.
There is no recognition of a child’s role in the construction of meaning, and all
emphasis is on external input. Nativist theory arises from the work of Chomsky
(Campbell & Green, 2006) who claimed that there are basic universal and intuitive
rules of language, and that each individual has an innate biological capacity to learn.
The emphasis is solely on the internal processes of the child, and a minimal role is
given to the cultural and social environment in the construction of meaning. The
nativist theories therefore do not describe intervention by teachers in literacy
teaching. Rather, students are facilitated to move through a natural order of literacy
development. Social interactionist theory is inspired by the work of Vygotsky and,
later, Bruner (Campbell & Green, 2006). It emphasises the role of social interaction
in language development, and the part played by significant others in the child’s
environment. Like the nativists, the social interactionists agree that a child has a
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natural capacity to learn, but this acquisition of language occurs in interactions with
other people and is not simply a matter of ‘natural’ acquisition.
In their teacher education, the participants in this study were given a social
interactionist approach to literacy teaching, with a strong critique of the inadequacies
of behaviourism and nativism as adequate explanations of how language is learned
and literacy taught to greatest effect. This strong theoretical positioning of their
literacy teaching preparation reflects Grisham’s (2000) finding that a coherent and
cohesive theoretical foundation in literacy education is necessary for building positive
learning and teaching experiences in the first year of teaching.
Knowledge about Teaching
Knowledge about teaching encompasses pedagogical knowledge, including
pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986) — the capacity to apply general
pedagogic skills to teach discipline content. Knowledge about teaching falls under
AITSL’s Teacher Standards 3, 4 and 5: Standard 3 — Plan effectively; Standard 4 —
Provide a supportive learning environment; Standard 5 — Assess effectively (AITSL,
2012a).
Several studies note that teaching practices observed by beginning teachers in
school classrooms is given status above both theory and practices gained in the
university tutorial classrooms (Allen, 2009; Rozelle & Wilson, 2012). In their study,
Smith and Moore (2006) concluded that pedagogical beliefs and classroom practices
learned at university have been subsumed by the practices of colleagues within three
years (Smith & Moore, 2006). With reference to Bernstein’s horizontal and vertical
axes of knowledge discourse, it would appear that preference is given to ‘know how’
knowledge gained in the specific and local spaces of the classroom.
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Alongside this preference for learning about teaching in the classroom is a broader
position in education, as observed by de Jong and Harper (2005), that suggests good
teaching is sufficient in itself for teaching all learners. System documents reinforce
this perception, including the new Australian Curriculum which assumes that all
learners are the same with a shared understanding of the world. However, the view of
the world and cultural assumptions underpinning these system documents may be
alien to learners of English as a second language or learners from a low SES (socioeconomic status) background. As de Jong and Harper (2005, p. 106) observe, most
curriculum and mainstream literacy strategies used in classrooms ‘assume a strong
foundation in oral language and in the vocabulary, grammar, and discourse structure
of English’. Clearly, knowledge about teaching cannot be gained or described in
isolation from the contexts in which it is to be applied, or from the learners to whom it
is applied.
Knowledge about Learners
Teacher Standard 1, in the AITSL Professional Teacher Standards (AITSL,
2012a), is ‘Know students and how they learn’. To ‘know’ students requires knowing
their cognitive capabilities as well as any sociocultural impacts upon their learning;
for example, whether they speak the language of school as their first language or
whether their home experiences are congruent with school experiences. Their
cognitive capabilities to learn language may be modified by their age, their
environment or by other congenital conditions. Good teachers must be able to
monitor their language in the classroom to meet the specific language needs of their
learners. All teachers are teachers of these learners, including the teachers in this
study. All teachers must know their learners, and successfully identify the Zone of
Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978) for each learner. As well as identifying the
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content within that zone, teachers must also use language that is comprehensible to
the learner, and strategies that are suited to the learner.
Learners have different literacy and language-learning needs at different
stages of development; the needs of the Kindergarten child are different from the
needs of a child in the upper primary years. Teachers must leave their teacher
education program ready to meet the needs of all these learners. Within this scope of
Kindergarten to Year 6 year levels, children will have learning differences related to
cognition and environment. MacBlain and Purdy (2011, p. 383) summarise, ‘teachers
are now having to work differently and in ways which demand that they have a
greater understanding of the complex needs of a growing number of children’. As
students with cognitive developmental delays are increasingly mainstreamed, the
classroom teacher must know how to manage learning for these children. Research
indicates that teachers do not receive adequate teacher preparation to enable them to
work effectively with these children (MacBlain & Purdy, 2011; Spear-Swerling &
Cheesman, 2012).
As well as learning differences related to the cognitive development of the
learner, there are environmental differences within grades that will impact upon the
ways in which literacy teaching can be most effective. For example, children from
low socio-economic backgrounds and children who speak English as an additional
language or dialect (EAL/D) are likely to have different needs simply because the
language they speak at home is different in some ways from the language that is
valued in the classroom. Helfrich and Bean (2011) note that classrooms are today
more likely to be filled with children with EAL/D backgrounds, ‘and students at risk
for school failure because of low socioeconomics’ (Helfrich & Bean, 2011, p. 215).
These two cohorts of learners are over-represented in the under-performing cohort of
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learners as measured in national literacy teaching, a phenomenon noted in the US (de
Jong & Harper, 2005), the UK (Demie, 2012) and Australia (Thomson et al., 2010).
Whilst their numbers grow in mainstream classrooms their literacy outcomes remain
poor. Therefore it is crucial that teachers understand these learners and the literacy
teaching they require.
MacBlain and Purdy (2011) conducted research with beginning teachers in the
UK which suggested that newly qualified teachers graduate with considerable selfdoubt about their ability to meet the needs of diverse learners, already aware they
have not received adequate training to meet the needs of learners they have glimpsed
on their practicums. This was also a finding of the Irish Department of Education’s
evaluation of beginning teachers, which found that only 34% were able to plan
lessons to meet differentiated learning needs (Department of Education and Skills,
2006, p. 13). However, it is not only pre-service teachers who are ill-prepared for the
task, with research recording that in-service teacher knowledge is inadequate to meet
the linguistic and sociocultural needs of these learners (Cajkler & Hall, 2009; de Jong
& Harper, 2005; MacBlain & Purdy, 2011; Spear-Swerling & Cheesman, 2012).
In order to meet the language learning needs of different learners, teachers
must understand how language is acquired by first, second and additional language
learners, and be able to choose learning strategies that meet those specific needs. In
particular, Cummin’s (2000) differentiation between Cognitive Academic Language
Proficiency (CALP) and Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) is a
crucial understanding. English Language Learners often display oral language
competence in their use of social and playground language, and this masks their
ability to deal effectively with the academic written tasks in the classroom, as well as
their capacity to fully comprehend the more academic discourse of discussion and
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evaluation that becomes increasingly abstract as they move through the school.
English Language Learners who already have reading and writing skills in
their first language will benefit from teaching that is different from that given to those
who have no or limited literacy in their first language. Learners who have
experienced social and emotional trauma — for example, refugee learners — require
informed teaching that recognises that their social and emotional needs must be
addressed in order for meaningful language learning to take place, and that their
traumatic experiences may affect their behaviour in the classroom. Learners from
other cultures may have other expectations of how the classroom operates, including
working collaboratively in groups, participating in classroom discussions or asking
the teacher if unsure (de Jong & Harper, 2005). This may be misinterpreted by a
teacher who has not understood the cultural background of their learners in the
implementation of their literacy programs.
De Jong and Harper advise, ‘Good teachers also accommodate student
differences by getting to know their students at a personal level. The standard “Who
am I” definition may fail, however, to tap into the realities that shape bilingual and
bicultural individuals’ (de Jong & Harper, 2005, p. 113). Their advice with regard to
bilingual and bicultural learners can be extended to any learner whose experience and
language at home do not match those of the school; that is, children from different
socio-economic backgrounds or children with congenital learning difficulties which
impact upon their language acquisition processes and the ways in which they
experience the classroom environment.
Few teacher education institutions require mandatory dedicated education for
special needs or English language learners. Spear-Swerling and Cheesman (2012)
suggest that in order to understand the needs of diverse learners, pre-service teachers
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need opportunities to work with these learners in well-supervised practicums.
However, pre-service teacher education for meeting diverse needs is unlikely to be
sufficient in itself. Wong’s et al. (2012) study of 880 teachers as they move from
teacher education programs to their first year of teaching suggests that professional
learning must occur continuously through the transition from pre-service to in-service
teacher education. Their study indicated that teachers’ understanding of the needs of
diverse learners increased most significantly in their first year of teaching, and they
surmised that this was when the beginning teachers were able ‘to shift their concerns
outwards from an initial pre-occupation with self to a focus on tasks and teaching
situations, and finally to consideration of the impact of their teaching on their
students’ (Wong et al., 2012, p. 114).
Teachers must both understand the diversity of their learners and use that
knowledge effectively. As de Jong and Harper (2005) urge, ‘Good teachers
understand and accommodate differences, understanding that they must try to avoid
stereotypes and inappropriate expectations or interpretations of student behavior’(de
Jong & Harper, 2005, p.112).
Knowledge about School Context
The workplace is an important variable in the way a beginning teacher will
experience the first year of teaching (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Haggarty, Postlethwaite,
Diment & Ellins, 2011; Hargreaves, 2003; Wong et al., 2012). Dinham and Scott
(1998) also claim the school context is an important domain in the teacher experience,
and one which can impact upon their actions as well as their longevity in the
profession.
An important part of becoming a member of any new community is having
some insight into how that community works (Flores, 2001). Fuller and Unwin
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(2004) describe workplaces along a continuum of the opportunities they offer for
teacher learning and development, from restrictive learning to expansive learning
environments. How well prepared a beginning teacher is for the different learning
potentials available in any one school context will affect how well they can make use
of the learning opportunities afforded them (Haggarty et al., 2011). Scott and Dinham
(1997) also suggest that the within-school context offers most opportunity for
improvement in the first year experience. The ways in which schools operate and
manage their teachers has an impact upon the ways in which teacher realise their role
in the classroom. Gu and Day (2011) found that teachers who operate in schools with
good communication strategies, clear expectations and well defined processes were
more likely to feel they were being successful in their classrooms.
The politics of schools and the hierarchy of powers are challenging for many
beginning teachers, with many reporting the feeling of powerlessness and loss of
voice as disheartening features of their first year (Hobson, 2010). Hargreaves (1994)
claims schools with strong leadership, making creative and innovative responses to
change agendas, are ultimately empowering places for teachers to be, because
teachers feel they are in a trusting community with shared visions and values about
education. Shared values and a supportive environment are commonly reported as a
requisite for a successful first year of teaching. Paul Kidson (2012), Principal of a
secondary school in Sydney, Australia, operates a mentoring program for beginningteachers where the focus is on staffroom relationships, based on his observation that
beginning teachers flourish, or otherwise, due to their staffrooms rather than their
classrooms. In an interview with a Sydney newspaper he says, ‘New teachers can
flourish in all kinds of schools with all kinds of kids so long as the staffroom is a
cohesive and supportive environment’ (Haesler, 2012). Some researchers (e.g.
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Masten & Gorman [cited] in Gu & Day, 2011) claim teacher resilience is primarily
built upon relationships, and thus relationships in the school environment are a crucial
factor in building resilience. Schools operate as bureaucracies as noted by Kusmic
(1994) who suggests that ‘organisational literacy’ skills will help teachers read their
new workplace environments and allow them to respond in appropriate ways. He
further suggests that these can, and should, be developed explicitly in teacher
education programs, dealt with openly and incorporated into professional experiences
observation schedules, class discussions and reflection pieces.
Knowledge about Sociocultural Politics
Whilst schools are their own micropolitical sites, which engender their own
particular organisational literacies (Kusmic, 1994), they also reflect the larger
sociopolitical agendas in society, most particularly in the area of literacy instruction.
Literacy is the focus of attention for many outside of the school. Literacy is a
perennially fraught field in the history of any country’s education endeavours. It is
recognised as key to achievement both at school and beyond, and governments and
administrative bodies devote large parts of their policies and budgets to improving
and monitoring literacy outcomes.
In the UK, the National Literacy Strategy and its successor the Primary
Literacy Strategy (Mills, 2011) were government drivers aiming to standardise both
content and pedagogy in the delivery of literacy in the name of social equity (Moss,
2004). Similar motives underpinned the US No Child Left Behind strategy, and its
successor Race to the Top. The success, or otherwise, of national initiatives in the US
and UK has been measured by national testing regimes. In Australia, although there
has been no national directive for literacy pedagogy and delivery, measures of success
in literacy teaching are implied in the public release of results in the national testing
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regime NAPLAN (National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy) through
the My School website (Reid, 2010). These standardised numerical measures of
success have been accompanied by a carrot and stick approach to educational reform,
with funds awarded to schools for improving their ‘numbers’, and school closures and
teacher dismissals threatened for those that underperform. This approach is based on
a fundamental market principle that competition is good for encouraging people to
improve performance, and money is a key incentive for improving.
Many argue that conceptualising education in such business terms is
detrimental to student outcomes, narrowing curriculum and increasing the likelihood
of corrupt practices in education (Apple, 2001; Goodson, 2001). Alan Reid, Professor
Emeritus at the University of South Australia, observes in a 2010 commentary on the
My School website that
school systems and schools will begin to expect teachers to teach for the
NAPLAN test in an effort to improve individual school and state results. In
Victoria last week a regional director issued an instruction that schools should
prepare students well in advance of the test; and many principals around the
country freely admit that many months of practice tests and coaching are spent
preparing for the tests’ (Reid, 2010, n.p).
This new-millennium interest in literacy is born of a shift in economic world
order. The new globalised economy requires highly qualified workers with skills that
will give countries the edge in a global market. Ball (2003, p. 217) claims these
national standardised performance measures not only change the face of teaching,
they are ‘changing what it means to be a teacher’. He refers to it as a struggle over
the teacher’s soul. Flint, Maloch & Leland (2010) conclude from their longitudinal
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study of early career teachers that the influence of high stakes testing on the literacy
teaching practices of beginning teachers is one of the three highest impacts, the others
being teacher preparation and available support. These larger sociopolitical tensions
within literacy education are noted in the literature as having an impact upon teacher
retention and resilience (Gu & Day, 2011); knowledge of the sociopolitics of
schooling and their impact upon the micropolitics of schools may prepare teachers for
the first years of teaching. Gu and Day also suggest that beginning teachers who are
forewarned are forearmed, indicating that the study of sociocultural politics of
education is crucial in teacher education.
Beginning-teacher Job Motivation and Attrition
Whilst teacher knowledge was perhaps a predictable area of literature review
for this thesis, job motivation and attrition were not. When the study began, teacher
motivation and attrition were not a consideration. However, as the study progressed it
became clear the beginning teachers’ motivation and vision of themselves as teachers
was affecting the way they were experiencing the first year. Some were seriously
considering leaving the profession. Thus, it became appropriate to review the
literature in the area of beginning-teacher motivation and teacher attrition for this
thesis.
Job Motivation
This section reviews the literature as it pertains to the motives a beginning
teacher has for entering the profession, and subsequently staying in the profession or
not, which Rots, Kelchtermans & Aelterman (2011) categorise as job motivation,
differentiating it from a broader literature on motivation. Understanding who goes
into teaching, and their motivations for doing so, is crucial to understanding what will
keep them in the profession (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007). Multiple reviews conclude
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that individuals are drawn to teaching for altruistic and intrinsic reasons (Alexander,
2008; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Richardson & Watt, 2006; Watt & Richardson,
2008): a desire to do good, to have an impact on people’s lives, and an inbuilt belief
they are good at ‘teaching’. Importantly, they also believe teaching will give them
intellectual challenges (Richardson & Watt, 2006; Watt & Richardson, 2008).
Gu and Day (2007) conclude that it is these very internal motivators that give
teachers the resilience to stay in the profession and to be successful in the profession.
They report that it is their intrinsic and altruistic motivation that is likely to give
teachers the resilience they need to stay in the profession for the long term. The
strength of their intentions is important to note, because researchers observe
intentions are excellent predictors of teacher commitment and longevity in the
profession (Fokkens-Bruinsma & Canrinus, 2012; Hong, 2010; Korthagen, 2004).
Richardson and Watt (2010) are less certain of a relationship between internal
motivation and longevity in the profession, claiming we do not know ‘which
motivational profiles will produce the most psychologically robust teachers’
(Richardson & Watt, 2010). They suggest that altruistic highly motivated individuals
may suffer job satisfaction and burnout more readily because of the emotional
exhaustion attached to their performance.
Richardson and Watt (2006) report from their study that teachers ‘seek out
those rewards that come from the experience of teaching’. They want to feel
successful, and that feeling comes from seeing success and achievement in their
students (Corbell et al., 2010; Gu & Day, 2007; Hebert & Worthy, 2001; Johnson &
Birkeland, 2003). Gu and Day (2007) suggest that the more success teachers
experience in the classroom, the more positive emotions they experience which in
turn builds their resilience and continued motivation. Fokkens-Bruinsma and
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Canrinus (2012) describe motivations as being either adaptive or maladaptive; that is,
some motivations are more likely to lead to longevity in the profession. They find the
motivations of ‘feeling successful’, and doing good result in teachers persisting in the
profession. They find motivations such as social coercion (from family and friends,
for example) or using teaching as a ‘fall back’ career, to be maladaptive (FokkensBruinsma & Canrinus, 2012).
Contrary to research into teacher motivation for entering the profession which
concludes altruistic and intrinsic factors are of most importance, policy makers and
governments focus on extrinsic motivators, such as financial rewards, social status
and the working conditions of teaching, when proffering solutions to teacher attrition
and targeting teacher recruitment. Indeed, these motivators are in decline in
comparison to other career choices (Le Maistre & Pare, 2010; Watt & Richardson,
2008). The latest OECD Education at a Glance report confirms teachers are still paid
more than 20% less than other people with similar educational qualifications in most
countries (OECD Directorate for Education, 2010). However, despite the declining
financial rewards, people continue to enrol in teacher education courses, with
researchers concluding beginning teachers are not motivated by career prestige or
salary (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; Watt & Richardson, 2008). Torres’ study (2012)
found that teachers ‘did not leave the classroom for more lucrative careers. Instead,
they left hoping to achieve the intrinsic rewards or the impact they thought they were
going to have in teaching’ (Torres, 2012, p. 142).
An acknowledgement of the teacher as a person is described by many as
necessary in any examination of the ways in which a beginning teacher approaches
their task and responds to the challenges they find (Huberman, 1993; Korthagen,
2004; Nias, 1989). Hong (2010) maintains that understanding teachers’ professional
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identity is important in gaining insight into the decisions they make, their motivations
and their likelihood of staying in the profession. Those who go into teaching
generally believe they will be good teachers; they have some sense of themselves as
teachers, most likely modelled from the behaviours and attitudes of teachers they
liked, or did not like, from their own time as students or from their observations as
student teachers (Hong, 2010). Alexander (2008) reports similar findings suggesting
that teachers hold quite strongly to these ideals and ideas despite what they may have
been exposed to in their university degrees (Alexander, 2008).
Palmer (1998) identifies emotion, intellect and spirit as important threads in
the ‘inner terrain’ of the teacher, and that these threads must be taken account of when
nurturing the teacher, because it is this inner desire to be connected to the events of
the classroom that draws teachers to teaching. Gu and Day (2011) correlate Palmer’s
notion of the teacher’s ‘inner terrain’ to an understanding of teaching as a vocation.
Gu and Day (2011, p. 14) claim that this vocation gives teachers the strength to
continue ‘in the face of the challenges created by work–life tensions’. Connelly and
Clandinin (1999) suggest that if teachers feel this teacher identity is unfulfilled they
may leave the profession. Kosnik and Beck (2009) also find a close link between job
satisfaction and staying true to visions of oneself as a teacher. A beginning teacher in
a study conducted by MacBlain and Purdy (2011) drew the following conclusion
about why schools employ beginning teachers, which helps to explain the ways in
which school contexts can reduce motivations:
‘I think they see you as someone they can mould into their own rather than
someone who is already their own, … they want to make you, you know,
compatible with how they work rather than have someone who is going to
change them’ (MacBlain & Purdy, 2011).
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Ulvik and Langorgen (2012) investigated this phenomenon where schools fail
to make good and positive use of the qualities a beginning teacher brings to a school,
the classroom and the students. Their study examined the resources and skills a
beginning teacher brings to the school, and the extent to which schools use these
resources. They found that mentors acknowledged several resources the beginning
teachers brought with them to the school, including ‘new ideas and challenging what
is regarded as the “truth” in the school culture’ (Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012, p. 48).
However, Haggarty et al. (2011) note that the challenge of the new can be actively
quashed through the very experience of being a first year teacher where induction
programs deliberately construct a definition of a good teacher through the programs a
school or system promotes. They conclude that beginning teachers ‘are in danger of
becoming, or at least trying to become, the kind of teacher that fits with the
school’s/induction tutor’s/department’s notion of a good teacher’ (Haggarty, et al.,
2011, p. 939). In doing so they lose their own teacher identity. Others claim that, as
education moves increasingly towards performance- and standards-based assessment
of both student and teacher competencies, the opportunities to enact personal identity
and vision are reducing (Ball, 2003; Jones, 2003). Teacher autonomy is increasingly
disappearing in schools. Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2009) report that teacher autonomy
is a key component of job satisfaction, whilst noting a worldwide trend towards
reduced teacher autonomy (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009). Similarly Richardson and
Watt (2010) suggest that large-scale educational reforms impact upon job satisfaction,
and invite researchers to examine how educational reforms may potentially be
undermining the motivations of highly engaged teachers (Richardson & Watt, 2010).
Jones (2003) in her study of 11 newly qualified secondary teachers concluded there
was a link, ‘between a teacher’s personhood and teacherhood and a need for adequate
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support and guidance to assist newcomers to the profession in the process of
reconciling personal beliefs and values with the realities of teaching’ (Jones, 2003, p.
396).
Researchers in the field of beginning teachers often identify ‘types’ of
teachers. For example, Watt and Richardson (2008) identified ‘types’ of beginning
teachers as a result of their longitudinal study of beginning teachers across Australia.
They identified ‘highly engaged persisters’, ‘highly engaged switchers’ and ‘lower
engaged desisters’(Watt & Richardson, 2008, p. 416). Highly engaged persisters start
their career certain they have made the right choice (Richardson & Watt, 2010) and
with a strong belief in their own teaching abilities. Highly engaged switchers are
highly planned and engaged but indicate they have other aspirations than spending
their career in teaching. Lower engaged desisters are not planning on a long career in
teaching, and are disaffected with teaching even before they begin. Watt and
Richardson (2008) suggest that if highly engaged switchers are well supported it may
be possible to keep them in the profession for longer.
Stoeber and Rennert (2008) provide a more psychological explanation of
teacher types that have correlations with Watt’s and Richardson’s ‘types’ (2008). The
highly engaged persister may also be described as perfectionist personality types
(Stoeber & Rennert, 2008) which Stoeber and Rennert claim contain the sub-types
positive perfectionists and negative perfectionists. In their study of teachers they
found that perfectionists with predominantly negative aspects of perfectionism — that
is, they respond negatively to imperfection or the judgments of others — were more
stressed by teaching. In contrast, teachers who had predominantly positive aspects of
perfectionism — that is, those who strove for perfection — perceived ‘potential
stressors as challenges, not as threats or losses’ (Stoeber & Rennert, 2008, p. 48), and
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were able to use stress to achieve positive outcomes. Stoeber and Rennert conclude,
‘It is not striving for perfection that is associated with burnout but negative reactions
to failure to achieve perfection’ (Stoeber & Rennert, 2008, p. 48). Linked to the
personality types of these highly engaged persisters and perfectionists is a desire to
have some intellectual challenge — which Watt and Richardson (2008) identified as a
key motivator for people choosing teaching as a career. Intellectual challenge and
teacher autonomy are important factors in a beginning teacher realising their teacher
identity in the classroom.
Persistence and resilience are common traits in descriptions of the teachers
most likely to succeed in the classroom (Stoeber & Rennert, 2008; Watt &
Richardson, 2008). Efficacy beliefs are an important component of the persistent and
resilient teacher (Gu & Day, 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009). ‘Self-efficacy may
be conceptualized as individual teachers’ beliefs in their own ability to plan, organize
and carry out activities that are required to attain given educational goals’(Skaalvik &
Skaalvik, 2009, p. 1). People with high self-efficacy are more likely to see problems
as challenges rather than threats (Bruinsma & Jansen, 2010). As such, efficacy
beliefs are an important component of a teacher’s sense of self, and can be a
successful predictor of teacher aspirations and the likelihood of them staying in the
profession (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009; Torres, 2012). Gu and Day (2007, p. 1305)
observe resilience is inextricably linked to ‘the strength of our beliefs or aspirations’
and can be defined as the ability of teachers ‘to respond positively to challenging
circumstances’ (Gu & Day, 2007). They find that the circumstances within which
teachers operate have an important causal impact upon teacher resilience (Gu & Day,
2011). Resilient teachers find deep satisfaction in their teaching (Castro, Kelly &
Shih, 2009). Gu and Day (2011) suggest that the increases in the performance and
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standards agendas in education, such as those that continue to be described in the
literature (Ball, 2003; Ditchburn, 2012; Skourdoumbis, 2012), are circumstances that
may impact upon teacher resilience. Gu and Day (2011, p. 18) conclude that
resilience is ultimately ‘driven by teachers’ educational purposes and moral values’,
and these are most threatened by the loss of autonomy and narrowing of educational
endeavours which often accompany performance agendas.
Teacher Attrition
Although this study began from a desire to research literacy teaching practices
and improve literacy-teacher preparation, it became apparent early in the study that
the participants’ likelihood of staying in the profession was in some way connected to
the way they were experiencing their first year, including the ways in which they were
teaching literacy. A review of the literature on teacher attrition has been an important
source of information for this study, particularly because Chapters Four and Five of
this thesis propose an explanation of teacher attrition that runs contrary to much of the
literature.
Between 40% and 50% of beginning teachers leave the classroom in their first
five years of teaching, a trend that has been noted in the UK, North America and
Australia (Burghes, Howson, Marenbon, O'Leary & Woodhead, 2009; Hong, 2010;
Kardos & Johnson, 2007; Scheopner, 2010; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004; Watt &
Richardson, 2008). These statistics indicate the first few years in the profession are
crucial in teachers deciding whether they will stay for the long term (Jones, 2003).
We are reaching a stage where more teachers are leaving the profession than entering
it (Le Maistre & Pare, 2010; MacBlain & Purdy, 2011). Government reports around
the globe suggest the problem of high teacher-attrition is exacerbating existing and
projected teacher shortages (Hagger et al., 2011; MCEETYA, 2003; Rots et al.,
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2011). Whilst the figures for beginning-teacher attrition are distressingly high, even
more concerning is the observation of some researchers that it is the ‘good ones’ who
are leaving (Le Maistre & Pare, 2010). Philip Riley, a researcher at Monash
University conducting a longitudinal study into the attrition rates of early career
teachers, suggests in a recent interview that in Australia we have poor insight into
why these teachers leave because, ‘At present there is no systematic tracking of those
teachers who leave or analysis as to the reasons why.’ (Haesler, 2012).
High rates of attrition are costly, both financially (Hobson, 2010) and also in
terms of loss of expertise (MacBlain & Purdy, 2011). Corbell et al. (2010) suggest
that supporting teachers to stay would be a cheaper option than inducting new
replacements continually. Supporting teachers to stay would also result in a more
effective teaching workforce, because they would have more experience and broader
skill-bases to draw upon in their teaching, and provide consistency and continuity to
the workplace (Hong, 2010). It is because of these important workforce factors that
teacher attrition has been the focus of many studies in recent years as systems seek to
address the professional drain. Many of those studies identify pragmatic, contextual
factors as the major reasons for beginning teachers leaving the profession.
In studies of beginning teachers, feelings of dissatisfaction with teaching are
often seen as problems with behaviour management (Gu & Day, 2011; Hong, 2010;
Kusmic, 1994; Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; McCormack & Thomas, 2003) or ‘difficult
working conditions’ (Barmby, 2006; Scherff, 2008) or problems managing the diverse
social and emotional needs of the learners (MacBlain & Purdy, 2011). Richardson
and Watt (2010) summarise the literature finding that supportive parents and
administration, reasonably disciplined students and a pleasant working collegiality all
help teachers feel supported. Johnson and Birkeland (2003) add to this list an
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organised school and opportunities for professional learning. Similarly, Ingersoll and
Smith (2004) report the following factors as key to a teacher’s satisfaction and
decision to stay in the profession: grade level taught; socio-economic status of the
school; numbers of challenging students; class size; workload and planning time. Gu
and Day (2011) also report studies that suggest the socio-economic status of schools
plays a role in the likelihood of teachers remaining in the profession because these
schools provide a more complex working environment. They report that teachers
working in schools with low socio-economic status are experiencing less stable
personal and professional working conditions. Workload is noted, in other studies
(Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009), as a reason for teacher
attrition. Johnson and Birkeland (2003) report that the participants in their study noted
low pay as a factor contributing to teachers leaving the profession early, and this
theory is taken up by systems wishing to keep teachers in the profession, as evidenced
by performance-pay initiatives (Caldwell, 2010). However, Skaalvik and Skaalvik
(2010, p. 1061) observe, ‘satisfaction with concrete circumstances should not be used
as a measure of teachers’ overall job satisfaction’, and they are supported by other
researchers who suggest that a focus on the extrinsic circumstances surrounding
teacher attrition may not tell the whole story.
Richardson and Watt (2010) conclude there is no single reason why beginning
teachers leave the profession, nor a magic bullet nor one-size-fits-all solution to
keeping them in the profession. The complexity of the task of teaching, along with
the complexity of each individual teacher, requires multiple and multiplied responses.
Dinham and Scott (1998) propose a three domain model for understanding teacher
dissatisfaction. The first domain is the intrinsic or the personal, the second is the
extrinsic or the public, and the third is the school, which could be conceived of as the
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place where the public demands on teachers meet the personal motivators for
teaching. Thus different schools produce different levels of satisfaction or
dissatisfaction for teachers (Dinham & Scott, 1998).
Additionally, as Gu and Day (2007) found, teachers remain committed to the
job when they can fulfill their original motivations for entering the profession in the
first place. However Torres (2012) concludes this is a simplistic observation. She
found ‘simply examining the commitment of teachers as they entered the classroom
or sources of dissatisfaction with teaching does not capture the multiple factors and
circumstances that influence the decision to leave teaching’ (Torres, 2012, p. 133). In
her study she interviewed teachers who had left teaching, to examine their reasons for
leaving. Not all the teachers had expected to be in teaching for the long term.
However, 40% had decided to leave because they felt they were ‘unable to
accomplish what they hoped in the classroom due to conditions in the school or
school system’ (Torres, 2012, p. 138). Kyriacou and Kunc’s study of 28 teachers in
their first two years in the classroom draws similar conclusions: ‘Teachers who are
most likely to leave are those whose expectations are being disappointed in those
areas that are most important to them’ (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007, p. 1253). This
results in emotional exhaustion, as opposed to the physical exhaustion related to
workload and work conditions described in other studies. Skaalvik and Skaalvik
(2009) concluded in their study of over 2000 Norwegian primary and middle-school
teachers that this emotional exhaustion is the largest factor in seeking to leave the
profession, further confirmed by Hong (2010) in her recent study of 84 US teachers.
She concludes that those who decided to leave teaching left for reasons inextricably
bound to their ‘own sense of self and identity as a teacher’ (Hong, 2010). It is this
theme in the literature — that attrition is linked to teaching-vision rather than
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teaching-pragmatics — which coincides with the findings made during the course of
this study.
Summary
In summary, teaching today attracts motivated personalities, with a desire to
do good and to be intellectually challenged. There are clear and positive correlations
between these intrinsic motivations and the quality of teaching in schools (Bruinsma
& Jansen, 2010). These are undoubtedly the kinds of personalities that society is most
likely to want to have teaching their children. Yet the statistics tell us that many of
these teachers leave early in their careers. A better understanding of different
motivational profiles of beginning teachers should allow a more informed
investigation of the kinds of support that would adequately address the variety of
motivators, and perhaps keep teachers in the profession. This proposition is explored
within this thesis.
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Beginning-teacher Support
With teacher attrition problematic for systems, teacher retention becomes the
focus. All the research agrees that the transition between teacher education and being
a teacher is a challenging one that requires support. During the course of this study,
the quality and structure of teacher support in literacy teachers’ first year became a
focus of the investigation. Feiman-Nemser describes support as an ‘omnibus term’
(Feiman-Nemser, 2001, p.1031), and clearly one of the problems with the term
‘support’ as a useful concept in the study of beginning teachers is its broadness. A
review of the literature reveals ‘support’ does indeed cover many different focus
areas. In response to the data and the manner in which the data emerged throughout
the study, I have organised this section of the literature review under the following
headings:
Mentoring and induction programs,
Support and self-efficacy,
Support and the professional community,
Support and well-being.
Mentoring and Induction Programs
Whilst many studies report that mentoring programs are more likely to be
ineffective than effective, other studies report positive results from mentoring
programs. Hobson’s (2010) longitudinal study of beginning teachers over four years
in the UK found that beginning teachers who perceived they had received effective
support and induction were more likely to feel they were effective teachers and were
more likely to feel satisfied in their position. In Hobson’s study, 13% of teachers who
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had rated their support as less than very good had left the profession, whereas the rate
of attrition was 5% for those who felt they had had very good mentoring in their first
year. First-year induction and mentoring programs are the most common types of
‘support’ offered to first-year teachers. Baker-Doyle (2012) categorises these
programs along a continuum with ‘traditional’ at one end and ‘reform’ approaches at
the other end. Traditional programs ‘emphasize emotional support, personal
socialization (“get-to-know-you” activities), and introductory help (familiarization
with school routines and curricula)’ (Baker-Doyle, 2012) and often perform some
kind of regulatory function as well; for example, probation (Hagger et al., 2011;
MacBlain & Purdy, 2011). These traditional models are not concerned with enacting
any change in the system, but rather at inducting teachers into an existing system. As
Stanulis, Little and Wibbens (2011, p. 32) concluded from their study, ‘Generic
mentoring was not found to make a difference in changing practice’.
Researchers (Haggarty et al., 2011; McIntyre, Hagger & Wilkin, 1994) have
identified problems with generic and ‘utilitarian’ approaches to induction which focus
on system needs rather than the needs and concerns of the beginning teacher. Hagger
et al. (2011) criticise this system focus in induction programs.
‘All too often, formal induction provision focuses on the details most easily
packaged and presented — the individual school’s policies and procedures —
rather than supporting NQTs’ engagement with the most complex of them —
the students and their learning’(Hagger et al., 2011, p. 403).

In contrast to traditional models of mentoring and induction, Baker-Doyle (2012)
describes reform-oriented models as those that position the beginning teacher as a
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professional rather than a technician. She says ‘induction programs whose models fit
with the reform characteristics of the continuum are most successful in providing
comprehensive professional support.’ (Baker-Doyle, 2012, p. 68). This position
supports Hebert’s and Worthy’s (2001) observation that all beginning teachers would
benefit from a sense of control over their own induction.
Haggarty et al. (2011) further describe two different theoretical motivations
for mentoring and induction programs within a reform approach: reflective
practitioner models and social constructivist models. Their description of social
constructivist models fits well within the theoretical perspectives on learning,
teaching and knowledge that underpin this thesis. Rather than positioning teacher
learning as induction to a systemic model of teaching and learning (a traditional or
apprenticeship approach), or as a process of self-discovery (reflective learning),
teacher learning occurs through the process of interaction with other professionals and
the teaching contexts (social constructivism). This opens interactions between mentor
and mentee beyond system compliance and towards ‘confronting the common ideas
and the contested ideas’ (Haggarty et al., 2011, p. 938) from their teacher education,
professional learning and school and system teaching and learning directives. Social
constructivism is built on shared understandings, but also seeks to build shared
understandings. Hobson, Ashby, Malderez and Tomlinson (2009) have found that
successful mentors are those who are familiar with the kinds of teacher preparation
the beginning teacher received in their teacher education degree. Ulvik and
Langorgen (2012) also work within an understanding of a social constructivist
approach to support, and suggest that induction and mentoring programs should focus
equally on support with challenges as well as support to bring the strengths of
beginning teachers to the notice of the schools. They identify these strengths as new
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ideas and perspectives, enthusiasm and flexibility, understanding and communicating
with students (Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012, p. 52).
Yusko and Feiman-Nemser (2008) report on an induction program that they
claim was successful in combining regulatory and assessment requirements
(traditional) with professional learning (reform). They noted in a study of a number
of mentoring programs that extensive and descriptive classroom notes compiled by a
mentor allowed the beginning teacher to see their classroom teaching with new eyes.
Their study showed that assistance and assessment could go hand in hand. However,
their study looked at a carefully controlled and well-funded pilot into mentoring
where the mentors were carefully selected. It is questionable whether this can be
replicated on a large scale and for all beginning teachers, because the research
suggests that successful mentoring programs which are highly resourced studies are
difficult to replicate when those resources are removed (Waterman & He, 2011). As
Clark and Byrnes (2012, p. 44) observe, ‘While one can mandate a mentoring
program and provide mentor training, the spirit of the program is unlikely to be
translated into effective practice without resources’.
A multi-purpose induction and mentoring program — that is, one which is
both regulatory and supportive — presents significant challenges for systems
attempting to implement such a program, because this positions mentors as both
support providers and gatekeepers to the profession. Yusko and Feiman-Nemser
(2008) agree that selection of mentors who could successfully both assist and assess is
crucial.
‘Mentors need a full complement of mentoring tools like teaching standards,
protocols for analyzing student work and formats for documenting
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observations and interactions with new teachers as a starting point’ (Yusko &
Feiman-Nemser, 2008, p. 948).
Other studies cast doubt on the efficacy of a support model where the mentor
performs both an assistance and an assessment role (Hobson, 2010; Williams &
Prestage, 2002).
All mentoring approaches purport to support beginning teachers in the transition
from university to employment. Eraut (2004) describes this transition from preservice to in-service teacher as a progression through five interrelated stages:
1. the extraction of potentially relevant knowledge from the context(s) of its
acquisition and previous use;
2. understanding the new situation — a process that often depends on informal
social learning;
3. recognising what knowledge and skills are relevant;
4. transforming them to fit the new situation; and
5. integrating them with other knowledge and skills in order to
think/act/communicate in the new situation (Eraut, 2004).
The complexity of the transition can result in a ‘reality shock’ (Haggarty et al., 2011).
Mentoring and induction programs are often used as a means of mitigating the shock.
However mentoring and induction programs are by no means ‘de rigueur’. They exist
in haphazard manner in systems around the world, with places as disparate as Norway
(Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012) and the government school system in the Australian
Capital Territory offering no systematic induction and mentoring, and where the firstyear teacher bears exactly the same burden of teaching and administration as the
experienced teacher.
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Indeed, numerous studies suggest that much of the money currently spent on
support programs for beginning teachers is missing its target, with mentoring and
induction programs being essentially ineffective (Corbell et al., 2010; Fresko &
Nasser-Abu Alhija, 2009; Haggarty et al., 2011; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003;
Richardson & Watt, 2010). Le Maistre and Pare (2010) observe that although we
have built a field of work in mentoring and induction and what it could and should
look like, we have far less evidence of what it actually does look like in schools.
Waterman’s and He’s (2011) analysis of 14 large-scale research studies into
mentoring programs drew conclusions similar to those of Le Maistre and Pare:
‘The literature over the past eight years suggest that mentoring and induction
programmes are not as common, as well delivered, nor as long-lasting as the
great quantity of literature on them might suggest.’ (Le Maistre & Pare, 2010,
p. 560)
This ‘haphazard and ineffective mentoring’ is complicit in schools being unable to
support beginning teachers adequately. LoCasale et al (2012) concur, concluding
from their review of mentoring and induction programs that a lack of standardised
implementation and understanding of the ways in which such programs can be useful
is more likely to be the cause of failed mentoring programs than the concept of
mentoring per se.
In summary, there are accounts of effective mentoring programs (Hobson et
al., 2009; Stanulis et al., 2011) with Hobson (2010) suggesting that there are benefits
in particular in the one-to-one mentoring of beginning teachers by experienced
teachers. However, Kardos and Johnson (2010) conclude in their extensive review of
the literature that mentoring programs are more likely to be ineffective than effective.
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Indeed, LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2012, p. 317) allude to the possibility that no matter
how good a mentoring and induction program is it may not be ‘enough to counter
classroom demands or school factors that inhibit professional satisfaction and
intentions to continue in the profession’.
Support and Self-efficacy
As established in the review of teacher motivation literature, teachers
generally believe they will be good teachers; they have some sense of themselves as
teachers, most likely modelled from the behaviours and attitudes of teachers they
liked, or did not like, from their own time as students or from their observations as
student teachers (Hong, 2010). However, self-belief does not automatically translate
to self-efficacy on the job, which involves a ‘developed understanding of what one
has to do in order to have a justified feeling of doing a good job’ (Rots et al., 2011,
p. 2). Ulvik and Langorgen (2012, p. 54) suggest that beginning teachers need to
have their capacity for self-efficacy nurtured and ‘they need to contribute rather than
be regarded as helpless’. They suggest this is best achieved by focusing their
workload on core teaching business, teaching and connecting with students, and
acknowledging the strengths they bring to the school in the form of latest teaching
ideas, flexibility and enthusiasm. Self-efficacy needs to be nurtured.
Some research concludes that beginning teachers have unrealistic expectations
which need to be modified (Jones, 2003), and these high expectations of themselves
lead the best and brightest to leave teaching because they cannot meet their own
expectations (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; Le Maistre & Pare, 2010). Le Maistre and
Pare (2010, p. 562) suggest that beginning teachers need to learn to make do, to
‘satisfice’ and accept they are not going to be perfect. They suggest that this will help
them survive in the profession. In a similar vein Kieschke and Schaarschmidt (2008)
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argue that new teachers should be taught to defer gratification; that is, to come to
terms with the fact that they cannot achieve great things in the classroom from the
beginning and they could achieve deferred gratification through distancing themselves
emotionally from their students (Kieschke & Schaarschmidt, 2008). The literature on
resilience also contains the notion that beginning teachers must learn to make do, to
build skills that allow them to cope with the circumstances of the first year
(Mansfield, Beltman, Price & McConney, 2012).
However, as Weiss (1999) [cited] in McCormack and Thomas (2003), and
Ulvik and Langorgen (2012) observe, schools simply do not cash in on the
enthusiasm and innovation that beginning teachers bring with them to their first
appointment. Beginning teachers themselves report the phenomenon of a trial by fire
which they perceive as being deliberately devised by schools as a means of seeing
who is tough enough to stay the distance (Haesler, 2012). This inclination in the
profession to reduce aspirations rather than nurture them is a prevailing wisdom in the
field. Hobson (2010) found in the longitudinal study in the UK, ‘Becoming a
Teacher’, that beginning teachers resent the absence of their ‘voice’ in schools,
describing themselves as the ‘underdogs’ in the school. Jones (2003) warns the
consequences of reduced autonomy which accompany reduced self-efficacy include
the ‘deprofessionalising of teaching’. Gu and Day (2011) found in their study of 300
teachers in different phases of their teaching careers that teachers who had good faith
shown in them and their teaching abilities and were rewarded with leadership
positions had increased feelings of self-efficacy. Support that builds confidence and
self-belief will enable beginning teachers to enact their visions of themselves as
teachers, trying new ideas and bringing their enthusiasm to their schools rather than
replicating existing practices (Jones, 2003). Jones recommends support which deals
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with the teacher as person, and which allows a space where they can examine, and
perhaps reappraise, their personal beliefs in line with the practices they observe in the
classroom.
Support and the Professional Community
Support from colleagues is identified by teachers as crucial to their ability to
teach effectively and to be satisfied in their job. Support was identified by the
majority of the 300 teachers in Gu’s and Day’s (2011) study seeking to identify the
impacts upon teacher resilience throughout the career cycle of teachers. As well as a
mentor, beginning teachers need time and opportunity to speak with their colleagues
(LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012) and to use this dialogue as an opportunity to reflect on
their practice (Hong, 2010) and to feel they are part of a professional community of
practice (Hobson, 2010). Pogodzinski (2012) describes this socialisation process as
key to understanding why beginning teachers may leave or stay in a school or the
profession. He suggests that socialisation into a professional learning community can
have both positive and negative impacts, the negative being that they may come under
pressure to conform to school norms and expectations at the expense of their own
visions or opportunities to grow.
Conversations with veteran teachers, or expert teachers, are found to be useful
(Hobson, 2010; Le Maistre & Pare, 2010), most particularly when these teachers are
teaching on a similar grade level (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012). Other studies
recommend conversations with peers (Flores, 2001; Helfrich & Bean, 2011; Hodson,
Smith & Brown, 2012), with Baker-Doyle (2012) reporting in her research that
beginning teachers turn to their peers more than any other support source in their first
year of teaching, or form informal personal networks within schools with teachers
they have chosen to connect with. Recent studies of school-based initial teacher
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education programs in the UK have found teachers in these programs highly valued
the opportunity to debrief with peers who were experiencing similar problems and
challenges (Brooks, Brant, Abrahams & Yandell, 2012). Hobson (2010) also
recommends that beginning teachers be encouraged to develop peer networks. The
study by Hodson et al. (2012) also reported the effectiveness of university tutors as
support, claiming this provided structure and direction to conversations, as well as
alternative perspectives to the issues they were facing in the classroom as beginning
teachers.
Conversations, per se, are not sufficient for an effective mentoring relationship
(Birkeland & Feiman-Nemser, 2012). Yusko and Feiman-Nemser (2008) suggest that
the most effective conversations with other educators are those which are goaloriented and focused on student learning. Baker-Doyle (2012), however, makes the
important observation that these goals are ones of significance and importance to the
beginning teacher rather than system goals, finding in her study that,
‘assigned mentors that had preexisting goals for the teachers became
evaluative and impractical to the teachers. This implies that mentors should
help teachers in realizing and meeting their own professional goals, rather than
rigid goals set by others.’(Baker-Doyle, 2012, p. 82).

Field notes of classroom observations of teaching and talk around student
writing are suggested as effective means of guiding conversations around professional
learning and improving student outcomes (Yusko & Feiman-Nemser, 2008). Such
conversations require time and planning. Studies such as the review conducted by
LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2012) report that time spent with mentors is an important
variable in the effectiveness of such support, although time in itself is not the only
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requisite of quality support, and they note, ‘It is critical not to jump to the conclusion
that merely increasing time spent with a mentor during induction will directly
translate to improved novice outcomes’ (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012, p. 315).
Corbell et al. (2010) along with Smith and Ingersoll (2004) report that beginning
teachers who are given scheduled times to talk with colleagues are about half as likely
to leave the classroom as those who do not have those opportunities. In a caveat to
that finding, Waterman and He (2011) found in their review of 14 extensive studies
into mentoring that mandatory meetings with mentors were not helpful, and not likely
to result in teacher retention. They concluded, ‘too much guidance from mentors and
too much formality did not increase retention’ (Waterman & He, 2011, p. 147).
Pogodzinski (2012) concludes that there is no optimal time or structure for mentoring
programs because the needs of beginning teachers are likely to be varied. Instead he
emphasises the importance of alignment between beginning teachers and their
mentors, recommending that this alignment occur across multiple dimensions in the
relationship, to include ‘consideration of the level of shared goals, shared values,
similar preferences for work climate, and similar preferences for systems and
structures between novices and their mentors and other colleagues’ (Pogodzinski,
2012, p. 333). He suggests that such alignment gives entry to the professional
learning community of the school and hence gives access to its social capital
(Bourdieu, 1986), meaning that supports are made more available and are likely to be
more relevant.
Conversations with executive staff and direct support from principals also
have a positive correlation with teachers staying in the profession (Corbell et al.,
2010; Gu & Day, 2007; Hong, 2010; Peters & Pearce, 2012). These conversations
with significant and respected people are important (Rots et al., 2011) and offer
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important feedback for beginning teachers which can build both self-esteem and selfefficacy (Rots et al., 2011). The quality of the principal’s leadership is important to
the amount of support the teacher can expect to receive.
When conversations are teamed with a genuine interest in input from
beginning teachers, self-esteem and self-efficacy are further increased (Gu & Day,
2011). Researchers report that opportunities to share one’s own knowledge, skills and
ideas within the school environment influence teachers’ commitment to remain in the
profession (Baker-Doyle, 2012; Margolis, 2008). Hong (2010) observed, ‘When
teachers are given the opportunity to be actively involved in decision making and
problem solving in their school, they may feel less vulnerable and their professional
identity may be less threatened’ (Hong, 2010, p. 1541). LoCasale-Crouch et al.
(2012) also note the importance of developing interests and continuing professional
learning outside of the school environment and requirements, citing evidence that this
builds beginning teachers’ self-efficacy.
Support and Well-being
Research suggests that teaching is one of the most physically and mentally
taxing professions (Johnson et al., 2005). Le Maistre and Pare (2010) note, in their
study of neophyte professionals, that only beginning teachers receive no practical
support into the profession: for example, therapists and social workers received
reduced caseloads, modelled case studies and cosigning of reports by experienced
colleagues. They observe, ‘No other profession takes newly certified graduates,
places them in the same situation as seasoned veterans and gives them no organised
support’ (Le Maistre & Pare, 2010, p. 560). Richardson and Watt (2010) identify that
additional support for beginning teachers should include coping strategies, managing
home/life, and dealing with stressful situations and building resilience.
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Summary
To summarise the literature on beginning-teacher support, all beginning
teachers require support (Le Maistre & Pare, 2010); even the ‘good ones’ need help in
their early years. Even highly motivated and highly engaged beginning teachers need
support to stay motivated and engaged. There is no one solution to ‘supporting the
beginning teacher’, and no single aspect of teaching that requires support. Multiple
strategies, targeting multiple needs, must be implemented to address the complexity
of the challenges (Fresko & Nasser-Abu Alhija, 2009). Although we have numerous
accounts of what good teacher induction and mentoring should look like, as Birkeland
and Feiman-Nemser (2012, p. 111) conclude, ‘there is a big gap between the ideal that
researchers envision for new teacher induction and the realities of practice’.
Teacher Preparation
Any account of the experience of the first-year teacher must deal with teacher
preparation; the ways in which they are prepared for the first-year experience.
Grisham (2000, p. 164) observes the relationship between first-year practice and
teacher education preparation ‘is neither direct nor simple’. Other reviews are even
less positive suggesting a minimal relationship between teacher education programs
and effective teaching in the first year (Good et al., 2006). Feiman-Nemser (2001)
describes teacher education courses as a ‘weak intervention’ compared to their
practicum experiences, and even their own school experiences (Flores, 2001). Yet we
know that a well prepared teacher will have positive impacts upon teacher learning
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2001). The International Reading Association has
identified what they believe are the markers of effective literacy-teacher preparation,
as follows: (a) highly effective programmatic content, (b) exemplary faculty with
outstanding teaching qualities, (c) well-coordinated and systematic field experiences,
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(d) emphasis on strategies that meet the needs of diverse populations, (e) high quality
program and candidate assessments, (f) use of high quality governance, allocation of
resources and visionary policies (Lacina & Collins Block, 2011, p. 324).
Much of the literature on teacher preparation as it relates to the first-year
experience is concerned with the ways in which teacher preparation can be improved.
This section of the literature review describes the key themes identified as requisite
for effective teacher preparation.
Practice Makes Perfect
Most of the literature concurs that teacher preparation should include practical
skills in teaching, and we cannot ignore the oft repeated cry of the first-year teacher
that their courses were not practical enough (Anderson, 2012; Grossman et al., 2000).
As Grossman et al. (2000, p. 658) observe, ‘A vision can seem terribly insubstantial
without the concrete strategies to attain it’. As many teachers claim, and researchers
confirm (Brock, Moore & Parks, 2007; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Heilbronn, 2010),
context is crucial to learning effective teaching strategies and methods, and often you
do not know what you do not know until circumstances make it clear to you.
To answer this call for increased practical skills situated in real contexts, an
emerging phenomenon from the end of the last millennium has been a move towards
shifting the responsibility for teacher preparation from Higher Education institutions
and returning some of that responsibility to systems and schools, with the
establishment of collaborative research projects and movements like the Professional
Development Schools movement in the US (Cope & Stephen, 2001; Day, 1998). In
the United Kingdom, the shift to school-based initial teacher education (ITE)
increasingly is the norm (Hodson et al., 2012). This is a trend not universally
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supported: Hodson et al. (2012, p. 183) describe it as being a consequence of
government’s simplistic views of teaching, with ‘the student teacher developing
practical skills in the school and subject knowledge in the university’. This general
trend is described as the ‘training discourse’ in teacher education (Moore, 2004). In
Australia, whilst there are some teacher education programs adopting the schoolbased model, such as Teach for Australia (DEEWR, 2012), the majority of teacher
preparation programs follow the traditional structure of being university-based with
an accompanying practicum experience. However, there are persistent and consistent
calls for increased practicums within these traditionally structured teacher preparation
degrees.
The contribution of practicum experiences to improved readiness for the first
year of teaching is not clearly defined. The links between what is learned on a
practicum and what is learned in the university tutorial room are tenuous (MacBlain
& Purdy, 2011). Shortages of placements in most universities means there is little
moderation and control over the practicum experiences of individuals in most
university courses, and few links between the theory of the lecture theatre and the
practice of the classrooms they find themselves in. Some researchers suggest that
practicums can even contribute to the reality shock beginning teachers face in their
first classrooms (Alexander, 2008), because they do not prepare them ‘for the day to
day duties of teaching, and the social and political context of schools’ (Hebert &
Worthy, 2001, p. 899). Hebert and Worthy (2001) claim that practicums as they
currently exist show only ‘a glimpse’ of teaching. Nonetheless, studies indicate that
some practicum experience is desirable to enhance teacher preparedness for the first
year of teaching. Kee (2012) conducted a study examining first-year teachers’ selfreports of preparedness, and found a significant difference in levels of preparedness
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according to length of practicum placements in their teacher preparation course.
Practicums of 1–7 weeks make a limited impact. Practicums of 8–11 weeks provide
double the rates of teacher satisfaction with preparedness. Practicums over 12 weeks
provide a marginal increase on preparedness compared to 8–11 weeks. Kee (2012)
found that teachers graduating from fast track programs with limited coursework
declared that they felt less prepared for teaching. Her conclusion was ‘teacher
education programs should continue to seek ways to include topics on instructional
methods, learning theory, developmental psychology, and adapting curriculum (for
example, for diverse learners) in their course offerings’ (Kee, 2012, p. 35).
An alternative to situating teacher education in schools, or a complementary
approach, is to place practising teachers in the university context, which Cope and
Stephen (2001) conclude is an approach with potential but not without provisos.
They found that practising teachers tend not to describe or promote a transformative
vision of education, but rather recount or prepare students to teach in an existing
paradigm. They found that ‘teacher fellows are less likely than lecturers to present
and discuss alternative methodologies’ (Cope & Stephen, 2001, p. 922) and were
sceptical of any proposal that new teachers could be agents of educational
transformation. Practitioner approaches to teacher preparation most often result in
‘mimicry’ of experienced teachers (Hodson et al., 2012). Wold, Young and Risko
(2011) also question the consequences of purely practitioner approaches to teacher
education. With specific reference to the preparation of literacy educators they ask, if
teacher preparation does not include an exploration of theory and its application to
practice, ‘how is it possible to create the next generation of teachers of excellence
who use literacy theories and research to inform their instruction?’ (Wold et al., 2011,
p. 169). Hodson et al. (2012) further observe, ‘The apprenticeship model, of doing
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the same as the other teachers, does not readily provide the analytic capability
required to develop generic skills to span a range of institutional settings’ (Hodson et
al., 2012, p. 183). They expand,
‘Apprenticeship models can have built-in blinkers to vision that result in
apprentices following the master to the detriment of their own more fulsome
participation in cultural renewal, understood and expressed through their
identifications with new agenda, perhaps unknown to the master’ (Hodson et
al., 2012, p. 188).
Giannakaki et al. (2011) warn that a focus on practice only may come at the expense
of theoretical knowledge and the development of a responsive and broad repertoire of
teaching strategies.
However, Cope and Stephen also suggest that the presence of practising
teachers in the university keeps university lecturers on their toes, saying ‘the pressure
to make sure that theory does support practice becomes more intense’ (Cope &
Stephen, 2001, p. 923). Scherff (2008) agrees that teacher educators must take notice
of the conditions that graduates face in the classroom. This suggests a fundamental
principle for effective teacher education — teacher educators should be connected to
the field and their courses should be respondent to the needs of the field.
School–university partnership models can be successful as a means of
introducing theory to practice, forging meaningful connections in the quadrant of
teacher knowledge formed by the vertical and horizontal axes of knowledge discourse
(Bernstein, 1999) as outlined earlier in this literature review. Hodson et al. (2012)
report on their observations of the potential of introducing theory to practice in initial
teacher education programs, where pre-service teachers spend most of their time in
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schools and their brief university visits provide ‘respite’ and space to think about
theory, and the theory becomes more situated and contextual.
Match-making
Feiman-Nemser posed this question in 2001: ‘Why is the professional learning
within teacher education programs undervalued?’ and she offered numerous answers.
In particular, she stated that the abstract and fragmented nature of most teacher
education programs must bear responsibility for the lack of preparation beginning
teachers feel in their first year of teaching (Feiman-Nemser, 2001), a claim repeated
in the literature even a decade on; for example, Dolan (2012). Not only is a
discontinuity within teacher education programs a problem, but so also is the
discontinuity between coursework and practicum experiences. Flint et al. (2010) note
that the degree of congruence between coursework and practicum was a contributing
factor to teacher effectiveness. Helfrich and Bean (2011) claim that the integration of
the two is crucial, citing their research into beginning teachers’ practices in the
classroom in their first year. When coursework and practicums are not matched, a
clash of ideologies occurs which is not productive for the pre-service teacher, nor
does it prepare them well for their first year of teaching (Helfrich & Bean, 2011).
Bullough (2011) describes this clash as one between the traditional culture of the
school, which is fixed and resistant, and the culture of a post-modern society which is
changing and evolutionary. Thus, the suggestion is that first year teachers will be
served best when there is a match between the pedagogical messages of the university
and the pedagogical opportunities of the school.
Lacina and Collins Block (2011) conducted a review of highly effective and
highly regarded literacy teacher education preparation programs and found the most
highly rated, by experts in the field, developed a full community of practice, where
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‘professors, teacher candidates and public school professionals collaborated closely
and worked closely together’ (Lacina & Collins Block, 2011, p. 340). In particular,
they noted the effectiveness of university professors enacting practice in school
classroom contexts. Wold et al. (2011) note the importance of explicit
demonstrations in how to implement teaching strategies, so the placement in a school
context is crucial to the transfer of pedagogy and content. McElhone, Hebard, Scott
and Juel (2009) observed that teachers who had had at least one practicum experience
where they were able to implement some of the literacy practices taught in their
teacher education programs were able to enact their vision of literacy teaching when
they were classroom teaching (McElhone et al., 2009). Schools must, therefore,
provide an opportunity for pre-service teachers to enact some of the strategies taught
in university. McElhone et al. (2009) note that new teachers who are in contexts that
reflect their teaching philosophies and support their vision of good teaching build
those visions into more concrete and specific visions — workable ideals.
Many of these goals of teacher education could be addressed through
increased school–university partnerships (Sutherland, Howard & Markauskaite,
2010). Hagger et al. (2011) report that successful school–university partnerships can
improve the first-year experience for beginning teachers:
‘It would appear that genuine school/university partnerships with fully
integrated ITE programmes have helped both to smooth the continuum
between training and induction and to equip beginning teachers to learn more
successfully from the processes of teaching as they are engaged in them’
(Hagger et al., 2011, p. 403).
However the concept of school–university partnerships is open to many and
varied interpretations (Day, 1998), with each variant requiring investigation of its
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principles, goals and implementation strategies in order to understand their
effectiveness. The partnership must have its purpose and structure valued equally by
the school leaders, school teachers and the university lecturers; there must be shared
goals and visions (Dolan, 2012). Once a structure is agreed to it must be allowed to
have its integrity maintained; for example, agreements around time off for reflection
or critique which may be embedded in the model, must not be eroded (Hodkinson &
Hodkinson, 1999). Hodkinson and Hodkinson (1999) sensibly suggest that any
university–school partnership in teacher education should be founded on a clear
understanding of what it is the school experience can offer that the university
experience cannot — ‘what sorts of student learning can schools do best?’
(Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 1999, p. 284). Day’s 1998 examination of a number of
school–university partnerships in Sweden confirms that schools and teachers value
partnerships where schools are the obvious beneficiaries. The benefits to schools
must be paramount in establishing school–university partnerships.
Crucial to any cooperative partnership program is the time spent by both
teachers and lecturers on working through the content and philosophy behind the
course work (Helfrich & Bean, 2011). However, even when schools and universities
have collaborated on the structure of the program, in practice there are different
expectations from university and school staff, with different aspects of the program
given priority by each party. For example, reflection time is highly valued by
university but not so much by school partners (Allen, 2009; Cope & Stephen, 2001;
Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 1999). These mismatches cause angst for pre-service
teachers and compromise the original aim of the collaboration to provide a seamless
transition between school and university.
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Allen (2009) researched the effectiveness of a newly conceptualised Bachelor
of Learning Management at a Queensland university, designed as a complete rethink
of traditional teacher education programs, and with the explicit goal of strengthening
the theory–practice nexus and producing workplace-ready students. The development
of the degree included inviting the stakeholders into the design of the new degree and
sending students out to mentors who were supposedly ‘au fait’ and on board with the
approach being used in the university course. However, in practice their mentors
were often still dismissive of the university approaches the students were required to
teach. Without buy-in from the classroom teachers, pre-service teachers rarely persist
with new ideas and practices discussed at university. As Allen followed them into
their first year of teaching to observe the extent to which these teachers implemented
the strategies and theories of their degree, she observed: ‘unless they witnessed or
experienced on-campus skills and knowledge in application, this cache of knowledge
remained distant and of little value in becoming a “real teacher” ’(Allen, 2009,
p. 653).
The practicum is undoubtedly an important part of teacher preparation. Watt
and Richardson (2008, p. 424) suggest that great attention needs to be paid to the
experience, because it is ‘their first real contact with the actual job demands’ and will
impact upon later teaching. Indeed, it is in the practicum experience that pre-service
teachers believe that they will really learn to teach (Allen, 2009). However, its
effectiveness in teacher preparation for the first year of teaching is dependent upon
the effectiveness of the placement, and the nature of the relationship between the
university and the school.

!

63!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
The ‘Real’ World
Many pre-service programs pay little attention to what lies ahead for
beginning teachers once they begin to teach (Hong, 2010; McCormack & Thomas,
2003). As Flores (2001, p .140) suggests, schools are complex and multidimensional,
encompassing ‘social, personal, organizational and political dimensions’, all of which
impact upon the ways teachers teach and students learn. This complexity is difficult
to reproduce in a pre-service teacher program. Part of the challenge lies in
encountering the ‘reality ‘ of classroom teaching and its responsibilities. The
literature in the field of the beginning-teacher experience often refers to this as ‘reality
shock’ (Alexander, 2008; Fresko & Nasser-Abu Alhija, 2009; Hebert & Worthy,
2001). A general observation is that teacher preparation at university has been remiss
in not preparing them adequately for the real world of teaching (Mansfield et al.,
2012). This inability of a new teacher to make an effective transition to the classroom
is often attributed to a theory–practice ‘gap’ (Sutherland et al., 2010). Sutherland et
al. (2010) argue the gap is inevitable, because teacher education programs can only
offer generalised and decontextualised teacher knowledge that cannot be immediately
transferred to specific contexts.
Another challenge lies in the difference between the skills that make an
individual effective at university and those perceived as necessary for being effective
in the classroom (McCann & Johannessen, 2004). A university sets different criteria
for ‘effectiveness’. Accurate and thoughtful writing, well researched with a
sprinkling of reflection, innovation, perception and creativity results in high grades in
university literacy assignments. The ability to write essays well and research
effectively is not a performance requirement for a first-year teacher.
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Watt and Richardson (2008) remind teacher educators to be cognisant that
teaching is a profession that is ever changing. Even those teacher educators who were
once in classrooms need to recognise that schools will have changed. In particular
they suggest the stressors of teaching, which go beyond curriculum and pedagogy, are
not adequately dealt with in teacher education programs. Watt and Richardson (2008)
suggest that teacher preparation would be enhanced by more explicit exploration of
the complex realities of teaching. Haggarty et al. (2011) claim that a range of
contexts in teacher education would promote the kind of learning that would prepare
teachers for teaching in diverse contexts. This would potentially mitigate the
potential of ‘reality shock’ upon transition to the classroom. Watt and Richardson
(2008, p. 425) argue that candid discussion of ‘the demandingness of teachers’ work’
may decrease the mismatch between beginning-teacher expectations and realities.
They contend that understanding the realities of teaching may socialise lower engaged
teacher-education candidates into more highly engaged teacher types. The
‘demandingness’ of teaching would involve dealing with the range of stress inducers
in the world of teaching, from dealing with colleagues to coping with workload. To
prepare for this some researchers call for explicit inclusion in teacher education
programs of mental health supports (Hong, 2010; Kieschke & Schaarschmidt, 2008;
Richardson & Watt, 2010). Hong (2010) suggests that without this kind of
preparation in their teacher education programs, beginning teachers may simply
decide that they do not have the right ‘personality’ for teaching, ‘rather than searching
for possible strategies and help’. Richardson and Watt (2010) note that other
professions such as clinical psychologists have this kind of training embedded in their
degree and suggest that teacher education do the same (Richardson & Watt, 2010).
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Summary
Teacher education has classically found itself within the dichotomous
arguments of theory versus practice. Theory is assigned to university tutorial rooms,
and practice to the classroom. This perception exists within the broader society, as
well as being held by many pre-service teachers and teachers in schools. Teacher
educators have denounced this characterisation of teacher education as both simplistic
and inaccurate. Teacher education is concerned with both theory and practice,
because the two are inextricably linked and do not, and cannot, exist in isolation.
However, whilst literature abounds on why theory and practice cannot and should not
be separated in teacher education, there is less consensus or evidence on how the
integration of the two can be best achieved. Some people advocate placing more of
the university in the school, through research and teaching collaboration; others are
bringing school into university by seconding classroom teachers to tutor pre-service
teachers.
Alongside this challenge to conceptualise and pragmatise a useful theory–
practice nexus, is the broader debate about what teaching is. Is teaching a humanist
endeavour, about relationships and identities (of teachers and students), or is it an
essentialist endeavour, about the delivery of curriculum and standards (Sage, Smith
Adcock & Dixon, 2012). Kane (2002, p. 348) claims that the latter narrows the
concept of education to the extent that it fails to ‘acknowledge any responsibility for
the social goals of equity and justice’ which would be the hallmarks of a
transformative approach to education. Boostrom’s description of ‘transformative’ and
‘mimetic’ traditions in education (Boostrom, 1997) have some commonalities with
the humanist and essentialist binary. These parallel binaries impact upon the content
and delivery of teacher education programs, because they must consider whether their
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focus is on ‘people’ or ‘competencies’ (Combs, Blume, Newman & Wass, 1974) and
whether they are about change or maintaining the status quo.
Conclusion!
The study reported in this thesis has been conducted within a qualitative
research paradigm, employing a bottom-up approach. This has resulted in a literature
review that has developed in an iterative manner, in response to findings and
questions that revealed themselves throughout the study. Essentially half the teachers
in this study were considering leaving teaching. The data suggested that this situation
might be explained through an examination of the kinds of knowledge they had, or
did not have, about teaching and the ways in which they were supported in their first
year. All of this raises questions about the ways in which we prepare teachers for
today’s classrooms, and has resulted in a complex and multifaceted literature review,
which has addressed the following focus areas:
•

Beginning-teacher knowledge, in particular knowledge for effective
literacy teaching,

•

Beginning-teacher job motivation and attrition,

•

Beginning-teacher supports,

•

Teacher preparation.

These areas surface continually through the remainder of the thesis, providing a
continuous thread through this multifaceted study into the experience of
being a literacy teacher — the first year.
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Chapter Three — Methodology
The aim of this study is to understand the challenges faced by beginningteachers, in order to inform both teacher preparation and early career support
strategies. This chapter describes the methodology selected for the study, in which 14
beginning-teachers were observed, interviewed and surveyed throughout their first
16 months of teaching. The chapter begins by explaining the theoretical perspectives
which underpin this thesis, and which shape the methodology chosen. This is
followed by a rationale for the use of a qualitative methodological paradigm, and a
description of the research design for the study, including a rationale for the methods
chosen. The participants are then introduced to the reader through a series of
vignettes. This is followed by a full description of the research procedure. The
chapter closes with an overview of the key findings, which are expanded in
Chapter Four — Findings.
Theoretical Perspectives
‘Theory’ is used as a coverall term for a multitude of educational concepts and
endeavours (Thomas, 1997; Wright, 2008). As ‘theory’ is referred to throughout this
thesis, and most particularly in this chapter, it is sensible to begin this section by
explaining my use of the word ‘theory’ and how that frames the ways in which the
findings in this thesis may be interpreted.
Schram (2006) offers two conceptualisations of ‘theory’: Theory with a capital
T, which is significant, formal, named and explanatory, and theory with a small t,
which may include any general set of ideas that guide action. Chambers (1992)
[cited] in Thomas (1997) further outlines at least nine semantically differentiated uses
of ‘theory’ in educational research. Of these, his description of ‘normative theory’ is
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used as a resource for this study; that is, a theory that has evolved over time and under
critique to account for educational phenomena. This would fall into Schram’s
definition of ‘capital T’ Theory. This conceptualisation of ‘theory’ provides a
window through which to view events, and the theory through which the viewing
occurs inevitably shapes and colours that view. For this reason these theories must be
foregrounded and articulated in the research. In this study, the data has been collected
and analysed through qualitative theoretical perspectives. From a relativist theoretical
perspective, ‘understanding’ is relative, and socially constructed through interactions
with others, rather than an external entity that simply awaits discovery. Concurrently,
the literacy teaching of the participants has been viewed through a social
constructivist theoretical lens (Vygotsky, 1978). These are both capital T theories
that have been used as resources for the research presented in this thesis.
Chambers in Thomas (1997) also describes ‘practical theory’. Practical theory
falls into Schram’s category of ‘small t’ theory. Thomas (1997) makes a convincing
argument for recasting ‘practical theory’ as critical reflective thought. In doing so he
does not diminish the value of critical reflection, claiming ‘Insights and explanations
that emerge from our interaction with the world do not have to crystallize together
into theory in order to achieve legitimacy or utility' (Thomas, 1997, p. 98). It is
critical reflection and thought, or ‘practical theory’ that is the product of this thesis.
Choosing a Qualitative Methodology
This study sits within a relativist social constructivist paradigm: that is,
understanding of events is particular to context, and jointly constructed by those
involved in the event. A theoretical perspective on the nature of knowing and
understanding determines that a qualitative methodology will best suit the aims of the
study. Within the field of qualitative methodology, there are a number of approaches
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a researcher may select from and which will align with a relativist social
constructivist theoretical paradigm. Choices are made according to the nature of the
study, and/or the researcher (Patton, 2002; Wright, 2008). The event under
investigation in this study is the experience of the first year of teaching, in particular
the teaching of literacy. The chosen approach must therefore adequately capture what
first-year teachers do and think about this experience. In doing so it must offer the
opportunity to document the broad range of possible influences upon first year
teachers.
As a researcher I did not want to enter the study with preconceived ideas, or a
hypothesis to test. Instead, I wanted to enter the study open to what I might find, to
collect a broad range of data, and to examine the data to see what it reveals about the
experience of teaching literacy in the first year of teaching. This represents a bottomup approach to research. As a teacher educator I was familiar with seminal readings
in the area of teacher education before embarking upon the study, however I had not
read extensively in the some of the specific areas which presented themselves through
the study. For example, at the beginning of the study I had not read the literature on
‘teacher attrition’ extensively, but as the study progressed, the majority of the
participants indicated an intention to leave teaching within that first year. This
prompted a literature review of what others were finding out about why early career
teachers leave. Much of the literature was not reporting the causes for teacher
attrition that I was observing. Most studies into teacher attrition begin as studies into
teacher attrition, and so are likely to be constructed with expectations linked to
existing literature in the field that may colour the kind of data collected and the lens
through which the data is analysed. ‘Finding’ teacher attrition in the midst of this
study provided a different perspective on the phenomenon. Feyerabend (1993) [cited]
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in Thomas (1997) suggests that this ‘other’ viewing of a well-researched phenomenon
is the benefit of bottom-up approaches. He claims such an approach is integral to the
progression of thought, that thinking progresses through 'a maze of interactions',
unpredictable events which present themselves in the course of the study and which
evoke thoughts. In this sense my study shares foundational strategies with the
Grounded Theory approach; however, the aim of the study was not to sift through the
data to eventually crystallise a theory of the first year of teaching literacy, which may
be the desired outcome of a Grounded Theory approach to the study. Instead the aim
is to provide a thoughtful and reflective account of what the first year of literacy
teaching was like for these participants, following a close and iterative examination of
their experiences. It may be possible therefore to describe the qualitative approach I
have selected as a grounded approach (Gibson & Brown, 2009), rather than Glaser
and Strauss’s Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The use of the descriptor
‘grounded’ is a reflection of the study’s bottom-up approach to research, conducted
from a position where there are no preconceptions or hypotheses to test.
Focus Areas for the Study
In the iterative process of observation, reflection and reading, focus areas
emerged from the original aim of the study to further understandings of the transition
from university literacy education student to classroom literacy teacher and thus
inform improved literacy teacher preparation and support of teachers in their first year
of teaching. These were:

!

•

Beginning-teacher knowledge and literacy teaching,

•

Teacher preparation,

•

Beginning-teacher support,

•

Beginning teachers’ motivations and attrition.
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The process from which these focus areas emerged is described in the Research
Process section of this chapter.
Qualitative Methods
In order to capture a full picture of the beginning teachers’ experiences as
literacy teachers, a variety of qualitative data collection methods have been used (
Gall et al., 2005). Interviews, observations, field notes, reflective notes, site
documents, interviews and questionnaires were employed, with the different methods
giving different lenses through which to look at the data. A description of each
method follows. A section is devoted to each method, beginning with an overview of
the selected method and followed by a description of how and why the method was
used in this research.
Interviews
Interviews are used to collect data directly from the participants, and are the
most predominant method for doing so (Punch, 2009), although they are also
commonly used in conjunction with other data collection methods (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007). Interviews offer the opportunity to hear the participants’ own words. They
may occur in face-to-face situations or be mediated through technology, such as
telephones or Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) software on computers.
Interviews may be conducted one-to-one, with ‘key informants’ (Gall, Gall & Borg,
2007) who have been chosen for the insight they can bring to the situation, or in
groups as in focus group study (Punch, 2009). Kvale and Brinkmann (2007) offer
two useful metaphors to describe the possible purposes of the interview — the
interviewer as a miner, where answers to questions are to be uncovered, and the
interviewer as a traveller, where answers to questions are to be retold.
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Interviews may sit upon a continuum dependent upon the nature of the
interview schedule (Punch, 2009). The continuum can range from a structured
schedule of questions, through to a schedule with some pre-determined questions
(semi-structured), or no schedule at all, as in a natural conversation (Wilson &
Sapsford, 2006) sometimes referred to as an ethnographic interview (Punch, 2009).
Punch (2009) suggests the less structured the interview the more the potential for
deeper information to be retrieved from the interview. Highly structured interviews
are more likely to be situated within a quantitative research paradigm (Gall et al.,
2007).
An important consideration in interviews is the relationship between the
interviewer and interviewee, and the interviewee’s perception of the significance of
the interview, because this will impact upon the nature of the material they will share
in an interview (Punch, 2009; Wilson & Sapsford, 2006). This is particularly
important in large-scale studies where more than one interviewer is required. Time
should be factored into a research study to allow the development of a working
relationship (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Bogdan and Biklen (2007) urge the
maintenance of neutrality, although this becomes difficult, and perhaps not even
desirable, the more participatory the study is.
The construction and delivery of interview questions is crucial to the
interviewer receiving data that will be useful. Patton (2002) describes the following
classifications for questions:
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•

Experience/behaviour,

•

Opinion/belief,

•

Feeling,

•

Knowledge,
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•

Sensory,

•

Demographic/background (Punch, 2009).
In unstructured and semi-structured interviews, familiarity with the topic

under study and the context of the respondents is also important, allowing the
interviewer flexibility in constructing the questions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2007).
Bogdan and Biklen (2007) note that the interviewer must also be cognisant of political
currents within the research context under study, suggesting the participants may use
the study as an opportunity to seek allegiances. As well as constructing questions for
the interview schedule, the construction of prompts is important to encourage
participants to share information. The more unstructured the interview the more skill
is required to maintain the communication through listening skills and wellconstructed follow-up questions and probes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Gall et al.,
2007; Punch, 2009).
Data collected from interviews may be recorded through note-taking or
through the collection of audio and/or video. Note-taking may be suitable for smallscale interviews, and can offer immediacy. However it does risk disrupting the flow
of the interview (Gall et al., 2007). Note-taking can be deferred until immediately
after the interview, but at the very real risk of the interviewer forgetting important
details. The collection of audio or video data offers the advantage of allowing a full
record of what was said, which can be viewed and reviewed. This ‘reduces the
tendency of interviewers to make an unconscious selection of data favouring their
biases’ (Gall et al., 2007, p. 249). A record of interview also allows more than one
person to listen and code data to establish inter-rater reliability. However, this
permanent record of interview offers confidentiality challenges as well, and
understanding the interview is being recorded may change the responses given by the
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interviewee. Additionally the cost and time involved in transcribing interviews,
particularly large numbers of interviews, can be prohibitive.
In summary, the interview is a flexible data collection tool that can be adapted
to a range of research needs dependent upon the theoretical paradigm in which the
study is situated, the aims of the study, the relationship between the interviewer and
the interviewee and the size and location of the study.
Interviews!in!this!study
The interviews in this study were semi-structured (Vanderstop & Johnston,
2009) which gave room for narrative style questioning (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000)
which, in turn, allowed for the individual stories to be told. The aim of the interviews
in this study was to ‘produce rich data filled with words that reveal the respondents’
perspectives’ (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 97). The self-reporting built into the
interviews is an important tool for capturing the beginning teachers’ voices and
provides an important perspective of the first-year teaching experience. Selfreporting is a valid and important tool in data collection, and Tschannen-Moran and
Johnson (2011) report that beginning teachers provide accurate accounts of their own
teaching capacities (Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2011). The interviews in this
study were conducted in the classrooms and schools of the participants, and the
decision to conduct the interviews onsite was deliberate as it allowed a ‘local
groundedness’ (Day, 1998; Kieschke & Schaarschmidt, 2008). This was particularly
important as this study seeks to account for the participants’ literacy teaching
practices in the context of the classroom.
Flexible and semi-structured interview schedules allowed for questions or
prompts to be inserted to stimulate the participant to recall an event or activity, which
the researcher perceived or observed as significant (Wilson & Sapsford, 2006). This
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was important in this study because the participants were busy in their first year of
teaching and may not always have had all the contributing or significant events to the
fore when they considered their teaching behaviours, attitudes and beliefs as they
dealt with the day to day urgency of being a teacher for the first time. The interviews
also allowed the researcher to delve beyond the observed action of the teacher and
hear the rationalisation of the practices observed. This helps build a mental picture of
the depth of understandings underpinning the literacy teaching practice observed.
The researcher had an established relationship with each participant through
his or her pre-service teacher education study. The majority had chosen to participate
in the study because of their respect for the researcher and desire to maintain contact
after graduation. This relationship was advantageous for the purposes of these
interviews which sought an ‘honest’ account of their experiences and views, given
without fear. As the researcher, I consciously sought to achieve a balance between
my insider status, as a trusted person known to the participants and an ex-primary
classroom teacher, and my outsider status as a researcher visiting to collect data on
the experience of the first year of being a literacy teacher. However, I was aware of
personal feelings and empathy for the participants as I journeyed with them through a
year that was often challenging for them. I viewed this personal connection as
advantageous to the qualitative nature of this study; Bogdan and Biklen (2007)
observe that feelings need not be repressed and can be crucial in establishing rapport
and can be an important aid in doing qualitative research (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).
Observations, field notes and site documents
Observations can collect a record of specific incidents or can provide a
broader more holistic description of events, congruent with qualitative research
approaches. They may be structured or unstructured (Punch, 2009) and are situated in
!
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a theoretical paradigm that is interested in observing human behaviour. This may
include ‘their ideas, attitudes, motives and intentions, and the way they interpret the
social world — as well as observation of behavior in natural situations and in its
cultural context’ (Foster, 2006). This latter type of observation is also described as
naturalistic observation (Punch, 2009).
Observations are a research method that can be used in combination with other
data collection methods (Gall et al., 2007) and at different stages in a research study;
at the beginning of the study to identify focus areas for further investigation or during
a study to test findings being extrapolated from other data collection methods (Foster,
2006; Scott & Usher, 2011). Observations potentially allow the observer to record
accounts of what is occurring ‘without having to rely on the retrospective or
anticipatory accounts of others’ (Foster, 2006, p. 62) and as such it could be argued
that observations are more accurate than asking participants to describe their
practices. However, it can also be argued that the observer may bring a bias to their
observations, recording what they choose to see or what they are able to see through
their own constructions of the world they are observing (Foster, 2006). There is also
the possibility that the people being observed will change their behaviour and thus not
provide a ‘real’ version of their behavior (Foster, 2006). These constraining factors
do not make observations a less valid research tool, because within the qualitative
research paradigm there are traditions that acknowledge these interpretive accounts of
observed life as valid and worthy.
Observations, of course, require an observer, and the role of the observer can
be constructed variously, dependent upon the study’s aims and the data required.
Holistic data that seeks to describe the ways in which the participants make sense of
the world they inhabit may require more participatory observation. Participatory
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observation sits on a continuum of degree of participation (Gold, 1958). At one end of
the continuum is complete immersion, where the observer is an ‘insider’ — a member
of the group that is under observation — and ‘a complete participant’, where the
observer cannot stand outside but must participate. Only then can they write from the
perspective they wish to describe (Scott & Usher, 2011). In Gold’s typology, next on
the continuum is the ‘participant as observer’ role, where the insider deliberately and
systematically observes actions and attitudes. This is followed by the ‘observer as
participant’ role, where the observer may have some insider status to gain access to
the data collection site, but essentially maintains a distance in their observer role.
Importantly, the role of the observer may not remain static throughout a study, and
may change according to different needs and aims as a study evolves.
Observational data must be collected in some way, and the method of data
collection is a reflection of the underlying methodological paradigm that frames the
study. In a top-down approach, a preset observation schedule can be used to collect
specific pre-determined data, and can be very useful for large-scale studies that
require the collection of data across many sites. This data is potentially easier to
manage (Punch, 2009). A bottom-up approach would be chosen for a study that does
not begin with a firm notion of what it seeks to observe, but rather to collect holistic
data for later analysis. Such an approach would not use a preset observation schedule
because it would be difficult to account for all possible eventualities in a preset
observation schedule (Scott & Usher, 2011). The data collected in a bottom-up
approach is harder to manage because of its expansiveness but offers the advantage of
allowing a bigger picture to be on view to the researcher, if this is important to the
researcher’s questions. An open or semi-structured observation schedule may be used
as the primary data collection tool, or supplementary to other collection tools, or as
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the means of investigation from which to construct a preset observation schedule for a
subsequent study. Semi-structured observation schedules may include ‘running
descriptions of events; concrete descriptions of events, activities and conversations;
recalls of forgotten materials; interpretive ideas; preliminary analyses of the situation;
personal impressions and feeling; and reminders to look for additional information’
(Scott & Usher, 2011, p. 111). These kinds of observations offer more flexibility, but
without a structure or a preset schedule it can be challenging to decide which of all
the events occurring one should observe. In such circumstances audio or video
recordings may be a useful adjunct as a checking mechanism (Scott & Usher, 2011).
Field notes may complement observation notes (Punch, 2009). They may
represent a summary of what was observed (Gall et al., 2007) or include the
researcher's feelings and reflections about what has been observed (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007; Boulton & Hammersley, 2006) and thoughts about how the research may
proceed. These conceptual field notes are called memos by some researchers (Corbin,
2007). Field notes, as a cumulative account of the research, can be important to the
success of any study with an observational component because they provide a record
of thought progression over the course of a study (Corbin, 2007). Essentially, the
kind of observations made, field notes taken, the stage of the study, the role of the
observer and the manner in which they record their observations is dependent upon
the data being collected and the theoretical paradigm in which the researcher is
working (Foster, 2006). An additional supplement to observational data is the
collection and analysis of site documents (Patton, 2002). Dependent upon the study
purpose and context, this may constitute a primary data source where organisational
documents are analysed lexically or at a discourse level, or supplementary
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information, such as the analysis of open-ended questionnaire data or the review of
documents situated in the research context.
Observations,!field!notes!and!site!documents!in!this!study.
In this study, observations are a key data collection method that serves as an
important triangulation tool to corroborate data gained from the participants’
interviews. Grisham (2000) reports some limitations in self-reporting through
interviews, noting that the teachers’ self-reports of their literacy teaching may be at
odds with the researchers’ observations. Moreover, as Foster (2006) notes, the
teacher is sometimes not able to ‘see’ some key events in the classroom as the
familiar very quickly becomes invisible. To counter this, the study has not relied
upon self-reports alone, but also observations of the participants’ teaching and their
classrooms. In a busy classroom an independent observer, who is not engaged in the
teaching or meeting the multiple needs of the students, is able to observe actions or
events that may not be noticed by the teacher. The observations of literacy teaching
also allow the researcher to ask questions about observed teaching practices in the
follow up interviews. Importantly, observations allowed a comparison between the
information given in the interviews and samples of their observed behaviour. The
inclusion of researcher observations of the literacy teaching is thus an important
component of the study to triangulate the data related to literacy teaching practice.
With reference to Gold’s (1958) original typology for the role of the observer
in observational research, the researcher role in this study was observer-participant
(Foster, 2006; Scott & Usher, 2011). As the researcher, I had the knowledge of an
insider because of my own background as a primary classroom teacher prior to
entering higher education. The observer-participant role was also taken in response to
the needs and desires of the study participants who wanted to make use of the
!
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knowledge of the researcher, and who had indicated in their original expression of
interest for the project that such expertise was a key reason they had signed on to the
study. Such expectations are not unusual or inappropriate; Foster (2006) notes that
the observer-participant role involves ‘working with and therefore helping subjects in
the course of their everyday activities. This help is often crucial in building up
relationships of trust and openness’ (Foster, 2006, p. 71).
The observations were an important component of the research methods for
this study, allowing me to observe teaching behaviours in the natural setting of the
classroom (Gorman & Clayton, 2005). As a research method for investigating teacher
practice, observations enable the researcher to see the everyday words and actions in
classrooms (Alexander, 2008). The observations took place regularly throughout the
year in a deliberate effort to see whether there were patterns of teaching practice or
unfolding stories. The observations in this study followed a staging described by Gall
et al. (2007) that matches the grounded approach to data collection the study was
seeking. The initial observations were general and collected any information that
seemed relevant to literacy teaching. As the study progressed the observations
became more focused, reflecting Gall’s et al. (2007) description of the process, where
‘observers have identified features of the phenomenon under study that are of greatest
interest and begin to direct their attention to collecting deeper information about this
range of features’ (Gall et al., 2007, p. 278). The observations were focused on
literacy teaching in particular, but took account of the broader classroom context and
happenings. As such the observations were both ‘molar’ — broad and holistic taking
account of the whole experience of the first year teacher — and ‘molecular’, focused
on specific literacy teaching events (Polit & Hungler, 1987).

!

82!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
Field notes were collected throughout the study. These notes fell into
numerous categories. There were observational notes, recording what was observed
in the classroom and in the classroom teaching. There were method notes, recording
notes for follow up interviews and future observations (Baker, 2006). There were
reflective notes, considering what might be made of what had been observed, and how
what was observed in one site was comparable to the observations in the other sites.
The collection included:
•

concrete descriptions of events, activities and conversations;

•

interpretive ideas;

•

preliminary analyses of the situation;

•

personal impressions and feeling;

•

reminders to look for additional information.

In addition, site documents were either collected or observed in situ.
Examples of student writing were collected as a reminder of the kind of literacy
teaching being conducted, and notes were made to record the literacy resources being
used in the classrooms, and the ways in which the classrooms were organised for
literacy teaching. Student work was observed both as it was being done and as a
completed record in their literacy books. Notes were taken regarding the literacy
tasks students in the classroom were completing, and the participants’ literacy
planning programs were observed throughout the study. This use of site documents
aided the construction of questions in the interviews and served as important pieces
for researcher reflection, prompting researcher memos.
The field notes and site documents collected were used to further triangulate
the data collected in the interviews and observations, to cross check themes and
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impressions arising from the observations, thus generating analysis (Scott & Usher,
2011) and extending reflection and thinking. In addition to notes collected in the
field, further researcher notes were collected throughout the study. These were
analysis notes, or memos (Corbin, 2007) and were collected throughout the data
analysis process. As the transcribed notes were reviewed and categorised, reflective
memos were attached to this initial coding. These then served as prompts to further
organise and reflect on the data.
Questionnaires
Questionnaires ask all participants the same questions, and are often available
for respondents to complete at their own convenience (Gall et al., 2007). As they
have some autonomy over the process, participants may fill the questionnaire in any
order and may choose to leave some questions, unless an online survey has been
designed to prevent this. They may be delivered in a paper format or, increasingly,
online. An advantage of online questionnaires for the researcher is the ease with
which the data can then be collated using inbuilt software that collates and displays
the data.
Respondents may be named, or complete the questionnaire anonymously,
particularly if the researcher expects the responses may be more honest if the
respondents can remain anonymous (Gall et al., 2007). As questionnaires are often
filled in autonomously they must be self-evident and easy to understand. This
requires attention to be paid to both the questionnaire design, and the design of the
questions. The design of the questionnaire should include a clear cover note to garner
support from the respondent, as well as clear instructions within the questionnaire.
There are numerous formats for questions, each of which is best matched to the kind
of data the question is aiming to capture. Single item scales are useful for collecting
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facts, whilst Likert scales are useful for collecting attitudinal data (Gall et al., 2007).
As the respondents have some autonomy, and possibly anonymity, over the process,
the advantage of questionnaires is that respondents may be more frank in their
responses. However, they may also choose not to provide answers to some questions,
or the questions may fail to adequately probe for deeper responses (Gall et al., 2007).
As questionnaires pose the same set of questions to all participants they are
often used in the collection of quantitative data, because they tend to collect data that
is representative of the group, rather than descriptive of individuals within the study
(Gall et al., 2007). Questionnaires are not, however, an anathema to qualitative
research; they can provide additional data which can be used in dialogue with already
gathered data (Maxwell, 2010). Maxwell also argues that this additional data
provides ‘internal generalisability’, ‘establishing that the themes or findings identified
are in fact characteristic of this setting or set of individuals as a whole’ (Maxwell,
2010, p. 478).
Questionnaires!in!this!study.
The observations, interviews and field notes in this study were supplemented
with the data retrieved from anonymous online questionnaires. Anonymous online
questionnaires were used to follow through on any issues that the researcher deemed
to be sensitive or which the researcher felt the participants might have felt obliged to
answer in a particular way when asked in a one-on-one interview. The open questions
mirrored questions given in the face-to-face interviews to determine if, in anonymity,
the group reflected similar attitudes and feelings as they did as identified individuals.
These open ended responses served as a further document for analysis.
Whilst questionnaires and surveys are often more associated with quantitative
studies, they are not out of place in qualitative research. Maxwell (2010) describes
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the information collected through such methods as complementary rather than
substitutive. In this study the data collected through the online survey provided
additional information to confirm, or otherwise, impressions that were being gleaned
through the interview and observation data. In particular, the use of the
questionnaires countered the possibility that the attachment between the researcher
and the participant which had been in existence prior to the study and inevitably
deepened over the course of the study, might affect the candour with which the
participants reported upon some events, including their perception of the adequacy of
their teacher education preparation. The survey data also countered the possibility
that research bias might result in selective observations and interpretations of those
observations by the researcher (Baker, 2006). The questionnaire was designed to
achieve a meaningful interaction between the two data types, where data collected
from one source is used to corroborate, or otherwise, findings from the one-on-one
interviews and classroom observations, constructing a useful dialogue between the
data collected via different methods (Maxwell, 2010). This achieves triangulation
(Sarantakos, 1998) in what Cresswell (2003) describes as ‘a qualitative dominant
concurrent triangulation strategy’. This triangulation also provides an opportunity to
expand upon the findings in either data set, through thematic analysis.
Questionnaires are most effective when they are easy to understand, and I used
my well-established knowledge of the respondents to construct questionnaires that
were comprehensible and appropriate to their contexts. An online questionnaire was
chosen because of the ease of delivery, and the likelihood of these teachers logging
into a link sent via email and completing the questionnaire at a time that suited them.
This flexibility encourages the respondents to give time and thought to their answers.
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Summary
For this study the data collection methods chosen were interviews,
questionnaires, field observations — including reference to site documents concerned
with teaching and planning — and field notes including researcher memos. Each
research method was deliberately chosen to best reflect the intent of the study. The
use of different data collection methods allows for confirmation, elaboration or
clarification of findings from any one set of data. Responses to interview questions,
observations and field notes can each be analysed, allowing the identification of
emerging themes and new concerns for the teachers as they move through their first
year. Kusmic (1994) observes that quantitative point-in-time studies of beginning
teachers do not successfully describe the perspectives of individuals or the way their
thoughts, attitudes and skills change over time. The bottom-up qualitative approach,
and commensurate methods, used in this study address these two concerns. The
methodology chosen allowed the researcher to be open to the changes over the year,
both in the participants’ circumstances and in their responses to those circumstances.
This was an important requirement for this study as it sought to document the teacher
experience over time.
Research Design
This study involved the collection of data across 14 sites and with 14
participants. Each was observed, interviewed and surveyed throughout their first
16 months of teaching. Whilst considering each participant’s data and circumstances
individually provides considerable material for thought, there is arguably much to be
gleaned from the identification of patterns and themes across the individual sites.
Through the description and analysis of data from 14 participants in 14 sites, a robust
description of the first year literacy teaching experience (Yin, 1984) is provided. By
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providing a sufficiently broad sample, described in more detail below, the
propositions arising from the data analysis to describe the first year literacy teaching
experience in this study may resonate with others.
The study is initially descriptive of the first year literacy teaching experience,
and methods were chosen to best support a good account of that first year. Through
thematic exploration of those descriptions, the research moves towards an explanation
of the first year literacy teaching experience, linking events and factors to build a
framework through which to view the first year of being a literacy teacher. As such,
it is a bottom-up study that did not begin with theories to be tested but with broad
questions that were explored through the collection of data in the field. Data collected
then shaped the next round of data collection in ‘a cumulative spiral’ (Foster, 2006).
The situated researcher
As the researcher, I was situated in the study. I teach in the teacher
preparation degree from which the study participants graduated and I embarked on the
study partially to improve my own teaching of pre-service teachers and more
generally to improve their preparation to teach literacy. The majority of the
participants had been in my classes, and all indicated that I had been one reason they
had wished to participate in the study. The existing relationship between myself, as
the researcher, and the participants in the study is acknowledged in the literature as
valid, and possibly desirable in this type of research, because it allows the researcher
to assume ‘an appropriate, fluid role — one that allows the researcher to observe
intimately the everyday life of the insiders’ (Baker, 2006). Insider status can allow
the researcher to go beyond surface-level observations of classroom teaching, but it is
not always easy to achieve. Baker (2006) notes that time, effort, patience and
diplomacy are necessary to achieve the role of an insider observer. However, for this
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study, the role of professional insider was achieved quickly because of the existing
relationship between the participants and researcher.
The study was conducted with the researcher as a professional insider taking a
moderate participation role (Adler & Adler, 1994). In these circumstances the
researcher shares insider knowledge of the context, allowing for a deep exploration of
the issues facing the participants, but the researcher does not actually participate in
the activity under observation — that is, literacy teaching of school children. This
moderate participatory stance was beneficial and resulted in the collection of full and
descriptive data on the complex and intricate nature that literacy teaching in the first
year was revealed to be. The researcher was cognisant of becoming too involved in
the teaching lives of the participants. As such, the researcher maintained a
professional insider status that allowed access to the schools, and analytical access to
the events being observed. This professional insider status was important to making
interpretive judgments. The challenges attached to being a situated researcher are
further addressed in the Considerations section of this chapter.
The participants
The 14 participants in this study were self-selected. Self-selection helps
ensure a commitment to a long-term research project that requires considerable time
commitment from the participants as well as intrusion on their first year of teaching at
regular intervals through the year. All the participants were in the final year of the
primary or early childhood Bachelor of Education degree when they volunteered.
They had all been students in the final year literacy unit convened by the researcher,
and all but one had the researcher as their tutor in this unit. They were mostly, but not
all, high-achieving teacher education students. All the participants stated their
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involvement in the study was largely motivated by a desire to continue learning about
literacy teaching. This was a typical response.
I want to be the best teacher I can be and I think doing this I’ll get more
feedback and more support and I’ll know if I’m heading in the right direction.
Qualitative research, such as this, is often descriptive of the specific sample
under study. However, generalisations can be made in qualitative research when the
sample is similar to the group to which the generalisation is to be applied (Johnson,
1997). Although self-selected, the sample was similar to the general first year teacher
cohort in Australia as reported in the literature and further described below. Thus,
their circumstances and experiences may make the findings from this thesis relevant
to others in similar circumstances.
As the participants were self-selected and none had been appointed to their
first positions when they volunteered for the study, I had no control over which
schools the study would take place in. Some had still not been appointed to their first
positions at the time of the initial interview, but all were in full-time positions by the
time the second interview was conducted. They had all gained positions in
government primary schools in the ACT, which educate around 60% of early
childhood and primary school aged children in the ACT.
There were five Graduate Entry and nine undergraduate participants in the
sample. Graduate Entry students have already completed a Bachelor degree and enrol
in a two-year Bachelor of Education program in order to gain a teaching qualification.
This was a little higher than the proportion of Graduate Entry students to
undergraduates at University of Canberra but was representative of the figures when
taken as a median across all Australian universities (Richardson & Watt, 2006).
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There were three males and 11 females in this study, which is proportionately
representative of the cohort in primary and early childhood education at University of
Canberra, and across Australian universities (Richardson & Watt, 2006, p. 40). Only
one member of the sample group spoke a language other than English in the home,
Cantonese Chinese. In their substantial review of teacher education candidates across
three Australian universities Richardson and Watt (2006) found around 85% of
teacher education candidates have English as their home language. The most
common language other than English was Chinese. This figure casts the participants
in this study as representative of the ethnic make-up of the general teacher education
candidature. Another participant was fluent in Mandarin, having studied it as a
foreign language at university, and later living and working in Taiwan for a number of
years.
In summary, the sample number was small enough to allow in-depth
observations and conversations with each participant over the course of the project,
allowing for a deeper understanding of the first year experience. Although the sample
was self-selected, the sample was a reasonable representation of the teacher education
cohort in Primary and Early Childhood at the University of Canberra, and Australian
universities in general, and this allows some generalisations to be made from this
sample across to the wider beginning-teacher cohort at the University of Canberra,
and possibly to other cohorts of beginning teachers.
Research Process
All the participants were from the Bachelor of Education program at the
University of Canberra and they had volunteered to be part of the study by responding
to an email invitation whilst they were in their final semester of their degree. The
study took place over 16 months, which allowed prolonged, personal contact with
!
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events in a natural setting, in order to collect a full and descriptive account of the first
year of being a literacy teacher. Flores and Day (2006) note that is the period where
teacher identity undergoes its greatest changes. Ethical clearance for the study was
sought and received from the University of Canberra Ethics Committee and the ACT
Department of Education. UC Ethics focused on the teachers’ participation in the
study, whilst ACT Department of Education was primarily concerned with protecting
the interests of the schools participating in the study.
Recruitment
The following note was posted on the researcher’s online learning site asking
any final year Education students (Early Childhood or Primary, Undergraduate and
Graduate Entry) if they would like to be part of a project where they would be tracked
in their first year of teaching.
‘This email is to ask for people who would be interested in being part of a
research project I plan to do next year.
The project aims to understand and describe how beginning teachers grow into
their roles as literacy teachers. I plan to talk to, and visit, first year out teachers
regularly throughout the year. I want to listen to what they find challenging, and
observe what they teach in the classroom.
So — if you plan to teach in the ACT next year — even if you haven't received an
offer of work yet, and then drop me an email and I'll put you on my list.
Thanks, Misty.’
The first 15 respondents became the ‘participants’. One participant was
subsequently forced to drop out when her school vetoed her involvement, leaving 14
participants who remained throughout the course of the study. Although the
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invitation did not offer ‘inducements’ to the participants, a common practice (Foster,
2006), it became quickly obvious that the identity of the researcher was an
inducement in itself, because most respondents identified respect for the researcher’s
teaching and literacy knowledge as a motivation for participating in the study.
Respondents were notified they were successful and the first interviews were set for
December and January, prior to their commencement in their first teaching position.
These interviews were conducted at the University of Canberra. Prior to the first
interview they were given the Participant Information and Consent form (see
Appendices 1 and 2), which they signed and brought along to the interview.
The Schools
As the participants were notified of their school placements, letters were sent
to their Principals describing the study and asking for permission to work in the
schools with the beginning teachers (see Appendix 3). All the participants were
offered work in the public government school system. All but one school agreed to
the study taking place in their school setting. The dissenting school was a new
school, opening at the same time as this study commenced and this, combined with
the fact the Principal suffered a serious health incident in the week prior to the school
opening, resulted in their decision not to cooperate with the study. Other Principals
were enthusiastic about the study, although they wished to speak to the researcher in
person on the first observational visit to meet the researcher and receive a face-to-face
briefing on the study. After that first meeting, the researcher only met with the
Principal in passing and coincidentally on subsequent visits to the school. The
participants were placed across 14 government schools and most grades, as follows:

!

•

Preschool (Special Needs) — 1

•

Kindergarten — 4
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•

Year 1 — 2

•

Year 2 — 1

•

Year 4/5 — 1

•

Year 5 — 4

•

School release role — 1

Data Collection Procedures
The data was collected through a series of observations, field notes, interviews
and online surveys as described in the earlier section on selected methods. Each
participant took part in nine interviews over the course of the study. The initial
interview was conducted at the University of Canberra in the month following their
graduation and prior to their first appointment. Subsequent observations of teaching
and follow up interviews were conducted onsite in the participants’ schools. This
sequence of onsite data collection through observation and follow up interview was
repeated in March, May, June, August, September, October, November — the
equivalent of two interviews/observations per participant per term. The conducting of
the interviews at regular intervals over time allowed the researcher to reflect upon the
data being collected and to provide an in-depth longitudinal account of the sample’s
literacy teaching practices. A final interview was conducted onsite in the first term of
their second year of teaching. The decision to conduct the interviews onsite was
deliberate and allowed the researcher to achieve the ‘local groundedness’ described
by Day (1998) and Kieschke & Schaarschmidt (2008). Participants were surrounded
by the artifacts, which prompted memories and served as concrete examples of some
of the issues they spoke about.
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The interviews were recorded, and lasted between 20 and 80 minutes,
dependent upon the amount of free time the participants had for the interviews as
most of the site interviews were conducted during school hours in their release time or
their lunch breaks. On average, 9 hours of interview data was collected from each
participant across 16 months.
The interviews sought to understand more about what the participants did in
their literacy teaching and how they were experiencing their first year. The
interviews followed a semi-structured format with a series of core questions, which
were not asked in a particular order, but rather inserted as seemed to follow the
natural pattern of conversation. This approach allowed the researcher to construct
questions in response to the participants’ input (Wilson & Sapsford, 2006) and
encouraged the participants to respond from their heart and instinct.
Initial interview. The first interview was held in the researcher’s office at the
University of Canberra, a familiar setting for the participants because they had all
been students in the researcher’s undergraduate literacy education units. This
interview was the most structured of all the interviews, with a set schedule of
questions (Appendix 4) with a focus on teacher motivation and aspiration, and their
vision of literacy teaching.
Onsite interviews and observations. The first onsite observations and
interviews were conducted in February at the beginning of the school year. The
interviews were mostly conducted within the classroom, which prompted memories
and provided concrete examples of some of the issues about which they might speak.
On three occasions across the year with three different participants, the interviews
took place in the school playground when the beginning teacher had an unscheduled
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playground duty commitment. Prior to each interview, the researcher observed
classroom literacy teaching and took field notes. The field notes served as prompts
for the follow up interviews as well as primary data to be reflected upon in the data
analysis.
The observations took place during literacy time in the classrooms of the
participants in the study. These observations occurred throughout the school year —
eight literacy teaching observations in all. As Baker (2006, p. 7) notes, ‘to get rich
and in-depth information, it is important for the researcher to know the best times to
observe and meet with individual insiders’ and so observation and interview times
were organised to ensure that literacy teaching would be occurring when the
researcher was making observations. As Wilson and Sapsford (2006) note, some
kinds of information are challenging to retrieve from interviews, including the
participants’ past recollections of events and behaviours. The observations of
teaching by the researcher served as useful prompts for these kinds of questions.
Observations were followed up in the subsequent interview to understand more about
why they did particular kinds of literacy teaching and where these practices had come
from. For example:
‘How did you decide what activities the children would do in their Guided
Reading groups?
Why did you decide to do that spelling activity?’
The interviews that followed the classroom observations were very loosely
structured but contained common questions for all members of the sample group.
These questions were ones that had been prompted by the critical reflection on the
previous round of interviews and observations. Each interview began with small talk
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before providing the interviewees with a general idea of what the interview would be
focused upon (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). These semi-structured interviews allowed
each participant a wide scope to reflect on their literacy teaching and their
circumstances, and allowed the researcher flexibility as the study progressed. The
interview schedules can be found in the appendices (see Appendix 5), although these
initial questions were supplemented according to what was observed in the literacy
teaching. The semi-structured nature of the interviews also allowed for more
penetrating questions to be asked in response to answers given to the initial questions
and allowed the researcher to be responsive to the interviewee as well as to the
classroom observations.
Field notes. Field notes were recorded in notebooks, one notebook per ‘round
of observations’, that is, all field notes for the February interviews were contained in
one notebook. The notes took two forms: descriptive and reflective.
Descriptive field notes of observations comprised a condensed version of what
the researcher observed and were written as the observation occurred in the classroom
environment. These notes encompassed the content and pedagogy of the literacy
teaching, as well as observations of the classroom literacy resources and children’s
responses to the learning. Following field note research protocols the researcher used
punctuation and identifying symbols to differentiate between the researcher’s own
thoughts and the participants’ words (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Spradley, 1980). The
notes taken during the observation were supplemented immediately after the
observation and interviews when the researcher had more time, in order to minimise
questionable inferences or make the notes clear.

!

97!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
Reflective field notes were written immediately following the interview, and
usually in the researcher’s car in the school car park. These notes attached
interpretive meaning to both the observations and the interviews (Spradley, 1980),
and were completed for each individual participant. At the end of a full round of
interviews with all participants, the field notes for each individual were re-read and
further analytical memos (Corbin, 2007) were written as a result of this horizontal
reflection across the experiences all the participants. This allowed the researcher to
observe initial patterns emerging across the sites.
The ongoing reflection led to the construction of subsequent interview
questions, sometimes returning to issues raised in previous interviews and sometimes
building upon reflections on the previous interviews. These questions continued to
focus on the informing questions of preparedness to teach literacy. For example, by
the end of the first term none of the sample had mentioned they were not confident in
teaching low achieving children in their classes. However, the researcher’s
observations indicated they were not adequately dealing with children who were
under achieving in literacy, and so in Term 2 the interview questions specifically
asked them to describe the ways in which they met the needs of these children. Their
answers revealed they felt they did not have adequate knowledge to deal with these
students, although this was not information they had previously self-reported.
Final interview. The final interview asked questions that required the
participants to reflect upon experiences in the past year (Appendix 6). As Wilson and
Sapsford (2006) observe, retrospective information can be challenging to obtain. To
aid the participants they were sent a recording of their initial interview that had been
done one year earlier before they had started their first job and asked them to reflect
on what they had said about their visions of themselves as a teacher. Some responded
!
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to this request via email, and all responded in an interview conducted in the first term
of their second year of teaching. These initial and final interviews, which focused on
their visions of themselves as literacy teachers, were important reference points for
tracking their vision throughout their first-year experience, because their vision was
often obliquely referred to in many of the interviews during the year. All the
interviews in the study were recorded and transcribed in preparation for analysis. The
transcription provided a verbatim record of what each participant said.
Online surveys. Three online surveys were conducted over the length of the
study. The tool used was SurveyMonkey, chosen because of its simple interface and
its inbuilt data display software. A mix of Likert-scale questions and open-ended
questions were collected and used for corroboration and comparison to other data
collected in the data analysis stage.
At the end of Term 1 and the beginning of Term 4 an anonymous online
survey was constructed and made available to the participants. Copies of the surveys
can be found in the appendices (Appendix 7 and 8). The Term 1 survey repeated the
questions from the initial interview and focused on the participants’ feelings of selfefficacy and their feelings about their university language education units (for which
the researcher was partly responsible) and their intentions to stay in the profession.
The Term 4 survey repeated the questions from the initial survey to capture any
changes in the group as a whole, over the first year. An additional survey was
conducted at the beginning of Term 3 to gather data about the support they were
receiving and, once again, their intentions to stay in the profession (Appendix 9).
This survey arose from the data that was collected in the first two terms, where it was
becoming clear that support was affecting their literacy teaching. An anonymous
survey was used because the participants would be required to speak candidly about
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teaching colleagues whilst still in a probationary role in the school and may have felt
inhibited in their responses had they been questioned in a face-to-face interview. For
all the surveys, the respondents were pre-contacted and advised of the upcoming
questionnaire and its purpose, and a 100% return rate was achieved. This reflected
the literature (Gall et al., 2007) which indicates return rates on questionnaires are
higher when the respondents are pre-contacted.
Considerations
All research must take into consideration any circumstances that may mitigate
the findings. A consideration for this study is the timing, because the teachers were
followed through only the first year and the first four months of the second year of
teaching. Some studies report the second and third year of teaching as particularly
key in the experience of the beginning teacher (Flint et al., 2010; Grossman et al.,
2000). Nonetheless the first year is an important year, where identity is built and, in
particular, literacy practices are tried that influence the way teaching develops in
subsequent years (Kosnik & Beck, 2009; Rots et al., 2011).
The participants in this study were self-selected. This helps ensures a
commitment to a long term research project which requires considerable time
commitment from the participants, but it also presents some issues. One limitation of
self-selection is the possibility that a certain type of teacher is represented in the
sample, e.g. highly motivated or high achieving or high need. An effort to ascertain
motivation for self-selection for the study was made in the initial interview questions
and is taken into account in the reporting of the findings. Another limitation of selfselection is that I had no input into the employment context that would be under
investigation. They were all employed in government or public schools and this
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means that the findings of the study may only have relevance to the government
school system in the ACT.
The phenomenon of the ‘defended subject’ (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000) is
another consideration in this study. Participants may protect themselves in the ways
in which they share the information or relate their responses to their context,
particularly as they were on a probation year in their schools. When such behaviours
are suspected this has been noted in the discussion of the findings. As an additional
counter, questions in face-to-face interviews are replicated in anonymous online
surveys.
A consideration for the researcher was the ethical dilemma of being an
observer of events in which advice from the researcher might have improved the
situation but would have overstepped the researcher role. For example, although
many of the participants had explicitly requested feedback or advice in their literacy
teaching and the researcher provided these, there were occasions when the researcher
felt that the advice would run contrary to existing school policies and potentially place
the participant in an awkward situation in their school. On these occasions the
researcher took the diplomatic path and said nothing and only provided advice,
resources and feedback that would not put the participant in conflicted circumstances
in their school. Foster (2006) notes a researcher may monitor how they present
themselves in order to preserve their status as an objective or non-aligned observer
and thus maintain the integrity of the researcher’s position.
Baker (2006) notes that another consideration — often disregarded — of
embedded observer-participant research such as this is the way in which the
researcher leaves the field when the study is over. Jorgensen (1989) observes that the
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relationship which has developed between the researcher and participant is often an
emotional one and recommends a gradual withdrawal from the field (Jorgensen,
1989). In this study, it was difficult for me to withdraw completely after the research
was over and I maintained contact through regular email for the year following the
completion of the study. When that contact stopped a number of the participants
continued to initiate contact, inviting me to visit them in their school contexts.
Data Analysis
The methods chosen resulted in an abundance of raw data to be sifted and
analysed. As noted in the literature, there is no one correct method for analysing
qualitative data (Punch, 2009). The method chosen will be that which suits the data
collected and the purpose of the data collection. The data collected in this study was
primarily analysed post-collection (Boulton & Hammersley, 2006), although
reflective field notes shaped the kind of data that was collected through the study. As
the data was collected, reflective notes guided thoughts about what was being
observed, and directed me towards literature. As described in the introductory
chapter, these directions were not pre-determined prior to embarking on the study, but
rather arose from the process of the study. In the iterative process of observation,
reflection and reading, focus areas emerged as follows:
•

Beginning-teacher knowledge and literacy teaching,

•

Teacher preparation,

•

Beginning-teacher support,

•

Beginning teachers’ motivation and attrition.

These focus areas guided the literature review provided in Chapter Two.
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To prepare the data for further analysis, at the end of the data collection period
the interviews were transcribed. A thematic analysis of the data was then undertaken,
as is conventional practice in qualitative research. This involved searching through
data to identify recurrent issues and, thus, identify themes or clusters of linked ideas
conveying similar meanings (Cresswell, 2003; Holliday, 2002).
First, the audio was listened to, alongside the transcripts, and the field notes were
reread and broadly analysed against the original aim of the study. This enabled me to
identify categories whilst simultaneously assigning data to those categories ‘in a
process of mutual fitting between data and categories’ (Boulton & Hammersley,
2006). From this process, three broad categories, or descriptive codes (Punch, 2009)
emerged under which to make an initial distribution of the data:
•

Teacher belief and identity,

•

Knowledge about literacy teaching,

•

‘Doing’ literacy.

Alongside this initial coding I made analytical memos (Corbin, 2007) which
served as prompts to further organise and reflect on the data, and cross-referenced this
to the reflective field notes which I had made throughout the course of the study.
With these three broad categories and my own reflective memos as a guide, I then
made a second, closer, reading of the transcripts. The transcripts were analysed
vertically — that is, each participant’s interview sequence was coded. In this process
further subcategories were established under which to distribute observations, as
follows:
•

Teacher belief and identity:
o Motivation,
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o Aspiration,
o Teacher identity;
•

Knowledge about literacy teaching:
o Reference to university coursework,
o Reference to university practicum work,
o Reference to colleagues,
o Professional learning,
o Gap areas;

•

‘Doing’ literacy:
o Support,
o Planning,
o Assessing,
o Implementing — reading, writing, spelling,
o Testing,
o Managing diversity,
o Parents.

Appendix 10 contains a sample of this initial coding, and the reflective memos that
accompanied the coding, as it was applied to one participant’s interview data.
The transcripts were also analysed horizontally — across all participants’
interviews — in order to locate themes consistent across all the participants’
responses and actions, in what is described as a constant comparative method
(Boulton & Hammersley, 2006). As each set of interviews and observations was
coded in this way they were compared, and dominant, recurring and emerging themes
were noted. These were cross-referenced to the researcher reflective memos that had
been written at the end of each interview cycle through the course of the study. The
!
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themes that emerged from this process could be described as inferential or pattern
codes and can be conceived of as meta-codes (Punch, 2009). Three themes or metacodes were identified:
•

Vision — how they viewed their teaching and themselves as teachers,

•

Frustration — they expressed frustration with many aspects of their life as
teachers,

•

Knowledge — what they knew and did not know about the task of being a
literacy teacher.

These three themes provide the organisational framework for the findings in
Chapter Four, which has one section devoted to each of the three identified themes
and explains the ways in which these themes were manifested in the data and
subsequently extrapolated.
In summary, the data analysis was conducted through a bottom-up approach
where themes and categories were identified through the data analysis process, rather
than prior to the study. Individual analysis was made of each participant, followed by
a horizontal analysis that allowed for comparisons of differences and similarities in
the themes across the participants. This then allowed for the development of
interpretations and explanations of the experiences of the first-year teacher of literacy,
and these are reported in the following chapters.
Meet the Participants
!
In this section I provide a vignette of each participant, constructed from the
researcher’s notes, observations and interviews with the participants and supported by
their own words. Researcher-assigned pseudonyms are used to protect the
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participants’ identities. The purpose of these vignettes is to introduce the participants
to the reader, including their motivations, aspirations and the contexts they taught in
through the course of this study. The participants will become increasingly familiar
to the reader throughout the thesis as their words and actions are considered and
analysed for what they reveal about the first year experience and teaching literacy.
Meg.!!Meg completed the four year undergraduate Early Childhood Bachelor
of Education. She was motivated to participate in the study because of the benefits
she perceived for herself, but also the benefits the study may provide to others. She
explained,
Well I’ve loved your teaching and found it very inspiring so I thought “Oh,
that’d be nice to have some input from Misty”. I just know that I’ll have so
much to learn so that side of it was very appealing; to have you come in and
give me feedback. Also I think it’s really important to give something back —
I’ve done the uni degree and I think it’s important to give feedback for future
students and if you’re wanting to improve the course then I think it’s really
important to be a part of something like that.
Meg came to teaching after several years in the workforce. She had not
considered going into teaching until she had done volunteer work in an orphanage in a
developing country. She is most enthusiastic about working with very young
children, and she came back from her volunteer experience specifically seeking to do
an early childhood degree. She achieved highly in her degree and enjoyed all aspects
of the degree, both the coursework and the practicums. Meg is in teaching for the
love of children and the relationship she can have with them. Meg’s comments made
in her second year of teaching reflect her feelings throughout the study.
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I just love kids and I love that you can build relationships with them and be
such a special person in their life and have an influence and just create an
environment where they can thrive and learn and have fun.
Meg is drawn to teaching because she believes she will impact positively upon the
lives of others. She is typical of most new teachers entering the profession
(Alexander, 2008; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Richardson & Watt, 2006; Watt &
Richardson, 2008).
Meg’s school is situated in a high socio-economic zone, with high numbers of
diplomatic families. It is a well-established school and has had the same Principal for
a number of years. The school scores well on the national literacy and numeracy
testing (NAPLAN). It is a medium-size school, with a traditional architecture of
single classrooms, although planning amongst year level teams is encouraged and
very wide corridors are utilised for bringing classes together for team teaching.
Vicki. Vicki completed a degree in Computing Science and Psychology prior
to completing her two year Graduate Entry Bachelor of Education. Vicki joined the
study because she perceived participation would be supportive to her in the first year
of teaching and she was keen to get support and feedback from someone she had
professional respect for.
I’ve kind of loved you and your teaching. If I know that you were coming the
next week there are going to be a whole lot of questions that you will ask me
and that will make me double check myself rather than just go on with the
routine. I’m looking forward to have someone say oh my gosh why did you do
that, or that was really great.
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Vicki always wanted to study teaching but deliberately chose the Graduate
Entry route as she thought the four year Bachelor of Education degree would not be
intellectually challenging enough. She is particularly interested in how children learn,
and feels very rewarded by the impact she has upon their learning. These comments
made in her second year of teaching summarise the kind of teacher Vicki was seeking
to be.
I love the days when the kids get things. Days when it’s not just that they
randomly got it but that you intervened in some way, taught something really
explicitly and clearly, got to their level, took them to some place new and then
they got it.
Vicki is drawn to teaching because she thinks an education is every child’s right and
society’s responsibility. She takes her responsibility to teach all children to read and
write very seriously and it has guided her practice and her thinking about teaching
from the very first interview and throughout her first year of teaching. Vicki’s
intellectual approach to teaching is not unusual in beginning teachers (Richardson &
Watt, 2006) who cite intellectual challenge as one of their motivators for going into
teaching.
Vicki’s school is situated in a medium socio-economic zone and scored
slightly below schools with a similar profile in the NAPLAN testing. The school is a
new medium size school, built in an open plan style. However, Vicki was placed in a
single classroom portable classroom in the playground of the school, and although she
was part of a year level team for planning she was not physically close to the other
classrooms and did not do any team teaching. The Principal has been in place for
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many years, but the school has one of the highest proportions of early career teachers
in the ACT public school system.
Bea. Bea was originally enrolled in a health related degree, but after a gap
year in England working as a teacher’s assistant in a boarding school she changed
course and enrolled in the four year Bachelor of Education Primary degree. She was
motivated to join the study for the support she felt she would receive by having
someone she had professional respect for coming to visit her regularly.
Out of all the lectures we’ve had at Uni, I think I’ve learnt the most from you
about developing programs and what works and especially with literacy and...
I suppose, it was the chance to have some support for the first part of next
year and just getting a bit more guidance from someone who knows a little bit
more.
She had quite a lot of experience working with children. Apart from her work
in a boarding school in her gap year, she tutored in a coaching school whilst still in
Year 12 and she coaches calisthenics. She sees engagement as key in teaching, and
wants to turn children onto learning, and says, ‘I think that is one of my strengths,
trying to come up with ways to, sort of, pull them in.’ She thinks learning should be
fun for the teachers and the students, and never wants to be a teacher who loses that
sense of fun.
I just don’t want to be one of those ones, because I think it’s so sad
that…because six months of that and you can completely lose a kid for the rest
of school and I don’t want to do that.
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She wants her teaching to be engaging and interactive, and to teach in different ways
in order to bring all children into the learning process.
Bea was placed in Year 1 in one of the jurisdiction’s top performing public
schools in the NAPLAN testing in 2010. The school had been identified as a high
economic status school in 2009. The school is built in a traditional architecture style
and Bea taught in a single classroom. The school has an older teaching staff, all over
40 years of age and Bea was the first beginning teacher appointed at the school in a
decade. At the time of the study the school was in a changeover period, awaiting the
appointment of a new Principal.
Macy. Macy has always liked being with children but struggled at school
herself, identifying herself as dyslexic. She did not finish Year 12 and did not receive
a University Entrance Score. However, she began to work as a tutor in a coaching
school she had attended herself as a student.
I liked that, I liked getting to know the kids. The best bit was when you had a
kid who was like “What’s two plus two” and they’d go “Six” and you’d go
“Oh, try again” and when they got four it was the best feeling and you could
see they were actually grasping these concepts. It was just awesome and I just
knew that there was nothing else that would make me as happy as teaching.
It was the owner of the tutoring business who encouraged Macy to pursue teaching as
a career, and Macy came into the teaching degree by completing the UC Connect
course, an alternative pathway to tertiary education for those who may not have
achieved a Year 12 certificate, or an adequate university entrance score. Macy was
motivated to join the study to receive support in an area she feels she has a weakness,
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literacy teaching, and because she had heard from other beginning teachers that they
do not always receive good support from the schools they are placed in.
I know other teachers that have gone out there and have not gotten along with
their mentoring teachers. I was dyslexic and I know that literacy is one of my
weaknesses. I completely acknowledge literacy as one of my weaknesses so I
get an extra year of you who has this wealth of knowledge that will be able to
help me which will be able to help the kids.
Macy is drawn to teaching to make school a better experience for her students
than it was for her. She is concerned about the children who do not fit in and
throughout this study her concern for these children was constantly at the fore. The
following comment was typical of the concerns Macy expressed throughout the year.
I didn’t like seeing Calvin and Max and Dylan get their heart broken when
you have your high flyers who can sit there and I show them a word and it’s
‘x’ and the other ones are kind of going “How do they know that?”.
Macy was placed in a Kindergarten class in a small medium SES school which
was targeted for closure in the year following this study and which had performed
poorly in the NAPLAN tests. The Principal was retiring as the school closed and all
the teachers were considering where they would apply for transfer. The school was
one of the 20 identified low performing schools which received extra funding and
staffing to improve literacy outcomes, at the end of the year of the study. Macy was
in an open space shared by two Kindergarten teachers. However, the teacher in the
partner classroom changed three times in Macy’s first year.
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Rose. Rose came to her four year primary Bachelor of Education straight
from school. She was motivated to join the study because she felt she would learn
from the researcher for whom she had professional respect.
I just got so much out of the stuff that you were teaching us and it felt like it
was all applicable and things that I needed to know for in the classroom. I
guess just kind of that idea of having that link to someone who I respect and
who I feel is very capable that when I’m out there it’s just kind of nice to have
that there.
Rose had wanted to be a teacher from when she was a very young child, but
had given the idea away by the time she was in Year 11 simply because she felt she
was tired of being in school. A chance interaction with her mother made her
reconsider her decision.
I was helping my mum on the computer, because she wasn’t very good at
computers at the time, and explaining something to her. And she was like,
“Rose, you would just be such a good teacher”. I just kind of dismissed it as a
comment. And then for the next couple of days I just couldn’t stop thinking
about how she had said that. It just kind of made me think about it lots and I’m
like, “Yeah, I’ve always wanted to do teaching”.
Rose was a very high achiever in her university course and has high
expectations of herself and her learners in the classroom. She wants to see her
children learn, but at the very core of her vision of herself as teacher, she wants to
make a difference in the lives of children. Teaching for Rose is highly personalised
and as much about relationships as it is about learning. She says, ‘I just want my own
class. I want them to be my kids. To know them and them to know me.’. This
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humanist approach to teaching is one that sets up many personal challenges for Rose
throughout her first year. She notes early in the year, ‘I’m in charge of them
achieving and that’s a little bit scary.’, and this feeling of responsibility weighs
heavily upon her throughout the first year of teaching and occupies most of her
interactions with the researcher.
Rose was placed in a large high SES bilingual school that scored very highly
on the NAPLAN testing in the year of the study. The school has a high proportion of
wealthy and diplomatic families. Rose had two Year 5 classes, each of which she
taught for two and a half days each week. She focused solely on English, the Arts and
Science, with the other subject areas covered in the other language of the school. The
school has a traditional architecture and Rose taught in a single classroom.
Brian. Brian completed the two year Graduate Entry degree in primary
teaching after first completing a Psychology Arts degree. He wanted to participate in
the study for his own support but also for the help he thought the project may provide
other teachers in the future, saying, ‘I really enjoyed having you as a teacher — a
tutor I suppose — and I thought it would be cool to have you come and be a support
like you and give a bit back you know.’.
Of all the participants in this study, Brian is the only one who has fallen into
teaching for want of any other career ideas. He comes from a teaching family and
was encouraged by his mother to do teaching but he had no interest in it. He went to
university and did a psychology degree only because that had been his best subject at
senior high school. At the end of his degree, and still rudderless, he took his mother’s
advice and enrolled in the Graduate Entry degree for primary school teaching. He
received average grades in the degree although he says he enjoyed the course. He
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says his family continues to encourage him: ‘My family is always going “Oh if you do
this you’ll be a principal in no time or you could be a school counsellor with your
psychology degree” — stuff like that”’, but he has no such career aspirations.
He imagines that he will need help with his literacy teaching, and admits he
feels unsure of his own literacy skills. He became a part of the project to get that
support. Brian’s school is situated in a high SES zone but scored poorly in the
NAPLAN testing in the two years the study spanned. Brian taught a Year 5 class in a
traditional architecture single classroom.
Peter. Peter did the Graduate Entry degree in primary education after several
years in the workplace as a graphic designer. He took part in the study because he
was interested in developing his own teaching as well as contributing to the teacher
preparation of others in the future.
I want to be the best teacher I can be and I think doing this I’ll get more
feedback and more support and I’ll know if I’m heading in the right direction.
It will obviously help you out in teaching the next batch of teachers but even
just having you in the classroom.
Peter’s first passion and first career was in graphic design, although he has
always enjoyed working with children in after-school programs and working at an
educational science centre, where he was also a graphic designer. He says,
I enjoyed that and I enjoyed hanging out with kids but at the time I thought
drawing and design was my passion. I enjoy doing that but it’s just such a cutthroat business and that’s not what I am; I like to make sure everyone is
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happy, everyone is doing the best and everyone is enjoying themselves and
with design that’s not what it’s about.
Having a classroom that is a comfortable place to be is Peter’s aim as a
teacher, where he wants the children to be the best they can, and to be excited about
learning. He particularly wants them to be excited about their literacy learning,
noting that he himself was never excited about reading and writing when he was in
primary school. In particular he does not want to ‘outlaw or ban’ graphic novels and
computer games, observing that these can be effective ways to turn children onto
reading and that his mother had used these to get him interested in reading. Many of
his reflections on other classrooms centred on the atmosphere of positivity or
negativity in the classroom, and he wants to have ‘a positive atmosphere’ in his
classroom. This remained a theme throughout his first year.
Peter’s school is a medium-size school with an open architecture. It
performed below schools of a similar profile in the NAPLAN testing. The year Peter
began teaching there, the school was undergoing numerous staff changes at the
Executive level, including deputy Principal and Principal.
Matt. Matt had a successful career as a professional photographer, and had
also achieved a first degree in Asian Studies where he had studied Mandarin. Using
his degree he travelled in Asia ‘to practise the language’, and picked up a job teaching
English in a Mandarin speaking Kindergarten, where he was employed for four years.
He said,
That’s what led to teaching yes. I wanted to continue doing it but we couldn’t
really continue living in Taiwan. Of course you can’t just teach here in the
same way that you can just go there and teach so yes, that led into coming
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back here to study teaching so that I could continue and take it more seriously
I suppose as a career.
Matt was the oldest of the participants in this study, into middle age, and he felt this
would be his last career change, saying,
I see it as a long-term thing definitely. At my age you wouldn’t invest so much
time in something for a short period. Yes, definitely it’s a long-term thing. I
see myself doing it as long as I’m physically able to do it I suppose. Until
retirement.
Matt found teaching to be fulfilling, and enjoyed the sense of achievement it provided
him,
I feel like it’s a really easy way to find fulfilment and get work — because
there are so many fulfilling moments as a teacher. There are many frustrating
moments too and I’m aware of those but there are also these great moments of
a real sense of accomplishment.
Matt’s school is a medium to high SES school which performs on a par with
other schools in the NAPLAN testing. Matt was placed in the release role, teaching
all grades in the school, teaching ICT skills as well as taking responsibility for a
mathematics group in Year 6 and integrated unit in Year 5.
Ursula. Ursula enrolled in the four year primary Bachelor of Education
degree straight from school. She joined the study for the support she felt she would
receive to be a good teacher because she felt she might not receive that from the
school she was placed in, a school with which she was already familiar. She said, ‘To

!

116!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
have that outside opinion with you coming in I’ll have the confidence to change things
and to do the best I can with the children.’.
Ursula struggled all through primary school, particularly with reading and
writing. She recounted, ‘I went to so many reading specialists and eye doctors ‘cause
I couldn’t read until year two. The amount of books I threw at my mother ‘cause I
couldn’t do it.’. A Physical Education teacher at primary school changed her attitude
to school by showing her she had talents as a sportsperson. From there she became
very involved in school and enjoyed high school becoming the School Captain. This
experience motivated her to become a teacher.
I want to be that teacher (the PE teacher) for someone else, I want to tell that
poor little kiddie Johnny who can’t do this and can’t do that and just doesn’t
want to be there…. you need to find something in them that gets the drive and
makes them love school as much as I did.
Her concern with children who do not achieve occupied Ursula from the beginning of
the study and she was worried she would not successfully meet their needs, or would
‘waste their time’. Her motivation for participating in the study sums up her concerns
and her motivation for going into teaching, ‘I need you to tell me that I’m doing right
by those children.’.
Ursula’s school was a medium-size school with a medium SES status that
performed on par with other schools in the NAPLAN tests. The school has a stable
teaching population and is sought after by teachers seeking transfers, and has had the
same Principal for a number of years. Ursula taught a Kindergarten in a large
portable classroom shared by three classes.
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Christine. Christine joined the study because she suspected she might not
find support in the system for a year she knew was going to be a difficult one. She
particularly wanted to stay connected to a person she had professional respect for. She
said,
I’ve got a few friends that have been out a few years teaching and they have
been telling us “first year’s really hard and you kind of struggle”. I’ll have at
least some feedback and support there so I can improve on what I’m doing
and you can give me that feedback to build on what kind of skills we’ve
already got.
Christine always wanted to be a teacher but was actively discouraged by her family
who felt that teaching was a low status profession.
I’ve always wanted to be a teacher – since primary school. I always wanted
to do teaching but mum had always squelched that thing of “They don’t earn
enough money, blah, blah, blah” and the Chinese expectations of things…
Instead she enrolled in a Science degree, whilst also teaching piano to children. She
felt particularly rewarded by the work she was doing teaching piano to two autistic
children and she eventually went against her family’s wishes and moved into an
Education degree, without telling them, aiming to eventually specialise in Special
Education. She reflected, ‘ I ended up making a big decision and swapping over to
teaching. The hardest thing was mum; she was very resistant — against it for quite
some time.’. The decision to switch to a job that provides personal satisfaction but
which has reduced social status is often confounding to others (Crow, Levine &
Nager, 1990).
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Christine herself felt she had struggled a little at school, as an English Second
Language learner. ‘When I was in Year 6 I didn’t have the skills and I really struggled
the whole way through high school.’ Her motivation for teaching revolves around a
desire to have an impact upon learners with special learning needs. She said, ‘I
suppose I’m really trying to make sure that they are confident and have consistent
skills to be able to go out and be able to use them.’.
Christine’s school is one of the jurisdiction’s lowest SES schools and performs
poorly on NAPLAN testing. It has a 20 % student population that speaks English as
an Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D). It is one of only four schools in the
ACT provided with a full time literacy coach over five years as part of a federally
funded scheme to improve the literacy outcomes in highly disadvantaged schools. It
is an open architecture school and Christine taught in a Year 5/6 class in a large open
space with another teacher. A new Principal began at the school the same time as
Christine began teaching there.
Cate. Cate joined the study because she felt it would benefit both her and
future teachers, saying, ‘I just thought that I enjoyed your unit and I got a lot out of it
for myself and also for teaching I think and if I can be a benefit back then why not?’.
Cate did not perform to the best of her abilities at school by her own
admission, and left to work as a receptionist in various businesses whilst undertaking
a business administration course at technical college. She was not satisfied with the
work and decided to follow a lifelong love of being around children to pursue
teaching. Cate did not indicate any particular rationale for going into teaching other
than she did not like working in an office, but said as soon as she had completed her
first practicum experience she felt she had made the right choice, ‘Yes, definitely this
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is what I want to do’. She worked very hard in her degree and achieved good grades
and excellent feedback on her practicums.
Cate was placed in a Year 5 class in a medium SES school that performed
poorly in the NAPLAN tests. The school had a new Principal the same year Cate
began at the school and he had a strong change agenda. The school has a mix of open
and closed architecture and Cate began the year in a large shared space, before
moving to a single classroom half way through the year due to renovations at the
school.
Hayley. Hayley came into the four year Bachelor of Education degree straight
from school. She was keen to be part of the project because she wanted support from
someone she knows.
Just having that extra guidance there and knowing somebody already, a
familiar face to help you out because I'm a quite shy person often so walking
into a school takes a little time to get to know people, to get myself out there
as well so having somebody who's already familiar is definitely helpful.
By her own account Hayley is a quiet and shy girl, who worked very hard in her
university degree. She has wanted to be a teacher since she was a little girl when she
‘marked’ books and ‘taught’ dolls. Like a third of the other participants, Hayley
enjoyed psychology at high school and this led her finally into a teaching degree. She
said, ‘The minute I started I knew I had done the right thing’. She imagines she will
stay in teaching forever, and cannot imagine ever wanting to do anything else. She
views schools favourably, having always done well at school and she sees her role as
the teacher is to prepare them for the next year of school.
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Organisation and preparation are features of Hayley’s identity as a teacher,
and most of her concerns at the beginning of her career were about being organised
and having material to teach. The following comment was typical through the study.
‘I get nervous that I haven’t planned enough or that what I’ve planned isn’t right on
the money.’ Hayley enjoys the process of teaching and her talk in the first year
focuses more on this than individual children. Hayley is at a school with a high
EAL/D population (around 50%) because the school has an Introductory English
Centre attached to it and many of the children in the Centre graduate into the
mainstream school after 6 months of intensive English instruction. The school has a
medium SES status and performs slightly below schools with a similar profile.
Frieda. Frieda completed a Psychology degree before entering the Teacher
Education degree as a Graduate Entry student. She joined the study because she was
motivated by the study’s aims to understand the first year experience to the benefit of
future teacher preparation.
The reason that you are doing this I think’s really, really good and I think that
that stuff probably doesn’t happen enough in universities because I’ve been in
a lot of classes over the years that you just don’t quite understand how that
connects with the real world.
Frieda says she has always considered being a teacher. She wanted to do
community work and contribute to the community, she admitted, ‘so it was between
psychology or teaching’. She decided to do Psychology first to get another degree up
her sleeve, and perhaps open her career options beyond teaching, saying, ‘I looked
into the courses and found out that if you do psychology and then you can do teaching
you can also do counselling. So that gave me a couple of extra options.’.
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Frieda was particularly focused on the psychology of teaching and learning, no doubt
influenced by her first degree, and wanted in particular to focus on motivating
learners. The motivation and behaviour of her Kindergarten students became the
central focus for Frieda throughout the first year.
Frieda’s school is a high SES school with a high transient population of
defence personnel. The school performs poorly in the NAPLAN tests. It is a school
with a traditional architecture and Frieda taught Kindergarten in a single classroom.
There was shared planning to some extent between the three Kindergarten classes.
Tegan. Tegan enrolled in the four year Bachelor of Education Primary degree
after several years in the workforce as a sports trainer. She joined the study because
of the benefits she thought she would receive, particularly support that was connected
to her prior learning.
I loved the idea of learning from people who are more experienced, because I
want to keep learning, and it also makes me feel like I’m still connected to
here [uni], and I’m not all just you know, you’ve done it, got spat out the other
side.
Tegan has always liked working with children, as a sports coach and a
babysitter, saying, ‘I always just had a pull towards children and helping them be
successful, to get the most out of themselves so they could be the best that they could
be’. However she did not perform well academically at school herself and had ruled
out doing a teaching degree. After pursuing a sports-orientated career for a few years,
an illness caused her to reconsider what she could do with her life. She decided to
face her aversion to study and enrol in a teaching degree. She felt she had done the
right thing as soon as she enrolled, recounting ‘I was just soaking everything up, it
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was great, I loved it. And as soon as I started I just automatically worked hard
because I loved what I was doing. It felt so right.’.
In her degree Tegan completed an inclusive education major and especially
requested a practicum placement in a special needs primary school, reflecting a
commitment to her original motivation to help all children reach their potential. In
her first year of teaching, Tegan was placed in a special needs preschool, working
with children with developmental delays. The preschool, although attached
physically and administratively, was not connected to the school in any academic
sense. Tegan operated in isolation in her own area, doing all her own planning with
one other mainstream preschool teacher in a nearby classroom.

Conclusion
The study investigates the experience of the beginning teacher in their first
year of teaching, through the use of bottom-up qualitative research methods to
provide deep descriptions of the first year teachers’ experiences. Sufficient depth,
breadth and longitude was built into the study to allow for some generalisability of the
findings beyond the participants in this research so that they may be informative to
any person interested in understanding and improving the beginning teacher
experience — in particular, the ways in which they teach literacy. The next chapter
presents the analysis of the data, where findings are extrapolated and discussed.
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Chapter Four — Findings
As described in the Methodology chapter, the data for this study of the first
year literacy teaching experience was collected through observations, interviews and
questionnaires. These were the focus areas that emerged from that data collection:
•

Beginning-teacher knowledge and literacy teaching,

•

Teacher preparation,

•

Beginning-teacher support,

•

Beginning teachers’ motivation and attrition.

A data analysis across these focus areas revealed three broad themes:
•

Vision,

•

Frustration,

•

Knowledge.

This chapter deals with each of these themes in detail, using the data from the
study to illustrate and explicate the themes. The findings are linked, where
appropriate, to literature in the field and are supported by the words of the
participants, increasing the interpretive validity of the findings (Johnson, 1997). The
interpretation of these themes and their potential for understanding the experiences of
the first year teacher of literacy are reported in Chapter Five.
Structure!of the Chapter!
Each theme is dealt with individually in this chapter, with the chapter
comprising three main sections: Vision, Frustration and Knowledge. Although there
are clear links between these sections, the reader may initially choose to read each
section as a self-contained part of the whole. Within each section there is an
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explanation of the thematic construct underpinning the section, followed by excerpts
from the data, which are used to illustrate how the theme was identified, and the ways
in which it was evident through the study. This evidentiary data is then followed by a
discussion that connects the findings generated by the data in this study to existing
literature in the field. The data collected in this study was primarily analysed postcollection (Boulton & Hammersley, 2006). Interviews comprised a significant
proportion of the data and as interviews were transcribed a thematic analysis of the
data was undertaken, as described in Chapter Three. In the following presentation of
the findings, excerpts from the interviews have been selected when they were
illustrative of the identified themes.
The following overview of the chapter structure provides a roadmap for the
reader.
Vision
•

How is teacher vision defined in this thesis?

•

What were the visions of the participants in this study?

•

What happened to their visions over the course of the study?

•

Discussion: how do the experiences of these participants compare to what
is reported in the literature?

Frustration
•

How is frustration linked to vision?

•

In what ways were the participants in this study frustrated? Six
contributors to Frustration were identified: lack of autonomy, lack of
confidence, lack of support, lack of time, lack of direction and lack of
knowledge, and each of these is dealt with individually.
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•

Discussion: each of the ‘contributors’ to feelings of frustration is discussed
and links are made to what others have reported in the literature.

Knowledge
•

How is teacher knowledge linked to frustration and vision?

•

How is teacher knowledge defined in this thesis? Six ‘types’ of teacher
knowledge are identified: knowledge about content, knowledge about
theory, knowledge about teaching, knowledge about learners, knowledge
about context, knowledge about sociocultural politics.

•

Where were their gaps across each of these types of teacher knowledge?

•

Discussion at the end of each type of teacher knowledge, making links to
what others have reported in the literature.

An interpretation of the findings from each of these themes, including the
ways in which they are linked, is then presented in Chapter Five, where two
frameworks, one theoretical and one structural, are presented as an aid to
understanding some aspects of the first year experience of being a literacy teacher.
Vision
Barely two months into her first teaching position, Rose made a plea:
Don’t let me forget the teacher I wanted to become.
Rose was one of the 14 beginning teachers participating in this study and her plea
highlights the importance of identity and vision for the beginning teacher. However,
those visions are tested strenuously in the ‘reality’ of the classroom, often to the
extent that they become lost. This section of the chapter explores the consequences of
lost and misplaced ‘visions’.
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Vision, in this thesis, refers to the picture the participants had of themselves as
teachers, why they wanted to become teachers and what they hoped to achieve as
teachers. As a theme in this thesis, ‘Vision’ is closely linked to the thesis focus area,
namely, Beginning teachers’ motivation and attrition. In this section of the
Findings chapter I present an analysis of the data on Vision through two perspectives
that emerged from within this theme: maintaining the vision and moving on.
The key finding was perhaps a paradoxical one: whilst all the participants
remained committed to their original visions for teaching, they were not all committed
to remaining in classroom teaching. This finding is explained below through an
examination of the data.
Maintaining the Vision
The participants in this study talked about themselves as teachers with
confidence and clarity in the first interview. Their vision of themselves as teachers
remained a theme throughout the year in either overt or covert ways. The following
quotes typify either the altruistic or intrinsic motivators the participants in this study
had for entering teaching.
I didn’t really know what I wanted to study until my husband and I went on a
trip and part of that was two months at an orphanage in Mozambique and I
was trying to help set up a preschool program. It was fun and I loved it but I
thought “Oh I’d love to be able to do this with the professional knowledge to
do it really well and properly” so that’s what inspired me to do early
childhood education.
I love working with kids I’ve done it a lot and I’ve always enjoyed it. I’ve run
a lot of youth group activities and holiday camps and I’ve taught piano and
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violin. My first term here at university in education I loved it and I thought:
yeah, this is it. I really love watching kids learn.
As well as having intrinsic and/or altruistic visions of teaching in their first
interview, every participant expected to be teaching long term. The study participants
all stated prior to their first appointment in the classroom that they would be in
teaching for the foreseeable future. For all of them this was a long-term career
choice. However, by the end of the first year of teaching the sample could be divided
into two broad categories:
1. Maintained original motivations for, and vision of, teaching but no longer as
committed to staying in education as a classroom teacher;
2. Maintained original motivations for, and vision of, teaching and committed
to remaining a classroom teacher for the foreseeable future.
Following is a description of the participants’ visions and motivations for teaching,
charted across the full length of the study, which explains the categories and the
rationale behind my assigning each participant to one of the two categories. The
description begins with the participants in the first category: that is, those whose
visions have remained intact but not their resolve to be classroom teachers for the
long term.
Maintained original motivations for, and vision of, teaching but no longer
as committed to staying in education as a classroom teacher
Vicki. In her initial interview Vicki proclaimed, ‘I want to stay in teaching. I
want to be in it for a long time.’. In her final interview she said, ‘I wonder whether I
might change track a bit and research and head down the research track’. After 16

!

129!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
months of being a teacher Vicki is still committed to her original motivation for
teaching, repeating in her final interview, ‘I love teaching kids. I love being with
kids’. In Term Two Vicki had said,
Don’t go into teaching because you love teaching, it is bound to
disappoint. Go into it because you love seeing how children learn —
then you get gold.
Her enthusiasm for her students and her self-efficacy remained strong through the
year. However Vicki’s commitment to teaching as a profession waned as the year
went on. Vicki’s comments throughout the year provide some insight into her
changing resolve. She was concerned about staying true to herself before she had
even begun teaching and said that one of the reasons she had joined the project was to
be sure she stayed on track to become the teacher she wanted to become.
If I know that you were coming the next week there are going to be a whole lot
of questions that you will ask me and that will make me double check myself
rather than just go on with the routine.
As the year progressed, Vicki remained excited about children’s learning and she was
rewarded with good successes in the classroom. She explained towards the end of the
first year what she enjoyed about teaching:
Days when it’s not just that they randomly got it but that you intervened in
some way, taught something really explicitly and clearly, got to their level,
took them to some place new and then they got it. Random getting is kind of
cool but it’s random, it had nothing to do with me. That doesn’t make me feel
good. But when you’ve really targeted something, said “I really want these
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five kids to improve their writing in this way, I’m going to do this to help them
to do that”, and then they get it, you’re like “sweet”.
These feelings of success are described in the literature as crucial for teachers’ sense
of satisfaction and self-efficacy (Corbell et al., 2010; Gu & Day, 2007; Hebert &
Worthy, 2001; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009). However
after one year in the classroom, where she was judged successful in literacy teaching,
by her own estimation, her leadership team and in the estimation of the researcher,
Vicki was no longer certain that teaching is a long-term career, at least not in the
system she has been operating in. In her final interview she made a comment that
summarised both her frustration and her love for teaching:
Well it’s not going to get much better is it? I’ve often wished that Heidi
[another early career teacher at the school] and I could go and create a new
school. We’ve wished aloud and I’d be the literacy teacher and she is going to
teach art and we’ve decided on the principal as well. That’s the ideal.
Vicki makes allusions to a system that she is disillusioned with, and appears to be
falling victim to observations made by Ball (2003) and Jones (2003), among others,
that the West is developing an education environment where opportunities for the
realisation of personalised teacher identities and vision are reducing.
Christine. Christine’s resolve to stay in classroom teaching wavered through
the year. Initially she was quite certain about her longevity in the field. In her initial
interview she said, ‘Teaching is definitely a long term thing, not just a few years’. In
the third term she came very close to leaving and admitted in her final interview of
the first year, ‘If you’d asked me if I was going to stay in teaching last term I would
have said ”no”’. Christine is no longer certain how long she will stay teaching.
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However she remains committed to her original ideals and motivations for going into
teaching, particularly her interest in working with children with special needs, as
indicated in her interviews. In her initial interview she said, ‘I wanted to do special
needs. I’ve been teaching piano for 11 years; I started having a few children with
autism come into that so my whole focus changed to disabilities’. She reiterated in
the final interview,
My whole point of doing education in the first place is because I taught
children with autism piano and so I wanted to do the special needs thing. I’ve
got lots of different things open for me in the future.
During the year Christine focused a lot on the learners with special needs and
celebrated their successes. However, she felt events within her school, a high needs
low performing school, impacted upon the ways in which she could teach these
learners.
Bea. In her first interview Bea said she would be in teaching forever although
she did have a caveat:
Unless I hit the point where I start to resent it, or don’t... because I just hate
the thought of being a teacher who resents it and the kids then don’t get what
they need. I think it’s so sad that... because six months of that and you can
completely lose a kid for the rest of school and I don’t want to do that.
Her vision of teaching is closely linked to working with children who are struggling:
I love the interaction with the kids and I love watching... oh, it sounds a bit
corny, but the kids who struggle and struggle and then finally something clicks
and they get it and just the... the little achievements that kids make over time.
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By the end of the year, Bea was no longer as committed to classroom teaching. She
said in her final interview,
When I started I thought it would be forever, but I don’t know. There’s so
much else that goes on within the school. I’m starting to think that maybe it’s
not something I’ll do forever.
She prophesied, ‘if the second year is as tough that’s when it’s all going to fall apart’
and in her second year interview she was not optimistic.
The other day I said to Chris [her partner], “I don’t think I’m going to do it
forever”. He said, “I don’t think you will either.”
Bea found the micropolitics in her school, a traditional school with a good academic
record, was impacting upon the ways in which she could do the teaching she wanted
to do.
Ursula. In her initial interview Ursula was excited about teaching as a longterm career. By her final interview she no longer felt the same the commitment. She
said,
I used to see myself teaching forever and a day till I was old and grandma and
then relief teach you know to the kids that had kids that I used to teach and
stuff. But now, no I don’t think, I can’t see myself doing that. I can’t see I’ll
be doing this forever, not in a classroom I don’t think.
Ursula came into teaching to motivate children who were falling behind, to be
their champion. She herself had struggled until a teacher had found what was special
about Ursula and built her confidence. In her initial interview she said,
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I want to be that for someone else, that was my big drive that I want to be that
someone for the child which doesn’t want to be there. Not only to be their
teacher but to be the motivator, to be the ‘come on, let’s do it’ you know?
As the year drew to an end Ursula felt she was not enjoying teaching and that would
mean her children would not enjoy learning. As that part of her vision of teaching
faded, so too did Ursula’s commitment to staying long term in the profession. She
reflected, ‘I don’t want to be miserable while I’m here. It’s not fair on the kids, it’s
not fair on the people I work with, so I’ve got to walk away.’.
Frieda. Frieda’s motivation for teaching comes from a desire to do good in
the community, and from the beginning she has been torn between teaching and
counselling, saying ‘I always wanted to help people. I always wanted to be part of
the community and do something for the community and so it was either between
psychology or teaching’. However she had reasonably long-term visions for teaching
as a career, saying,
I’m just going to concentrate on teaching and straight teaching at the moment.
There is a possibility of doing the counselling at some stage but I don’t want
to do it until I’m a lot more experienced and a lot older anyway.
During the year, Frieda almost left teaching and in the final interview she reflected on
that time,
There were a couple of times where I just went “Oh I can’t do it anymore, I
don’t want to do it” and I can actually remember that time and it wasn’t any
one particular thing that had happened it was just all of it basically.
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By the end of her first year Frieda was now looking seriously at the counselling
option rather than staying in the classroom. Her motivation to help the community
has not waned and indeed neither has her desire to work with children. She said,
I love, being in the classroom and teaching I love that bit of it, it’s just the
other stuff that gets in the way and makes it difficult. I think for me it would be
a matter of what can I do with my psychology as a part of teaching so the
option is there for school counselling and that kind of thing.
During the year Frieda had found it hard to do the teaching she had wanted to
do, partly because of her own skills for teaching Kindergarten and partly due to the
school context. Like a number of other participants she was concerned to stay true to
her vision of herself as a teacher, and was hoping participation in the project would
keep her committed to the vision she had of herself as a teacher:
Sometimes it’s hard to step back from your own teaching and especially I
found when I’ve seen teachers fall into the trap because they’re just so busy
and have to get so much done, even though they have really good intentions
it’s easy just to go through the motions a little bit.
Peter. Peter did his first degree in graphic design, but had always worked
with children in various holiday jobs. After working in the graphic design industry
for a few years Peter became disillusioned, revealing something of his vision of
teaching in his explanation for leaving the design industry.
I like to make sure everyone’s happy, everyone’s doing their best, everyone’s
enjoying themselves and with design that’s not what it’s about; it’s so cutthroat and I love drawing and creating but that’s not the industry I wanted to
be in.
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Peter felt that his considered decision to enter teaching from another career was a
good indication of his long-term commitment to the profession.
I think you’ve come more to a decision that this is what you want to do.
You’ve done something before, got a bit of life experience. You’ve had I think
a bit more of a think rather than just going “Well maybe I should go to uni, I
should do this… Oh, teaching sounds good; I enjoy kids”.
However by the end of the year he had put a cap on classroom teaching and said in his
final interview,
I think I will stay for another four years. When I move on it will definitely still
be in education, whether it be writing and illustrating educational books or
Big Books.
Teaching as a collaborative enterprise was an important part of Peter’s vision
of teaching and when he felt that a cooperative spirit was missing in his school he
became increasingly disillusioned through the year. A general shift from teaching as
collaboration to teaching as competition is noted in the literature (Sage et al., 2012).
Peter was particularly disheartened by the way the Executive managed the staff in
response to a system imperative that his school must improve their poor literacy
results. He felt these directives were taking him away from the teaching he wanted to
do, reflecting,
There are so many things that you can do in a classroom and so many ways
that you can excite the kids and inspire them…I think teaching the kids is
better this way than doing a million other things that they want us to do.
He continued,
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I think that’s the thing that’s going to frustrate me and eventually make me
leave teaching or being a classroom teacher is all that other junk and crap we
have to do other than teaching.
Cate. Cate came into teaching because she liked children and did not really
like the office work she was doing. Her pull into teaching was one of the weakest of
all the participants’. She was on the verge of leaving from the very first month of
teaching, making this emotional admission one month into teaching:
I’m not usually a really emotional person and I feel so teary all the time. I feel
like I should be going home and planning wonderful lessons but I don’t have
any wonderful lessons in my brain when I get home because I’m like “Oh my
God. I’ve just been hit by a freight train”.
Cate appears to be confirming Gu and Day’s (2007) hypothesis that the weaker the
motivation for teaching the weaker the resilience. Her feeling of despair remained
throughout the year. In the second term her opening words to the researcher were, ‘I
don’t want to be here anymore….because I may go insane’. She explained she had
had a ‘flip out’ because an assessment had been done on her children: ‘I have only six
achieving what they should be achieving; the rest are below’. She continued, ‘I feel
like I’ve just wasted a whole term with them now.’. Cate was not experiencing
success with her teaching, further eroding her self-confidence, resilience and
continued motivation. The perception that her teaching was amounting to nothing
was devastating to Cate and she continued down a dark road throughout the year and
this impacted most particularly with her relationships with the children.
I think it’s just that now I don’t feel like I have the energy to put anything into
my lessons because I’m just really getting through the days at the moment,
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feeling really “Err”. I had to have the day off yesterday because I knew that I
would have a flip-out at my kids…It’s like being on a treadmill’.
Cate’s motivation to be in teaching was linked simply to an enjoyment of teaching.
As her enjoyment of the children in her class evaporated, so did her desire to stay in
the classroom. By the middle of the year Cate was openly discussing leaving, saying
to the researcher, ‘I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want to do this job anymore.’.
Cate’s inability to feel success stemmed from her own lack of skills for the
children in her class, but also the context she was working within. She had been
placed in a medium SES school performing poorly in national testing, and the
leadership was under pressure to improve results. Cate, who had been attracted to
teaching as a humanistic endeavour, was instead fulfilling an essentialist vision of
teaching, where her teaching was about performance rather than the children. This
was causing a disjunction in her teacher identity and impacting seriously upon her
likelihood of staying. She said, ‘I just feel like I’m not doing it for me at the moment
— I’m doing it for just everybody else outside’. Part way through the third term Cate
turned a corner. She spoke to a counsellor about her despair. Along with a change of
room to her own space rather than a shared open space, which she felt now gave her
more ‘autonomy’, she had made a decision to have a change of attitude:
I decided that I couldn’t be so stressed anymore because it was either leave or
make a decision not to be like that. That was massive for me as well, to say
“I’ve got to make a decision either way; I either leave this job that’s going to
turn me into psychotic, old, crazy grey woman in less than five years or I take
a different perspective.
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The kids noticed it — within a week of me making that decision, the kids are
like “You’re so much less cranky than what you used to be”.
An important consequence of her change of attitude was her improved relationship
with the children and the impact that was having on her teaching and their learning, ‘I
feel more in control of the kids, I know the kids better, I have a better relationship
with the kids, they’re responding a lot better to me.’. Enjoying children, which had
been key to her coming into the profession, had become possible again. She
summarised neatly, ‘I make better lessons; I teach better, I have better interactions
with them when I feel good about what I’m doing.’. Although she had turned a corner
she was still very worried about the coming year. By the final interview she
concluded that she’d like to stay in education, ‘but I definitely think that I won’t be
able to stay in the classroom’.
Maintained original motivations for, and vision of, teaching and
committed to remaining a classroom teacher for the foreseeable future
Half the participants, described earlier as Category 2, maintained both their
vision of teaching and their intention to stay in teaching for the foreseeable future
over the course of the first year of teaching. However, it is important to note that a
number of these were considering moving from their current schools in the near
future. This phenomenon of ‘moving’ rather than ‘leaving’ is noted in the literature
(Waterman & He, 2011), and is also characterised as a concern because it brings the
same disruptions to a school community as teachers who leave. The Category 2
participants’ stories follow.
Meg. In her initial interview Meg said, ‘Definitely I can see myself doing it
[teaching] for a long time.’. At the final interview Meg was in the process of trying
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to start a family, but was still keen to stay in teaching, albeit part-time. She
explained,
I don’t want to leave teaching; I want to come back part-time. I love it — but
I don’t plan to come back full-time and throw myself into it and work my way
up the ladder or anything. I definitely won’t…I’d be interested in doing
maybe a bit of further study. I’d like to look at global education a bit more
and international development and that sort of thing.
Meg wants to remain in teaching, and more specifically wants to remain in the
classroom doing what she had come into teaching for, including doing further study in
international development in response to her original work in the orphanage in
Mozambique and her desire to ‘be able to do this with the professional knowledge to
do it really well and properly’ — a vision that didn’t change over the year, along with
her strong desire to build relationships with her students and have fun. Even during
her first year, Meg returned to Mozambique in the school holidays ‘doing projects
every day in the most disadvantaged areas’.
Rose. Rose has always wanted to be a teacher, play-acting the role of teacher
since she was young. This motivation had matured through Rose’s university
education and through her involvement with social justice projects with her church.
In her initial interview she said she was motivated by ‘making literate people so that
they can realise the power of literacy as a tool and the way that it’s used in the world
to be critical, literate individuals’. In!her!final!interview!Rose!reflects!on!staying!
in!teaching.!!Her!motivations!remain!the!same:!‘!I!know!I!can’t!save!the!world!but!I!
think!I!would!like!to!be!in!a!place!where!I!can!really!encourage’. Interestingly
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Rose's school, a high achieving, high SES school, is hampering her vision of herself
as a teacher.
It just kind of rides on the success of that and the fact it’s got clever students.
And so it doesn’t really need to change anything from what they were doing
100 years ago because hey, it’s working.
And she explained further
Part of the reason why I wanted to become a teacher is because I think that
encouraging and building up young people is really important and I think that
the kids here already have that at home and very strong, confident
personalities, and whether I’m here or not they’re going to have a great life
basically. And I think I would like to be a teacher that can have more of an
impact in children’s lives that might not get it elsewhere.
By the final interview, Rose remained committed to staying in the classroom for the
long term, but not at that school, as she felt it wasn’t giving her the opportunity to be
the teacher she wanted to be. Rose had worried from the beginning about losing her
original vision because the school she was in had a different vision.
I want to be the teacher that I know I can be. Do I just go along with the
structures? I don’t want to just go with the system and then...be scared I’ll
never get out of it. I don’t want to, I don’t even know how to say it, but I don’t
just want to do what’s always been done ‘cause that’s what’s done and this is
how she or he does it and...
At the end of the year this was still an abiding concern for Rose, ‘I kind of feel like
I’m losing skills that I never had if you know what I mean’. According to the
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leadership team in her school, Rose was doing a good job in her literacy teaching.
However, success in itself wasn’t enough to make Rose completely content. Whilst
the literature points to the importance of feeling success in teaching (Johnson &
Birkeland, 2003) it would appear that Rose was not seeking generic success, she
wanted to be successful on her own terms.
Macy. Macy was very excited to be a teacher and had a clear vision of
helping children who struggled. She worked in a tutoring program whilst still at
school.
I liked that; I liked getting to know the kids. The best bit was when you had a
kid who was like “What’s two plus two” and they’d go “Six” and you’d go
“Oh, try again” and when they got four it was the best feeling and when they
could do it. It was just awesome and I just knew that there was nothing else
that would make me as happy as teaching.
She felt she would be in teaching for a long time at the beginning of the year, and,
despite a challenging year, felt as committed by the end of the year. In her final
interview she said,
There are times when, at the end of the day, and I think “I just need to work in
the public service and I can come in from 8.30 to 4.15 and I can go home”
and then I think about it and I think of sitting in front of a computer and not
interacting… I’ve never worked away from kids. I just don’t think I could.
Like other participants she was concerned about not being the teacher she wanted to
be from the beginning. In her first interview she said, ‘The other thing that’s
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worrying is that I’ll go in there and I will kind of suppress my beliefs just to get by in
my first year and I don’t want to’.
Macy’s commitment to teaching remained closely connected to the successes
she felt, particularly with those children who had inspired her to teach in the first
place. Her accounts of her successes through the year remained firmly on those
children who inspired her into teaching in the first place — those sitting outside the
square, which is how she perceived herself to be as a child.
You have kids who are just a little bit too introverted and they need that
resilience like “It’s going to be okay. It will be. You just need to push
through”. You know you’ve done a good lesson and they’ve actually learnt
something it’s like “It’s good”. I like that. I like that feeling and I don’t think
I could get the reward that I get from this job in any other profession.
However, she was keen to move from the grade she was teaching as she felt
she was not well suited to teaching very young children. Nonetheless, at the end of
the first year she predicted she would be in teaching ‘for a long time. I think if I can
survive Kindergarten I think I can teach. I’ll stay on Kinder for the second year after
that I will request big people.’.
Brian. Of all the participants, Brian had the weakest motivations for entering
teaching from the beginning. As he said in his initial interview, ‘Mum always wanted
me to be a teacher but I just never considered it’. He did a Psychology degree and
could find nothing to do with it and so he enrolled in the Graduate Entry Bachelor of
Education at his family’s behest. In his first interview he felt that classroom teaching
was fine, reflecting casually, ‘at this stage, I don’t really see myself leaving…only if I
get sick of it. I think it’s pretty long-term.’. By the end of the year Brian felt similarly
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committed to teaching. Just as he had no real reasons for coming into teaching and he
had no deep reasons to leave it to do something else. However, he was concerned
about how time-consuming the job was and whether he could keep up that time
commitment forever.
That’s one thing I’m worried about — when I come in on weekends to do work
I still see teachers that have been doing it for 30 years, they’re all still coming
in doing all this work. Yes, that’s a big worry. It’s like “Does it actually get
any better?”.
However for Brian, as long as teaching is fun, and more fun than other work options,
Brian imagines he will continue to do it.
Hayley. Hayley has always wanted to be a teacher, saying,
I always wanted to be a teacher when I was little — as a little kid I was always
playing schools with my sister, my brother and my friends — my Dad once
brought home these old school books and I used to sit down and write in them
and mark them myself.
She was certain she had made the right decision when she started university, ‘The
minute I started I knew I had done the right thing.’. In her initial interview she said
she couldn’t see herself doing anything else, and in her final interview she felt the
same way saying she would stay in teaching ‘for as long as I can; I don’t know
what’s going to change. If something changes then I might go but for now…’.’
Hayley finished the year keen to continue with teaching. Although she had her
frustrations through the year, for Hayley, teaching is about planning and
implementing plans and she is rewarded by her organisation as she recounted, ‘I love
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seeing the kids respond to what I have planned, especially this term. The kids have
been working really well at the activities we have planned for them.’.
Tegan. Tegan had a challenging placement in her first year. Having
completed a mainstream primary degree, she was placed in a special needs preschool
working with 3 and 4 year olds with developmental delays. Tegan had neither
specialist training, nor early childhood experience. Yet Tegan finished the year
convinced she would stay in the profession for the foreseeable future. She began the
year a little concerned that she would not be able to do the kind of teaching she
wanted to — simply limited by the learning capacities of the children themselves.
However she quickly discovered this was not so:
I think I’m quite amazed at their level of thinking, because if you slow
everything down, and show them your expectations, they can get things, and
that’s something that I was really surprised by which has made me think that
maybe I can do a lot more than I thought I could. So I don’t feel as closed in
as I did when I first heard that I was getting preschool. I feel like there’s room
for me to be pushed, but also to help challenge them.
In her initial interview Tegan said she was in the profession for the long haul.
‘I don’t want to be anywhere else. I don’t want to be doing anything else — this is
what I want to do.’… As soon as she was enrolled in the degree she was certain she
had made the right choice.
I was just soaking everything up, it was great, I loved it. And as soon as I
started I was... I worked... I just automatically worked hard because I loved
what I was doing. Yeah, it felt so right.
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In her final interview Tegan remained committed to teaching, ‘I really like it as a
profession, and I… at the moment I see doing it for a long time, especially if I can get
my stuff into gear and not burn out’. Tegan’s vision of teaching had engagement and
enjoyment as key.
I think the gratification you get from seeing your kids have fun because they’re
learning. It’s not fun because you’re playing a game or that kind of thing, but
in your classroom when you’re doing some kind of maths or some kind of
literacy and they go, “Wow, I’m getting smart,” you know, it’s lovely.
Like many of the other participants, Tegan was keen from the beginning not to
fall into a rut and she thought that being part of the study would encourage her to
realise her vision of herself as a teacher. Although she had limited collegial support
within the school, she was keen to find support and felt that participation in the study
would be one source.
I’m not sure if…, there’s so much happening, whether I’ll be able to think
outside the box, even though I really, really want to — I don’t know if I’ll be
able to... so having another opinion coming in, different ideas will be great.
Tegan faced as many, if not more, workplace challenges as any other
participant but her motivation to teach remained intact, contrary to literature
suggesting that it is challenging workplace conditions (Barmby, 2006; Scherff, 2008)
and challenging children (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; MacBlain & Purdy, 2011;
McCormack & Thomas, 2003) that prompt teachers to leave the profession.
Matt. Matt had the most unusual first-year placement of all the participants.
He was given the release role in the school, providing release for up to six different
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teachers in one day. In his first interview, before he knew he was to do the release
role he spoke of his excitement of having his own class.
Well it’s exciting — you feel a lot more empowered to do what you feel is the
right thing to do whereas on prac you’re second-guessing yourself. That’s an
exciting feeling or emotion to have.
As it turned out he did not get his own class. On most occasions he had to take over
the classroom work that was already in place, or come up with single lessons that
were disconnected to the classwork being done, because he found the teachers did not
want to engage in planning sessions with him; they just wanted to get their release
time. As a result he observed, as the year went on,
You end up developing strategies which get you through it so that you can get
what you need done with the class but you know that you’re not really helping
that student; that doesn’t leave you feeling like you’ve done the best job that
you wanted to do — you feel a bit unfulfilled in that respect.
Through the year he was very pragmatic about his circumstances, often reflecting on
the positive aspects of his role, most notably reduced responsibilities regarding
planning and organising the classroom. However, many of his comments indicated
that the role was not ideal in helping him meet his vision of himself as teacher. ‘It’s a
little bit more like a baby sitting role I guess in a way. I get a bit bored by it.’
Nonetheless, by the end of the year Matt was still keen on teaching and looking
forward to having his own class. He was very matter-of-fact about his first-year
experience, and the fact that he had not been able to do the teaching he had hoped.
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I might miss out on my own little dreams but it’s not the only year I’m ever
going to teach it is it? We can be a bit philosophical about it all; it doesn’t all
have to happen in one year does it?
Moving On
As outlined above, half the participants were considering moving out of
teaching, reflecting statistics reported in the literature (Burghes et al., 2009; Ingersoll
& Smith, 2004; Kardos & Johnson, 2007; Watt & Richardson, 2008). The data in the
study revealed a number of reasons for why they were considering leaving, all of
which also receive attention in the literature. These include: social context (Gu &
Day, 2011; Pogodzinski, 2012); reduced self-efficacy (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012);
adverse responses to performance agendas and workplace politics (Torres, 2012);
working conditions (Barmby, 2006).
Social context. The social context of the school affects the first-year
experience and ultimately the motivations of beginning teachers to stay in the
classroom. Gu and Day (2011) suggest that low SES schools are the most challenging
and a likely reason for teacher attrition. This study provides evidence that school
context is important, but does not find that the conditions in low SES schools push
teachers out. There was no observable link between the SES status of the school and
the beginning teachers’ future intentions. Macy, in a low SES school, was committed
to remaining in teaching; Christine also in a low SES school was less so. Moreover,
Christine’s reduced commitment appeared not to be linked to the socio-economic
status of the school. It was not the SES status of the school that challenged her, it was
the politics of the school which she found difficult. Indeed, those who were teaching
in low SES schools made no mention of the school’s status in any of their
conversations through the year. The only participant who was concerned about the
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SES status of her school was Rose who was teaching in the highest SES school in the
ACT public school system. Indeed, Rose felt her motivation to keep teaching was
being compromised by the high SES status of the school she was in, because her
motivation for going into teaching was around social justice and closing equity gaps.
She was concerned that the privileged school she was in was not giving her what she
really craves from teaching. She said, ‘I don’t think I would want to spend years and
years and years here (at this particular school). I think I would like to be in a
different environment.’. One term later she repeated, ‘But I think just because it’s
such a different school to other schools I think I would like to have experience with
having a class who are a bit trickier.’.
Thus, context is important for the social capital it affords the beginning
teacher. This is not dependent upon the SES status of the school, per se, but on the
social environment of the school and the extent to which it aligns to the goals and
values and visions of the teachers in the school community. This is a significant
finding as there is a strong community and political discourse that focuses on extra
pay to encourage teachers into low SES schools, and it may be that this would be a
misplacement of resources. There are teachers who go into teaching specifically to
work in these contexts, and resources could be targeted to supporting them in these
contexts.
Self-efficacy. The findings from this study confirm that experiencing success
in teaching is important (Corbell et al., 2010; Gu & Day, 2007; Hebert & Worthy,
2001; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003). Cate felt completely unsuccessful in the
classroom. She felt she had wasted her time and the children’s, and the feelings of
non-success were pushing her out of teaching. Self-efficacy is noted as one of the
few identifiable certainties in teacher retention (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012).
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Beginning teachers must feel a sense of success in their teaching. After all, they went
into teaching believing that would be good at it, so when they feel unsuccessful it
seems not improbable that they would reconsider their career options.
However, for some of these participants, success was not in and of itself
sufficient to keep them satisfied and motivated. Vicki, for example, was a successful
literacy teacher in her first year of teaching, but this was not sufficient for her, as she
felt ethically compromised in the work she was doing. Her story is recounted in more
detail below in the subsection on workplace politics. The participants in this study
needed to experience success at being the kind of teacher they imagined they would
be, in ways that were connected to their original motivations for teaching. Rose was
one who was highly motivated by her ‘educational purposes and moral values’ (Gu &
Day, 2011, p. 18) and who went into teaching to make a difference in the lives of
disadvantaged children but found she could not realise this in her school context,
despite being a very successful literacy teacher in her first year. There is patently a
crucial difference between experiencing success and self-efficacy; the latter implies
success on their terms in the areas they hold close to their hearts.
Performance agendas and workplace politics. Vicki was an effective
literacy teacher. This was not only the researcher’s observation but also the
estimation of the leadership team in her school. Her Executive teacher sought me out
on one visit to tell me that Vicki was the most effective teacher in the entire Junior
team, and she was appointed a literacy coordinator in her school in her very first year
of teaching because of the excellent outcomes she was achieving in her classroom. In
her first year of teaching, she provided professional learning in literacy teaching to
teachers in her own school and other district schools. However Vicki’s success in her
school was also starting to grate upon her teaching colleagues who felt she was being
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given special status. Vicki felt she was losing friends in the school. She had been
selected to demonstrate her literacy teaching to other schools, the Regional Director
and the Executive Director of the Department. She said to me at the end of the year,
I’m going to tell my Exec “No more”. There are 17 other more experienced
teachers in the school and if they are not good enough to be used as examples
then they should train them up.
Whilst Vicki was experiencing success in her teaching, and was highly
energised when the researcher visited her classroom, she was also feeling ethically
compromised. In this interchange Vicki gave an indication of why she was not sure
she was going to stay in the classroom for a long time.
The first couple of weeks of this year were horrid. Just painful. Just NAPLAN,
NAPLAN. I’ve been asked to do things I don’t think are ethically right. I’ve
been asked to teach lessons that I don’t think are purposeful. I’ve been asked
to prioritise things that I don’t think are important. I’ve been asked to do it so
I have to do it and I just feel like I’m not being a good… you know at times it’s
like “what’s the point”? I am not being a good teacher anymore, you know?
Vicki’s vision of the teacher she wants to be is disrupted by the system’s requirements
of her. She loves teaching when she feels she is in control of her teaching and able to
take responsibility for the learning outcomes in her classroom.
Vicki was not alone in feeling the pressures of performance agendas. Cate
reflected that she had been trying to teach for everybody else in an effort to respond to
the enormous pressures at her school to perform well on NAPLAN, and she remained
concerned that teaching in these circumstances was not for her. Schools are
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micropolitical sites. As well as the usual politics associated with a group of people
working together, schools have additional pressures to perform publicly, which
amplify the micropolitical issues in any staffroom. Christine explained that the
politics in her school were challenging her, as colleagues competed either to
demonstrate why their students were performing better than others, or to excuse why
they were not.
That’s one of the most difficult ones to handle — recognising that your
colleagues can be just as childish as your kids and being able to renegotiate
those types of relationships and making sure that things kind of get through
and run smoothly.
As schools move inexorably towards performance agendas, it seems possible
that new teachers will be disenfranchised as they move into teaching, with their focus
on learners and relationships at odds with a system focus on scores and standards.
Whilst the two are not necessarily mutually exclusive, in this study there was a deal of
disjuncture between political agendas and personal agendas that these beginning
teachers were not easily able to resolve.
Workplace conditions. None of the participants in this study mentioned poor
financial rewards or poor social status as a reason for leaving teaching, reflecting
findings in some studies (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; Watt & Richardson, 2008)
although other studies have suggested these are factors contributing to teachers
leaving (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003). Whilst more pay would be welcomed and no
doubt deserved, money is not what brings teachers into teaching and it is unlikely to
be what keeps them. The participants were, however, concerned with the large
administrative workload they had. Their workload was the same as that of any other
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teacher in the school, and because they were inexperienced in tasks such as writing
newsletters, reports or individual learning plans, or organising excursions, these tasks
took them much longer than the experienced teachers. The net result was large
amounts of time being spent on activities that were not directly related to their
classroom teaching and for which they received very little guidance.
Support. Support for teachers is identified as crucial for teacher retention
(Hobson, 2010), although the quality and amount of successful support are less
understood (Kardos & Johnson, 2010; Waterman & He, 2011). In this study, the
majority of participants were unhappy with the support they received in their first
year. It was not possible to find a causal relationship between the support they
received and their intention to stay in teaching, because they were all equally
dissatisfied with the support received, whether or not they were inclined to stay for
the long term, and causal relationships between mentoring and retention are difficult
to measure (Waterman & He, 2011). Overwhelmingly, the support received by the
participants in this study was designed to meet system needs rather than the needs of
the beginning teachers. The participants in this study appeared to be seeking support
from people who were aligned to their own vision of teaching, a phenomenon also
noted by Pogodzinski (2012), but they struggled to find that kind of support. This was
a source of much frustration for the participants in this study and is detailed in the
section of this chapter that explores the theme of Frustration.
Discussion
A major finding from this theme, Vision, is that although half of the
participants became less committed to classroom teaching after their first year of
teaching, all remained equally committed to their original vision of the kind of teacher
they wanted to be. This suggests a somewhat stable teacher identity; these beginning
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teachers had a vision of themselves as teachers, which they held onto throughout the
year. Whilst researchers (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Rots et al., 2011) note that some
teachers lose motivation for teaching while still completing their teaching
qualification, and thus fail to enter the profession, the participants in this study did not
fall into this category. They all felt as committed to teaching by the end of their
degree as they were at the beginning, with many talking affectionately of their degree
and how it ‘felt right’ to be doing teaching, and saying that their teacher preparation
had confirmed their desires to be teachers. Cate’s comment in her first interview was
typical of the study’s participants. ‘I’ve loved it the whole way through [the uni
degree] and all my pracs. I’m really looking forward to starting.’
However, for the beginning teachers in this study it is not immediately evident
that their high motivation will result in their long-term commitment to classroom
teaching. Rather it appears to be true that many of the teachers in this study may not
stay in the profession, because they feel their altruistic motivations are compromised
— a possibility also raised by others (Hong, 2010; Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007;
Richardson & Watt, 2006; Torres, 2012). By the end of their first year of teaching,
half had put a cap on their longevity in the classroom. This is in contrast to a
significant body of research that contends strong intrinsic and altruistic motivation
keeps teachers in the profession (Fokkens-Bruinsma & Canrinus, 2012; Gu & Day,
2007; Gu & Day, 2011). Similar to the first-year teacher education candidates in
Richardson’s and Watt’s (2006) major survey across three Australian universities, this
sample is attracted to teaching because they think they possess good teaching qualities
and they will impact positively upon the lives of others. They have altruistic
motivations and they also believe they will find teaching intrinsically rewarding.
Importantly, they also believe teaching will give them intellectual challenges
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(Richardson & Watt, 2006; Watt & Richardson, 2008). These characteristics of
beginning teachers are also described in other studies (Alexander, 2008; Johnson &
Birkeland, 2003; Richardson & Watt, 2006; Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012; Watt &
Richardson, 2008).
The two categories of teacher described in these findings — maintaining a
vision but thinking of leaving teaching, and maintaining a vision and committed to
staying — broadly match Richardson’s and Watt’s (2010) description of ‘types’ of
beginning teacher: the highly engaged switcher and the highly engaged persister. The
highly engaged persisters start their career certain they have made the right choice
(Richardson & Watt, 2010) and with a strong belief in their own teaching abilities.
Highly engaged switchers are highly planned and engaged but indicate they have
other aspirations than spending their career in teaching. The majority of the
participants in this study could have been characterised as highly engaged persisters at
the beginning of the study, although the persistence of half had waned by the end of
the year.
The findings indicate links between ‘vision’ and ‘attrition’ as reported in other
studies (Gu & Day, 2007; Hong, 2010; Watt & Richardson, 2008) but suggest that
teacher attrition is not linked to loss of vision per se, but to an inability to achieve or
maintain that vision in specific classrooms or school contexts. This reflects the
findings of Dinham and Scott in their 1992 study of teachers: that ‘when teachers
made the decision to resign the sources and strengths of their satisfiers were basically
unchanged, whilst it was the increase in the strength of their dissatisfiers that had
“tipped the balance”’ (Dinham & Scott, 1998, p. 364), a phenomenon similarly
observed by Ulvik and Langorgen (2012). Others (Kosnik & Beck, 2009; Kyriacou &
Kunc, 2007) have also found a close link between job satisfaction and staying true to
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one’s visions of oneself as a teacher. As Goodson (2007) suggests ‘large numbers [of
teachers] begin to withdraw their hearts and minds while implementing the mandates
and missions of others’ (Goodson, 2007, p. 131).
The vision these beginning teachers had was ‘no tender flower’ (Combs,
1981); it was strong, but it did not always find fertile ground in the schools. This
steady and sturdy desire to become the teacher they wanted to become is contrary to
some of the literature on identity and the beginning teacher, which describe teacher
identity as changeable and evolving (Pillen, Beijaard & den Brok, 2012; Walkington,
2005). Undoubtedly their skill sets grew throughout the year, but their core visions of
the teachers they wished to become remained the same. For half the group the
inability to realise that vision seemed most likely to lead them to leave the profession
and seek that vision elsewhere. For the other half, the first year contained varying
degrees of struggle to achieve that vision. Those who had the least struggle were
Tegan, Brian and Matt — for differing reasons. Tegan, working in a special needs
classroom, had essentially been answerable to no one and had no expectations placed
upon her, nor any curriculum directives. This absolute freedom had challenged her
through the year, but by the end of the year Tegan was very excited about staying in
teaching. Brian had no real vision of himself as a teacher and had not been pushed by
any deep motivations to be a teacher. It seemed, with no vision to lose, Brian felt as
mildly committed to teaching by the end of the year as he had been at the beginning.
Matt was not in his own class and so although he admitted that the release role had
not allowed him to be the kind of teacher he had hoped, he remained optimistic that
this would happen once he had his own class.
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Summary
The motivations and visions of beginning teachers are paramount. They are
what brought them into classrooms and are likely to be what keeps them there (Gu &
Day, 2011). Significantly, although more than half of these beginning teachers were
considering not staying in classroom teaching for the long term, or full time, they had
maintained their original visions of teaching. They still maintained their altruistic and
intrinsic visions of teaching, but half were no longer convinced that the classroom
was the place for these visions to be realised, or at least the only place they could be
realised. The entire sample still wanted to be involved with children and impact
positively upon the lives of others. Most of them just did not want to do it full time in
a classroom.
The teachers in this study who changed their minds about staying in the
profession long term have not done so because of low pay. They knew the money
they were going to receive. Nor are they considering leaving the profession because
they have lost their vision; their visions of teaching remain the same. They are
considering leaving teaching because they do not think they can achieve their visions
in the classroom, the school or the system they have experienced in their first year.
The suggestion is, then, that schools and systems may fail to provide the environment
for beginning teachers to realise their visions of teaching — a proposition supported
by the findings of other studies (Gu & Day, 2011; Torres, 2012). Many participants
felt frustration at not being able to be the teacher they wanted to be. Frustration was a
theme that emerged in many ways throughout the study, and this is described in the
next section.
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Frustration
This section addresses the second theme emerging from the data: Frustration.
The previous section identified links between ‘vision’ and ‘attrition’, suggesting some
teachers may leave classroom teaching because of an inability to achieve or maintain
their visions of themselves as teachers. The inability to realise their vision was
influenced by a number of factors, including: the conditions and support they
received, their own skill sets, and both the micro- and macro-political contexts of
schooling. Perhaps not unsurprisingly these factors contributed to feelings of
frustration experienced by the participants. Brian’s comment was typical: ‘I just find
it really frustrating not living up to my expectations of myself as a teacher’.
Frustration was a strong recurring theme throughout the study. In this section
of the Findings chapter I explore the data showing the frustration experienced by the
beginning teachers in the study, with their literacy teaching providing the lens through
which those frustrations were observed and recorded. The recurring theme of
frustration links to the following focus areas in this thesis: Beginning-teacher
knowledge and literacy teaching; Beginning-teacher support; and Beginning teachers’
motivation and attrition.
The key finding from this theme was that although these beginning teachers
were often frustrated by the limits of their ‘practical’ knowledge, just as often their
frustration was with the system, school policies or the sociopolitics of the staffroom.
Each of these factors had an impact upon the way the beginning teachers could do
their literacy teaching. In presenting the data that led to this finding I use the
following subheadings which emerged as contributors to the frustration experienced
by the participants: lack of autonomy; lack of confidence; lack of support; lack of
time and opportunity; lack of direction; and lack of knowledge.
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Lack of Autonomy
All of the teachers in the study were excited about having a classroom of their
own. This is a strong motivation for those entering teaching (Hagger et al., 2011).
Vicki’s response was typical of the participants.
I’m really looking forward to teaching the way that I want to teach. When you
walk into your internship class you are always teaching someone else’s
program. I’m looking forward to teaching what I’ve learnt.
Their responses indicated they felt they had important educational contributions to
make to the school because of their recent extensive teacher preparation. However,
this strong desire to have their own classroom to enact their vision of teaching is in
direct contrast to a political climate that is increasing the centralised control of
curriculum and assessment (Moss, 2004; Reid, 2010; Tang, 2011). At different points
during the year, and in varying degrees, the participants operated in circumstances
resulting in reduced teacher autonomy, which proved to be frustrating for them. After
the first round of interviews and observations I made this comment in my reflective
notes.
‘Many are teaching literacy programs inherited from the school that they feel
unhappy about. All have deferred almost completely to the existing routines
in their schools, most without question but some with real misgivings. They
are conforming to the community they enter even though some feel
uncomfortable.’
In the early weeks of their first year they were quiet and I noted in my field
notes that they lacked initiative. I wrote,
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‘Why don’t they take the initiative? Do they feel they don’t have the
knowledge? It’s not their place? Will they take the initiative at some stage?’
As the study progressed, there were multiple factors extrapolated from the
data that helped explain their initial muteness, and their growing frustration. These
were: working with dominating teachers; working with school literacy policies they
did not agree with; feeling the larger sociopolitical pressures on their literacy
teaching. Each of these is further described below.
The dominant teacher. Beginning teachers appreciate the support and advice
of experienced teachers in their first year of teaching (Hobson, 2010; Hong, 2010; Le
Maistre & Pare, 2010). The participants in this study were no different. However,
almost all of the participants in this study struggled to find their own voices and
practices as teachers because of the dominant voices of more experienced teachers
around them. Perhaps counter-intuitively, familiarity with their new teaching
colleagues was also problematic for the three participants in this study who were
employed by the schools in which they had done their final practicum. These schools
had employed these beginning teachers having been impressed by their teaching
performance during the practicum, yet they seemed to experience even less autonomy
than the other participants. Their first teaching colleagues were teachers who had
held powerful and influential positions over them in the past and this made it very
hard for these beginning teachers to assert their own identity. Ursula’s first position
was in a team with her previous practicum mentor. From the beginning of the study
she was worried about how this would work, as she reported in her first interview.
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If I get to choose or direct my little path that will be fantastic, but I have a
feeling she’ll be “And we’re doing this and then we’re doing this” ‘cause
she’ll know that I’ve got no experience whatsoever.
Ursula was not at all dismissive of the teacher’s knowledge and experience, but she
was keen to try her own ideas, saying ‘I know I can learn so much but I, yeah, there’s
got to be times that I’m going to have to say I’d really like to do it this way.’.
However after one term of teaching Ursula was very upset with the way things were
going, describing the team she was working with as:
Headstrong, just a headstrong team where I constantly feel like the intern still,
very much. One is eleven years out and one is 17 years out. They are just
whopping out resources and saying we’ll do this and we’ll do that and it’s
very much taken as an insult if I say anything.
Ursula felt she had different, and perhaps better, ideas for teaching literacy in
Kindergarten, and she implied that her recent university education might have given
her more up to date approaches. Not being able to implement her ideas was very
frustrating for Ursula.
It was decided we needed letter of the week consistently, that wasn’t even
argued by anyone but I guess it has been a while since they went to Uni and I
don’t know what eleven years ago Uni were teaching people to do.
I still feel like I’m on an internship, you know them saying teaching this teach
this, teach this. But that’s not what I want to teach.
In the second year Ursula was teaching with a different team and a new
beginning teacher had joined the team. The new dynamic and a year’s experience
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teaching Kindergarten appeared to give her more autonomy. In her second year
interview she noted, ‘I’ve tried lots more new different things and I’ve had that
confidence and have been able to do my own thing’. She reflected on what had made
the difference, and why she had increased her autonomy.
Realising that you can step out and have a go at something else. While people
are watching, perhaps judging, at the end of the day it’s your teaching style
that you’re moulding along the way. What people want to do is what people
want to do but if it’s not what you want and you are not happy with how the
children are going to respond, when you’re clearly not happy with what’s
going on…then you need to do what you think is right.
Christine was also employed by the same school where she had done an eightweek teaching internship in the final year of her undergraduate degree, and she was
going to be co-teaching with her previous internship mentor. From the beginning of
the year, like Ursula, she was already sure she would not be able to teach the way she
would like to. She knew that her co teacher did not approve of the literacy pedagogy
she was hoping to implement, because that same teacher had vetoed the use of the
pedagogy when Christine had been a practicum student.
I’m really having to wait and feel my way around first because I’m also
teaching with [ex supervising teacher] and I know she’s really not keen on the
scaffolding literacy side of things. I’m hoping I can at least bring some of that
to the table when we do teach the kids because I want to be able to provide
more of a differential type learning process. I don’t know if that was
necessarily done as well as it could have been last year…
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Christine felt that she had a better strategy for teaching literacy and meeting the
needs of diverse learners than she had observed while under the supervision of the
teacher she would now be team teaching with. Christine felt that this teacher was
threatened by the requirement to do explicit language teaching and recounted ‘a look
of fear and angst’ on the teacher’s face when Christine proposed a lesson that looked
at sentence structure. This was frustrating for Christine, not least because Christine’s
motivation for going into teaching was specifically connected to a desire to make a
difference for those who are falling behind.
However, whilst Christine’s mentoring teacher showed little faith or interest in
Christine’s vision of literacy teaching, she was happy to use Christine’s beginning
teacher enthusiasm and energy to take on challenging students, in this case a young
Indigenous boy from a troubled background whom she shifted into Christine’s class.
She’s basically said “Look I’ve put him on to you because teachers burn out
with him very quickly as it is; you’re first year out and you might have some
really good ideas to help him out.”.
This lack of faith in Christine’s pedagogical knowledge juxtaposed against a faith in
her freshness to take on tough children is a phenomenon noted in the literature (Le
Maistre & Pare, 2010). It would seem on the face of it to be an approach that is
destined to encourage beginning teachers to leave the profession, giving them tough
classroom management tasks and no autonomy in teaching approach.
Bea was the third of the participants employed by the school in which she had
done her teaching internship. Bea was the only beginning teacher at her school and
she was also 20 years younger than any other staff member. She had both experience
and generational gaps to contend with, and she found these quite difficult.
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Throughout the year Bea was frustrated, saying, ‘I find it hard ‘cause these teachers
are very set in their ways…and can be very rude if they don’t like something that’s
different.’. Like Ursula and Christine, who had also been employed in the schools in
which they had done their internships, Bea had a problem with being seen as a real
teacher. She felt what others have described as an ‘invisible boundary’ (Van Maanen
& Schein, 1979). She said, ‘I know for the first six months most of the staff here
looked at me as if I was still an intern’. This was having an impact upon her decision
to stay in the school for the short term and teaching for the long term.
They’re very old fashioned. We’re so far behind in anything and there’s no
innovation or anything. If things aren’t starting to pick up at the end of next
year, because we’ve just got a new Principal and everything, then I would
look at applying for early round transfer because although I’ve got a very
lovely class and I’m in a really nice environment there’s not that much
opportunity to learn new stuff.
Bea’s experience indicates that being surrounded by experienced teachers does not
necessarily mean there are opportunities to grow as a teacher and engage in the
delivery of a transformative curriculum (Boostrom, 1997). Bea’s placement in this
school, a traditional school with a mimetic curriculum tradition, was at odds with the
vision of teaching she had provided in her first interview where she identified
engaging and innovative teaching as one of her strengths.
Whilst these three beginning teachers had faced challenges in spite of, or
perhaps because of, their familiarity with their first school, the others also struggled to
find their own voices, particularly those working as part of a team. In Term 2, Brian
sent me an email that highlighted the frustrations sometimes associated with working
with experienced colleagues,
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One of my major dilemmas so far this year has been saying 'no' (or
"maybe we could do it such and such a way") to experienced teachers.
Suggestions. Take reading groups for example, after our last session
I told one of my mentors what my plans were and she then spent the
rest of the afternoon helping me set up a completely different idea.
I guess my problem is that it's really hard to change older people’s ideas so I
just let them take over.
Meg, too, was keen to implement a literacy approach she believed would work
well: Guided Reading rotations for her Kindergarten class. She had observed these
working well on a previous practicum. However, the Kindergarten team she was
working within stepped in to guide her in the way they had been doing literacy for the
past two years.
One of the other teachers had taught Kindergarten the previous year so she
had all the literacy planners and things in place. We do all our planning
together now there’s just not time in the schedule for me to fit in my own
guided reading.
Towards the end of the year, Meg took advantage of the single classroom architecture
of her school to surreptitiously break away from the Kindergarten team’s literacy
plan. The privacy of her closed classroom allowed her to institute the Guided
Reading rotations she had wanted from the beginning, and for which she had a strong
pedagogical rationale.
Since I started these guided reading rotational type groups, I’ve felt better
because it’s something we do every day and I get to hear the kids read in
small groups or by themselves really because I go around and listen to them
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each one by one every week. That’s been way better and just having those
small targeted small groups — because some of them still need print
directionality whereas others are sounding out unfamiliar words because they
know all the sounds and that sort of thing.
Frieda also initially followed the literacy program of the one experienced
teacher on the three-teacher Kindergarten team although it was somewhat at odds
with her stated beliefs about literacy teaching. In Term 3, she teamed up with the
other beginning teacher in the Kindergarten team and approached the Executive
teacher to ask if they could move away from a letter-of-the-week approach to a genre
approach to writing. Genre approaches to writing were given a lot of attention in their
teacher preparation and they were keen to implement some of their university
learning. They produced a program for the Executive to evaluate and were given
permission to implement it. She was pleased to be doing her own kind of literacy
teaching, saying,
It was only this Term that I’ve really been able to use some of my own ideas a
bit and do a bit more of my own planning. Up until this Term we were doing
the exact thing across all three rooms...
Other participants also indicated that it was not until the second year of
teaching they felt they could use their own teacher voice and achieve some degree of
autonomy. Hayley said,
I think I’ve taken more of an active role whereas last year I would have been
sitting back and seeing what other people were saying first before I said
something or if I even said it at all. This time around, I feel like I’m actually a
teacher.

!

166!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
Tegan was working in quite different circumstances from all the other
participants. She was teaching alone in a special needs preschool, with no team, but
she did work with two teaching assistants. Tegan soon found one of the experienced
teaching assistants took over the running of the preschool classroom. Initially
relieved to have some direction, Tegan began to feel marginalised in her own
classroom. She was unsure of how to deal with the older and more experienced
woman. By the middle of the year she had developed a way to regain control of her
class.
I’m starting to remember I’m the teacher, and I’m in charge of their learning.
I’ve got Assistants that I need to manage as well; I just find it so much easier
if I have things written down for them. I put the program on the board and
that’s mainly for my Assistants. I try to have a program that they can follow,
to get everything ready, so everybody’s feeling calm in the morning.
Matt, although he did not teach with other teachers because he was the internal
relief teacher for the school, had his own struggles with the teaching assistant who
often worked in the classrooms with him. He recounted in one interview,
I find with kids like that that sometimes you’ve just got to back off; standing
there and talking in their ear for 20 minutes doesn’t really achieve anything
except for making a lot of noise for 20 minutes. She’ll [the teaching assistant]
do that; she does that with all of the kids in all of the classes. I find it actually
a bit disruptive myself. Sometimes I feel like she’s the noise but I can’t say
[so] to her…
Sociocultural context of literacy teaching. The majority of the participants
in this study made reference to impacts being felt by them, or others in their school, as
a result of the national testing agenda, NAPLAN. The results of these tests were
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published in the public domain via a government website (ACARA, 2012d) for the
first time in the year this study was conducted. Performance on these tests thus
became the subject of public and media scrutiny, which was felt keenly by the
schools, as indicated by talk from the beginning teachers through the year. For many
of the schools, funding was attached to improved performance on the NAPLAN
results in the following year and this increased the pressure. Vicki, in particular, felt
ethically compromised and frustrated she could not do the kind of teaching she
believed would be beneficial to her students. She said,
It’s just NAPLAN, NAPLAN. I’ve been asked to do things I don’t think are
ethically right. I have taken some things further and spoken to the Deputy and
I have expressed my opinion about it “I don’t think this is the way we should
be doing NAPLAN. I don’t think this is going to improve results” but it’s not
changed anything.
Vicki’s school felt the pressures of the public reporting of poor standardised test
marks and was a school that had been identified as having low performance and stood
to receive a financial ‘reward’ if the NAPLAN results improved the following year.
Vicki’s autonomy was threatened by the whole-school literacy policies being
introduced to improve the schools results. She was teaching Year 2 and the school
was directing her to give Year 3 practice tests to the class each week to prepare them
for NAPLAN the following year. She reflected,
The school wants me to do NAPLAN style testing. I don’t know that more out
of context testing is going to help them …I just don’t think that doing it more
often is going to make them feel more comfortable about it.
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Two of my rotations have tests in them and so that’s two fifths of their time in
literacy rotations is spent doing testing rather than teaching. Well, they [the
school exec] are very panicked. But there’s $2.4 million riding on our own
tests being improved.
In her second year of teaching, and now teaching a NAPLAN grade class, Year 3, the
school’s approach became increasingly frustrating for Vicki.
I’ve been asked to teach lessons that I don’t think are purposeful. I’ve been
asked to prioritise things that I don’t think are important. I’ve been asked to
do it so I have to [do] it and I just feel like I’m not being a good… you know at
times it’s like “what’s the point”? I am not being a good teacher anymore,
you know?
Vicki reflected upon her school’s changeability throughout the year as it gave
directives on different approaches to literacy all in an effort to improve NAPLAN
results.
It’s frustrating. I like to ask questions like “do you have any evidence that that
plan is actually going to improve results?” We’re basing all of these huge
pedagogical changes on no evidence at all and I think that’s sad.
Her reflections on her school, and schooling in general, in a time of performance
assessments and standardised assessments are astute, and a clear demonstration of the
reflective capacities of beginning teachers.
Let’s not just do this for the sake of well, we think it’s going to work. Let’s
actually find out whether it really will work or does work and then do what
does work rather than… so much of teaching is just hearsay.

!

169!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
It’s just so whimsical; we go from one thing to another, we’ve got no purpose,
no… you know, “oh NAPLAN’s coming, we better do 50,000 tests a week”.
Really?! Or are we going to stick to our guns and teach what we think actually
works. That’s what I’m wrestling with at the moment. I’m interested in that
and getting schools to think logically.
Vicki demonstrates that beginning teachers do bring knowledge and attitudes that can
effect transformative change in schools, if given opportunities to have their voices
heard. Vicki’s depth of feeling shows a resistance to the ‘values schizophrenia’ noted
by Ball (2003, p. 221) ‘where commitment, judgment and authenticity within practice
are sacrificed for impression and performance’. Nonetheless this sociopolitical and
ethical tension is impacting upon Vicki’s autonomy in her literacy teaching and, in
turn, upon her likelihood of remaining in the profession, reflecting findings in other
studies (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999; Gu & Day, 2007). Ball (2003, p. 217) has
described the impacts of national performance agendas as resulting in a struggle over
the teacher’s soul, and for Vicki this appears to be an accurate characterisation.
School literacy policies. Parsons et al. (2010) argue that the most effective
literacy teaching is done by those teachers who are allowed to exercise their own
judgment and convert their own beliefs about learning into teaching and that ‘schools
and school systems interested in providing optimal literacy instruction to students
should give teachers the autonomy to meet their students’ needs’ (Parsons, Davis,
Scales, Williams & Kear, 2010, p. 232). The participants in this study often felt they
were teaching curricula rather than teaching children. They often felt the school
directives for teaching literacy were not meeting the needs of the children in their
classrooms. This meant they were also teaching in ways that ran counter to their
strong motivations for becoming teachers.
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Many schools directed the implementation of Guided Reading groups
(although, ironically, not Meg’s school, despite the fact she was keen to implement
the approach). The directive was frustrating for many of the participants because of
the lack of guidance or rigour in the implementation of the approach. Macy was
concerned about her school’s particular approach to Guided Reading.!
They will have literacy rotations which sometimes I think are good and
sometimes I think are bad because you always have a guided reading group
but that guided reading gets all of your attention and then most of the groups
get nothing.
Vicki, by all accounts from her school, was doing effective literacy teaching
that was achieving results. She was using the Scaffolding Literacy pedagogy that she
had learned at university. However, her school required her to implement Guided
Reading groups, and she struggled to find the time to implement both approaches, so
she worked creatively to combine the two. However, the school threw another
variable into the Guided Reading mix by requiring that Guided Reading incorporate
NAPLAN test practice. Two groups were to do a practice NAPLAN test while Vicki
took a Guided Reading group. She felt, quite rightly, this was a contradiction to the
aims of the Guided Reading approach, and it also meant she could no longer
incorporate the Scaffolding Literacy approach which had arguably been responsible
for her outstanding literacy success — as evidenced by accolades from the school
itself. In the final term Vicki regained some autonomy in her literacy teaching
through surreptitious means.
The new exec doesn’t check so much whether I’m doing guided reading
rotations, so I haven’t done them this week, which I probably wouldn’t have
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done last term, because normally I have to report back on what I’ve done in a
team meeting in a guided reading rotation.
Rose was very happy with the reading approach she had implemented in her
Year 5 classroom. She had instituted a book club where groups of children read wellknown literature of their own choice and completed comprehension tasks on those
books. However, she was frustrated that her own literacy approaches were being
curtailed by a school requirement they complete a commercial reading comprehension
book. A feature of her book club approach she was particularly happy with was that
her children were working with language in context — a strong principle she had
taken with her from university. She wanted more opportunities to work in this way
with the children but was hampered.
I wish, I wish I could spend so much more time on doing things like that, but
often literacy time, for example, the children have comprehension books that
their parents bought and so it’s like well I have to use them sometimes, I’m
expected to use it every week, because they paid good money for this
comprehension book.
Christine also felt her school’s literacy directives were compromising her
similarly held literacy principle of teaching language in context.
We’re doing a grammar focus because they’re very low in their grammar.
We’re just working through particular aspects of grammar and I think I would
like to see what we did at uni getting the kids to be able to relate that stuff that
we’re teaching into what we’re doing in our writing as well. At the moment
they seem to be a little isolated.
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School spelling programs proved to be frustrating for most of the participants,
primarily because they failed the ‘learning in context’ principle that they had taken so
emphatically from their degree. Rose was particularly frustrated with her school’s
approach to spelling which she felt was a drill and test approach being used ‘to
appease the parents’. Vicki was also frustrated by the drill and test approach to
spelling in her school. ‘I’m supposed to do it [spelling tests] on random words that
they don’t know…But I can’t bring myself to do that to them.’ She explained, ‘I
honestly believe what they really need is explicit teaching and they need to explicitly
be taught how to spell those words, and once they’re taught they will know how to
spell the words.’. Peter was also unhappy with the school’s spelling program which
he felt wasn’t working.
They’ve got this spelling routine but I just find it doesn’t work …they’re
supposed to be self-directed and it’s supposed to be all these words that the
kids are supposed to choose and build on and it doesn’t often happen; it
hasn’t helped in their writing. I haven’t found out how to do an effective
spelling that the kids can self-direct themselves with.
Bea’s school used a phonics-focused spelling program that was somewhat contrary to
the ‘balanced literacy’ approach advocated by her university preparation. On the first
classroom observation of Bea, during a spelling lesson, the researcher observed the
children writing words on a worksheet which some children could not read; they were
required to write in multiple ways, including in spirals and backwards. Responding to
a researcher question about this activity, in the follow up interview, Bea said, ‘Yeah, I
wasn’t particularly sort of keen on it but because the other two classes were running
with it I didn’t like doing something different….’. Macy was also concerned about
using the commercial phonics-based program in her classroom, the program she was
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asked to use, because of her own poor experiences as a learner as well as her
observations as a special needs tutor. She said, ‘I didn’t want to do a purely phonicsbased approach because that got me stuck as a kid — “Why is it that way? Why is
‘wake’ not ‘waker’?’. She was also frustrated by the testing regime evident in her
school. She most particularly worried about how it affected the low-level learners in
her classroom. These are the learners Macy herself identifies with and why she went
into teaching in the first place.
Of 16 I’ve only got one who gets defeated and when he does get defeated he
gets a lot of special attention from me — often it’s not work that I’ve given
him; it’s these stupid tests that I have to do.
The schools’ interpretations of an integrated unit proved challenging for some
participants. Their university preparation had focused on the desirability of teaching
literacy through the content of an integrated unit, reflective of the broad theoretical
principle of socially constructed learning (Vygotsky, 1978) within authentic contexts.
In their university course they had prepared units of work where literacy was
integrated within the other content areas, to encourage purpose in learning and to give
context to the literacy learning. However, in many of the schools, an integrated unit
appeared to be the equivalent of a Social Science study and the schools did not
integrate literacy into their integrated units. This disjuncture between wellestablished research support for integrated or interdisciplinary learning, and narrow
and singular curriculum teaching in schools, is noted in the literature (Brand &
Triplett, 2012). The first year teachers in Brand and Triplett’s study found that
although they were seeing tangible benefits to student outcomes when applying
interdisciplinary teaching programs in their teaching, they were seriously constrained
by state mandates on what programs they should teach and how much ‘time’ should
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be given to literacy and numeracy. In this study, Cate was one who faced similar
challenges. Her school was under enormous pressure to improve its poor NAPLAN
results in literacy. However, the mandated integrated unit topic, ‘Waste Wise’, was
not one that fitted well with the school directive to do narrative writing in preparation
for NAPLAN. Cate noted:
I was not wanting to do narrative with Waste Wise; I was hoping to do report
writing and things like that but we’ll just make it work. “Write about a worm;
a day in the life of a worm”.
Discussion
Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2009) report that teacher autonomy is a key
component of job satisfaction, whilst noting a world-wide trend towards reduced
teacher autonomy. The data from this study revealed all the participants felt reduced
autonomy in their classrooms and this was a source of frustration to them. Some felt
their voices were not listened to nor asked for, corresponding to Hobson’s (2010)
characterisation of beginning teachers as ‘underdogs’ in the school. In the
anonymous survey given to the participants they were asked to share ‘what they had
not been told about teaching’. Lack of autonomy appeared in a number of the
responses:
‘You might not be able to implement all of your ideal methods of teaching all
at once due to school procedures and policies etc.’
‘That there are so many (time wasting) meetings at school and other programs
which take up as much time (if not more) than the planning of actual lessons.’
‘That I wouldn't feel a great sense of control over a lot of my teaching.’
Whilst socialisation into the school community is an important part of being a
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teacher (Kusmic, 1994), this study suggest that this should not be socialisation at all
costs. As Pogodzinski (2012) warns, socialisation into the school community can
result in beginning teachers coming under pressure to conform to school norms at the
expense of their own visions or opportunity to grow. Like the teachers in BakerDoyle’s study (2012), these beginning teachers were seeking guidance but not at the
expense of respect and autonomy. Whilst they appreciated expertise and advice, and
indeed were keen to receive it, many of the participants found the experienced
teachers in their schools were often frustrating them rather than supporting them.
Schools are focused on the large national testing scheme, NAPLAN, and this
is impacting upon literacy pedagogy and methods, changing the ways teachers teach
(Reid, 2010) and the capacity of schools to provide support. Richardson and Watt
(2010) suggest that large-scale educational reforms impact upon job satisfaction and
may undermine the motivations of highly engaged teachers (Richardson & Watt,
2010). This appeared to be the case for some participants in this study, most
particularly Vicki, Cate and Christine.
The school literacy policies, developed in response to these national
performance agendas, also hampered the participants, frustrating them rather than
supporting them, and leading to an ‘abandonment of certain strategies and curricula
ideas in lieu of pressures from mandates’ (Brand & Triplett, 2012, p. 391). It appears
to be important that beginning teachers are in schools where they share similar beliefs
about literacy teaching, in order to avoid the ‘values schizophrenia’ described by Ball
(2003). Schools should also trust that beginning teachers graduate with sound
teaching and learning principles and have much to contribute to schools’ approaches
to teaching literacy. By not doing so, schools fail to make the most of the beginning
teachers’ enthusiasm and innovation (McCormack & Thomas, 2003). As Paul
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Kidson, Principal at a Sydney high school, observed in a recent newspaper interview,
‘Too often young teachers aren’t listened to. A good idea is a good idea, regardless of
who comes up with it.’ (Haesler, 2012).
Lack of Confidence
Frustration also occurred through lack of confidence. The participants in this
study regularly confessed a lack of confidence in their ability to teach. Similar to the
participants in Allen’s study (2009, p. 652) ‘being conscious of their novice status and
lack of experience seemed to erode the new teachers’ confidence’. Cate was blunt in
her appraisal of herself in her first year, ‘I haven’t felt at all like I’m qualified to do
the job in all honesty.’. She said she had been very confident when she had finished
university, and had a strong sense of self-belief. However, this did not translate into
self-efficacy once she began teaching her own class. By the beginning of Term 2
Cate had experienced so little success in the classroom that her confidence was
completely gone, along with her trust in what she thought good teaching was. After
watching her teach I noted,
‘Cate has had her confidence completely shattered and as a result trusts none
of what she probably believed during her studies. She spends no time on any
activity and flits from one task to another, none of which really lead
anywhere.’!
This lack of confidence around planning and curriculum expectations for learners is
less discussed in the literature but was prevalent in this study. It is a point picked up
again in the final section of this Findings chapter, Knowledge. Cate reflected on her
feelings part way through the first year:
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I got great results in all my pracs, I got really positive comments from
everybody that I’d ever been with and I did really well at uni so I was
probably feeling excited and…I suppose it’s the reality. In any prac you’ve
always got someone backstage and then all of a sudden you’re it, you’re
backstage and front stage.
Cate’s metaphor of a kind of stage fright is often described in the literature as a reality
shock (Alexander, 2008; Fresko & Nasser-Abu Alhija, 2009). Certainly, the
participants in this study did experience a lack of confidence simply because they had
not had full responsibility for student learning before and it is a responsibility they
take seriously and which weighs heavily upon them. As Bea said:
I think it’s just knowing that you’ve got so much responsibility for a group of
kids and what you do and say in a year can make and break what’s going to
happen to them in the future, in a way.
Many worried they may not be giving their children the learning opportunities they
need. Frieda said,
I guess it’s a bit overwhelming sometimes because I keep thinking “Oh I don’t
really know 100% what I’m doing and what I’m supposed to be doing,” and I
actually said to [executive teacher], last week I said “I’m a bit worried that
there’s things that I’m supposed to be doing and I’m not because I don’t
really… I don’t know.
She continued, ‘I guess the biggest thing for me is that I’m doing the right things and
that the kids are getting as much from this room as they are from the other two kindy
rooms.’. Rose also lacked confidence about her judgment of the children and the
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impact of making!a!wrong judgment. Like all the schools in the study, Rose’s school
had A to E reporting and her school prepared for this biannual event by grading all
submitted student work from A to E. This worried her immensely throughout the year
and she raised her concerns during several interviews, with this observation being
typical:!
‘Cause I feel like that labels and defines them as “This is I’m good at this, I’m
bad at this” and I feel scared that I will give them a wrong label because I’m
scared about it. Do you know like the just the whole assessing thing, to say
you’re a B or you’re a…I just don’t like that.
Some participants turned to the researcher to help them feel confident they were doing
the best for their children. Ursula said,
I need you to tell me that I’m doing right by those children. That whatever I’m
teaching, like the program that I come up with or that I’m doing in tandem
with the other teachers, that I’m doing right by those 16 in their first year of
school.
As the year progressed, I observed confidence increase in the participants.
Undoubtedly, learning the routines and the potentials of the children in their grade
level increased their confidence. However, their interviews suggest that confidence
grew particularly when they achieved success with their own ideas. During the year
Ursula’s confidence grew with every success she had with her own ideas or when
another teacher was impressed with what she had done. She said, ‘It’s times like that
that I feel “You know what, I’ve got good ideas” and I need to use them more.’.
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It was of some concern that the participants shared their feelings of lack of
confidence with the researcher, but very rarely with their schools or mentors. The
schools in turn did not sense their unease, and as the year progressed the beginning
teachers were given many extra responsibilities in response to their perceived
confidence. Many were concerned that too much was expected from them. Christine
said she was being given extra tasks because ‘I’m apparently “unflappable”. I went
“Okay” and I don’t see that because inside I’m like “Argh”.’. This overloading of
responsibilities was observed with many of the participants and is discussed in more
detail in the next section of this chapter: Lack of Support.
Discussion
The literature is clear that beginning teachers want to feel successful in their
teaching (Corbell et al., 2010; Gu & Day, 2007; Hebert & Worthy, 2001; Johnson &
Birkeland, 2003). This builds their self-efficacy. When they experience success they
are more likely to stay in the profession (Gu & Day, 2007; Richardson & Watt, 2006 ;
Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009; Torres, 2012). However, it appears that success is
conditional, and that confidence is boosted most when beginning teachers experience
success with their own teaching ideas. Thinking about her lack of confidence earlier
in the year Bea said,
Deep down I probably, you know, trusted what I thought was good, but then
when you’ve got all these teachers who have been teaching for 20 and 30
years saying “No, this is better” you kind of, go “Oh, maybe it is”.
Bea’s comments suggest that she may have experienced less frustration in her
first year if her colleagues had been more willing to let her be the teacher she wanted
to be. It may be that the systems these beginning teachers work in, and colleagues
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they work with, are at least as responsible for feelings of reduced confidence as their
own lack of experience in the classroom. The literature often reports that new
teachers defer to the expertise of the more experienced colleagues around them
(Allen, 2009). However, it cannot always be assumed they do so because they feel
their colleagues know better. The participants in this study often questioned the
practices of their experienced colleagues but felt it inappropriate, unpolitic or simply
not possible to do anything other than mimic those practices.
At the end of the year there was optimism that they would be ‘better’ in the
following year because they knew what to expect, although Ursula and Macy both
said they were nervous about the second year. Ursula said:
What will our excuse be next year? No excuses, no concessions, no special
consideration. We just have to be good, but we’ll only be one day more
experienced than being a first year teacher.
In my own notes I wrote, ‘if the second year is as hard as the first year, they won’t be
around for the third year’.
Lack of Support
Frieda seriously considered leaving half-way through the year. She took
several days off to consider her future. She spoke about that time at the end of her
first year of teaching.
That was part of me not being willing to go hey I need help, and part of them I
guess just not having the chance to really see what’s going on in here [her
classroom]. Nobody sees it.
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Cate also was on the brink of leaving half-way through the year. She took some time
off and sought professional counselling. Yet her school was unaware.
Everyone’s saying “You’re doing a great job” and I’m like “Oh my God, are
they looking in my classroom? Do they see what it’s like in there?”.
These were beginning teachers in desperate need of support, but their schools were
unaware of their needs and their despair.
The literature is clear, support is crucial for beginning teachers, and effective
support can both retain and develop beginning teachers (Hagger et al., 2011; Hobson,
2010; Le Maistre & Pare, 2010; MacBlain & Purdy, 2011). However, what
constitutes beginning-teacher support is broad (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). In this study
the participants were provided with the following formalised system support:
•

Five days of classroom release to support their professional development.
The focus of the professional development is ‘negotiated between the new
educator and their school coordinator/principal’.

•

A four-day New Educators program, spread over the first year, the central
aim of which is induction for how to be a teacher in the ACT. It is not devised
for beginning teachers per se, but any educator newly appointed as a
permanent officer in the ACT.

•

A mentoring and probation system, where each beginning teacher has a
mentor and a supervisor. The role of the mentor is to provide support and
advice; the role of the supervisor is to provide feedback and judgment on the
beginning teachers’ suitability for permanent employment in the ACT school
system.
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The participants in this study were disappointed in each of these support systems.
This is of concern, because Hobson’s (2010) recent longitudinal study of beginning
teachers in the UK showed that attrition rates are highest in those who were
dissatisfied with the support they received. The participants’ frustrations with each
support system are detailed below.
Five days of classroom release. This negotiated approach to ‘support’ in the
form of one-off professional development days was unsatisfactory for most of the
participants, who reported there was very little negotiation involved. They were
directed to attend days that were of little relevance or interest to them. Most often
they were directed to attend mandated system professional learning. Peter, for
example, was instructed to use his Professional Learning days (PD) to attend system
workshops on the Quality Teaching framework and said,
I think I’ve had about four quality teaching PDs and all of them have just been
quality teaching boring lectures. It was sort of useful and interesting when we
were doing it at uni but any more teaching lectures I’d rather be sick for a few
days than have to go to them.
Cate also complained about being instructed to attend professional learning she
couldn’t make any use of in her teaching. She recounted her experience of PD on
using interactive whiteboards in the classroom.
I don’t have a Smart board in my room, I have only two computers that work
We don’t have a computer lab at the moment — I went to that PD, got all
inspired and came back and had no way I could use it because I didn’t have
the resources. … what was the purpose of doing that PD? I’ve forgotten it all
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now; I haven’t used any of it – it’s gone so it was a waste of money and
resources where I could have been doing something different.
She felt they were a waste for beginning teachers because of how busy beginning
teachers are in the first year.
Five days PD in the first year is unrealistic. My head this year hasn’t been
able to absorb any more information than it already has been and doing PD in
this first year is pretty much — I see it — as a waste of time, especially in the
first two terms. The second two terms are usually so flat out that you don’t
have time to even think about it.
New educator induction days. These mandatory days were not well received
by the participants. It was partially their broad and generic focus that study
participants found unhelpful. Rose’s summation was,
I don’t feel like their new educators’ support program was very useful. Like I
went to two of them and they both, I felt, were just like a waste of time and I’d
wasted a day and it had been a stress, it would have been more beneficial for
me to just stay at school basically. By the third one…I don’t think many
people went. By the second one most people didn’t go.
Hayley had attended the first one and did not attend any after that experience. She
said, ‘The first new educator day, it was really bad — I went to that and it was
horrible. They tell you what clothes to wear and not to sit with your legs open in
class…’.

Peter was equally unimpressed and described it as follows:

She was talking about how well you dress; not about how you’re feeling, how
tired you are — you should always be looking good for your family and still be
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wearing makeup when you see your partner…a lot of people were very
offended.
Matt actually walked out on the day. Almost all the participants had stopped going to
them as the year went on, despite them being a system requirement. Brian was the
only participant to attend all four but he observed,
Induction wasn’t much fun. They didn’t really tell you much other than
common sense. They were really broad; it would have been nice if it would
have been more tailored to your context and to what we were feeling.
They all felt the new educator days would have been improved if they were more
practical and connected to their individual contexts. Bea’s comments provided a sad
reflection on the quality and impact of the induction days: ‘I haven’t really found
them beneficial. We all just went and sat in a lecture and talked to each other and
drew on our books.’. However she did think they there was a social benefit to the
induction days.
It was nice to touch base with your friends and stuff and see how they’re
going.
Matt felt the same way.
The social aspect was just nice to catch up with people from uni and to just
touch base with people going through the same sort of thing that you’re going
through yourself. You do kind of get this feeling that people are sitting
through the workshops just waiting for the breaks so they can have a… and
it’s quite valuable that little dialogue that you have with people; it’s just a
nice thing to have.
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For the participants in this study, the induction days were of little use. They
reflected a utilitarian approach to induction focused on ticking system accountability
boxes rather than considering the needs or concerns of beginning teachers (Haggarty
et al., 2011; McIntyre et al., 1994).
Mentors. The centerpiece of the support system in the ACT Department of
Education is the mentoring system. However, there appeared to be no processes in
place for the delivery of the system. Some participants selected their own mentors,
others had mentors assigned to them. A few had no mentors at all, and none followed
an identifiable process of mentoring. Hayley had a mentor assigned to her but she left
early in the year on stress leave and Hayley had no official mentor for most of the
year. Matt had no mentor assigned to him at all. Not one participant had a
satisfactory experience with the official mentoring system, although some found
effective mentoring through their own initiatives. The data revealed several problems
with the mentoring system observed in this study: getting the right mentor, finding
opportunities for mentoring, getting the process right. These are detailed further
below.
Getting the right mentor. Accounts of successful mentoring programs
emphasise the importance of selecting the right mentor for the beginning teacher
(Hobson et al., 2009; Pogodzinski, 2012). For the participants in this study, mentor
assignment appeared to be random with minimal process. Cate, working with Year 5,
was assigned a mentor who was in the junior part of the school, which Cate found
unhelpful, not only because of her physical distance from her but also the pedagogical
distance.
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It’s nothing against her but she’s very much a junior primary school teacher
and she’s very caught up in that and she’s far away… she’s down the other
end of the school so it’s not like I can just pop my head around the corner and
there’s all other stuff going on down there anyway and there’s another first
year teacher down there. I don’t really feel like I get much mentoring support
from that.
Brian had a good relationship with his mentor, although not much support, but
admitted the pairing had been purely chance. He had been asked to choose a mentor
in the first week and had written down three choices based upon impressions gained
in the first week of school. The school informed his first two choices were not
available, and so he was assigned the third. He had written her name on the basis that
she had seemed nice at the staff lunch on the first day of school. This random
approach to assigning mentors leaves plenty of room for misalignment.
Christine was in a school facing considerable staffing challenges, with much
dissatisfaction amongst staff because of staffing changes and disputes over promotion
positions. Researchers suggest (Goodson, 2007) that disenchantment amongst
teachers in a school stymies the likelihood of identifying an effective mentor, and this
proved to be true for Christine. Christine was assigned her former practicum mentor
as her mentor and Christine was sceptical of the support she would receive because
she knew this particular teacher was unhappy at the school.
When I found out I thought “Oh, oh” and I went in and I’m like “Are you okay
about it”, she goes “It’s not your fault” – she’s not holding a grudge against
me or anything but she’s not happy, so not motivated at the moment.
Peter was simply not assigned a mentor. Huge upheaval in the school leadership team
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seemed to result in some policies just not being implemented and the assignment of a
mentor to Peter appeared to have slipped off the radar. Eventually he established an
informal mentoring relationship for himself with the teacher in the room next door, an
experienced teacher but new to the school also. He reflected, ‘It works really well just
because she’s a really experienced teacher and because I’m a new teacher I’ve got all
these new ideas…we’re both learning so much off each other which is good.’ The
mentor teacher often spoke to me on my visits and expressed admiration for Peter and
his ideas, and how she was ‘learning so much from him’. It was a good match up
because they shared a genuine relationship where ‘give’ was evident on both sides, a
collaborative, trusting and interactive relationship which some researchers have
identified as the ideal mentor/mentee relationship (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012).
Finding opportunities. Proximity and compatibility made Peter’s experience
a positive one, but time and opportunity for meeting with mentors was difficult for
many. Hayley’s comment was typical.
It’s been so hectic at times maybe we don’t have enough time to debrief as
such. I know we’re supposed to do certain amounts of debriefing along the
lines but it just hasn’t quite happened.
Hayley’s nebulous reference to ‘certain amounts of debriefing’ indicates she has a
sense that there were system requirements for mentoring although she was not sure
what they were. In an online survey conducted to give the participants an
opportunity to talk about their mentors anonymously, several respondents raised the
aspect of timing and opportunity:
‘The mentor needs to be given time to come into the beginning teacher's
classroom and vice versa so that the mentor can really see what is going on in
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the classroom and what areas the beginning teacher may be needing assistance
in.’
‘They need time off class to come and watch the beginning teacher teach and
to give constructive feedback or just to chat about how things are going.’
‘I would recommend that mandatory mentoring sessions take place each week.
This way mentors and beginning teachers have a timetabled chat each week to
discuss any issues.’
‘I

think the mentor should be in your team. Mine was in the senior

school and I was in the junior school and as a result we did not have a lot of
time to catch up and what we were doing was often not relevant to the other.’

The hectic nature of schools was a recurring theme. Cate, who was very close
to a breakdown after only four weeks of teaching, was unable to find any support in
her school, which was also struggling with a new Principal and bad testing results.
I haven’t felt like I’ve had an opportunity to sit down with someone and say,
“Well this is your kids and this is what you could be doing” or where
directing that I would go. I think it’s just because everybody is so busy and
everybody is in the same boat as me really; even experienced teachers are
feeling the stress. It’s not just me; even people who have been out for years
are feeling stressed.
Macy’s conclusion was,
The mentoring system in theory is good but in theory so are a lot of things.
Who wants to sit down and…talk? They’ve got their own class to handle. It
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would have been good for me to have consistency. In my position I’ve had
three different people write my reports.
Lack of time and opportunity was a strong negative factor in the mentoring
experienced by the participants. Their interview data was supported by their
responses to an anonymous online survey, where time featured in the top three
reasons why they did not initiate discussions with their mentors. See Figure a.
Figure a.
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Overall, the majority of the participants rarely met with their mentors as indicated by
the following chart (Figure b.) generated from their survey responses.
Figure b.

Getting the processes right. There was no commonality of experience for any
of the 14 beginning teachers, either in the quality of the support or the systems in
place for the mentoring support. It was highly unpredictable and frustrating for the
participants. As one of the participants noted,
Depending on where you are it’s chalk and cheese of what you get and what
you don’t get…For those people that aren’t having the great experience it’s
“Well where do I go” — being first year out you don’t necessarily want to
be…making trouble with your principals and stuff and if you’ve been labelled.
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This lackadaisical and chance experience of mentoring in the first year of teaching is
noted in other accounts of the first year mentoring experience (Hobson, 2010; Le
Maistre & Pare, 2010; LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012; Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012).
The literature notes a tension between mentoring as assistance and mentoring
as assessment (Yusko & Feiman-Nemser, 2008). In the ACT government school
system there is some acknowledgement of this differentiation, with the assignment of
a mentor for assistance and a supervisor for assessment. However, for many in this
study, the mentoring process was conflated with the probation process, with the
mentor often responsible for writing the supervisory report, and this was problematic,
stressful and meant that some did not receive mentoring as assistance at all, but
instead were simply assessed. As one respondent commented in the anonymous
survey,
‘The mentor process can seem like a waste of time if all we get from it is a
signature each term.’
This eventuated for Macy and Frieda for whom there appeared to be no differentiation
between the mentoring and supervisory roles. Frieda recounted her experience:
You get to the end of the term and they have to write a report on you, they
come and see you teach once ... they’re expected to know what you’ve done
throughout the term and I’m expected to be able to prove it to them.
She continued,
I know that the program is meant to be so that you’re getting support, but
because there is that report and because you’re still in a school and you still
have to prove yourself, it’s that Catch 22 as well. You don’t want people to
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see that you might be struggling a little bit ‘cause you think that they’re going
to judge you based on that.
Frieda’s experience resonates with concerns expressed by Hobson (2010) and
Williams and Prestage (2002) who cast doubt on the effectiveness of any mentoring
model that positions mentors as both support providers and gate keepers to the
profession.
Often the relationships between mentor and beginning teacher were friendly
— just not necessarily supportive. Rose found herself neither assisted nor assessed,
because her mentor did not take the role seriously,
I chat with her in the staff room but you know her mentoring role has always
kind of been a bit of a joke, like she’d come up and say now I haven’t given
you any advice this week so I’m advising you to not… you know it’ll be like
have a drink of water. (Laughter.) Not like so how are you going?
Although the opportunity for a chat and a laugh was appreciated by beginning
teachers, and noted as positive in some of the literature (Hobson, 2010) these teachers
really wanted more substantial support. Frieda said,
I don’t think it’s [mentoring] serving its purpose as much as it should because
even though I’ve had the mentor and everything here, there’s been times
where I’ve been trying to say to somebody and I’ve actually gone to them and
said I need help with this child, or I’m struggling with this but I don’t actually
feel like I’m being listened to.
Cate’s experience was similar:
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If I go and ask her something she’s more than happy to give me some
resources but I sort of feel like I’m somebody who needs — especially with my
programming — someone to sit down with me and say “Okay, this is what you
need to do” rather than just saying “Here’s this book and go off and do it”.
She concluded, ‘I don’t feel like I’ve had an adviser this year – I just haven’t.’.
Support from the school. Apart from the assignment of a mentor, schools
themselves need to provide systems and structures to support beginning teachers. The
schools in this project managed this responsibility in various ways, usually dependent
upon their prior experiences with beginning teachers. Popular schools generally have
no need to employ beginning teachers, because experienced teachers usually seek
transfers to these schools. These schools tend to be high SES schools with very stable
teaching populations. Two such schools were involved in this study, and the
participants were the only beginning teachers there, and the first beginning teachers
for many years. These schools had almost no processes in place. Bea and Rose,
placed in these two schools, were not observed teaching and had little contact with
their assigned mentors. Bea said about her situation: ‘I’ve sort of developed my own
relationships with people that I go to for advice and stuff but I had to build them
myself.’.
New schools and schools in difficult to staff areas — usually low socioeconomic areas — are most likely to take on beginning teachers. Whilst they often
understand the challenges of the beginning teacher they tend to have little
organisational capacity to work with them effectively. The participants in these
studies felt the schools were too busy with other priorities to pay much attention to
them.
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Some of the participants felt that the Executive of the school should be more
supportive. Meg believed the Executive in their school did not really know what was
happening in classrooms.
Executives should be on the ground so they know what’s happening and what
you’re struggling with and what you need support with and stuff because
sometimes it feels like they’re just off in their offices and they don’t really
know what you’re going through and stuff.
Vicki also felt her Executive was distant from the classroom, and would have
appreciated more support from them. She said,
I’d like for my Executive to treat me like they think I’m good at my job from
day one. I really noticed this year; positive encouragement goes a million
miles towards teachers being better at their jobs.
Although Matt reported his school was supportive of him, he felt his unique
position as the release teacher limited the kinds of discussions that teachers would
have with him. He reported they were not interested in talking about planning and
assessment, the areas of most concern to him; neither had he been assigned a mentor
teacher, the rationale being that his position as the release teacher meant he had
multiple mentors. This was ultimately unsatisfactory. He reflected, ‘Sometimes I feel
like I’m isolated because I’m the only person in this role and that no-one else quite
understands my problems.’.
All the participants reported receiving broad reassurances from their school
community that they were doing fine, rather than specific support on what they could
do to continue to improve learning outcomes. There was plenty of well-meant
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support in their schools but very little of it was targeted directly to their needs. This
phenomenon of support programs providing moral or psychological support has
received attention in the literature. Haggar et al. (2011) criticise this kind of support
for the lack of pedagogical purpose, saying that this general moral support works only
at a surface level and does not build capacity. Rose was critical of the well-meant
support she received from colleagues in the school which lacked specificity. She
recounted the advice they gave her around report time.
Other teachers have done it a lot; they’re like “Oh you’ll be fine, don’t worry
about it, it’s easy” which is good in that they’re encouraging me, but it’s not
easy for me because I’ve never done this before. And so maybe with this whole
report thing they’re like “Oh don’t worry you don’t have to write a comment,
you just given them a grade and it’ll be fine”. But to me that’s like “That’s the
problem, I’d rather write a comment”.
She makes the point that being told not to worry by others is not helpful —
encouraging perhaps, but not very helpful — saying, ‘and then people say “just go
with your gut instinct”. I don’t have a gut instinct, there’s no instinct, it’s just like, I
don’t know.’ Vicki observed that support from school colleagues translated to
resources rather than the advice she really needed. ‘So heaps of people just threw
stacks of resources at me the first day and said, “Have this, have this.” …. It’s like a
little un-useful there’s so much stuff.’
Support from outside the school. Hodson et al. (2012) report on the effectiveness of
university lecturers as a support for beginning teachers. In this study, perhaps in a
pessimistic premonition of the support they might receive in their first year, most
participants were hoping to receive support from participating in this study. Christine
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said, ‘I think a second pair of eyes is always better than one pair of eyes. I’m not
entirely sure how much support I’ll necessarily get from my school.’. Macy was also
keen to access support from university; she felt this would be relevant and
trustworthy. The established relationship, coupled with distance from the assessment
attached to probation seemed important.
When I’m at my wit’s end and I just don’t know what to do because I’ve
thought about it too much and I just can’t calm down; I just need to have
someone who I can go to who isn’t here at the school.
Rose was keen to be reminded of her university learning, ‘bridging it back to uni and
having someone to come and go, “What do you remember about this, you know,
because you’re not actually doing that?”’. Tegan had similar desires to be connected
to her university through the project,
I loved the idea of learning from people who are more experienced, because I
want to keep learning, and I want to keep giving the kids the best that I can
give them, so they can do the best and move on through school being excited
about their learning. So I thought this would be a really good opportunity to
get some more, and it also makes me feel like I’m still connected to uni, and
I’m not all just you know, you’ve done it, just spat out the other side.
Tegan felt an alignment with her university, and this is important when seeking support
(Pogodzinski, 2012). In the Term 4 anonymous survey the participants were asked to
say, with the benefit of hindsight, what had been, or would have been helpful to them
in their literacy teaching in their first year. Support from their university was a
recurring response, and it was clear that the alignment they already felt with their
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university learning was a key reason they were appreciative of, or seeking university
support.
‘It would have been ideal if I had Misty come in every week or at least every
fortnight to give me pointers etc. Particularly in looking at student work and
helping me decipher what specific children need to work on and how to go
about meeting those needs.’
‘I would have benefited from ongoing training about the literacy methods
taught at university, so that I could more easily bring ideas in to the
classroom.’
‘Having someone that went to the same university in my teaching team
helped, as we have very similar ideas and views on how to teach literacy and
so have been able to work together to make the program evolve and grow.’
The participants also wanted to know how their peers were doing. Many
reported they were too tired to socialize face-to-face even though they felt it would be
useful, and some tried to keep in contact with their peers via Facebook. Matt
articulated the importance of maintaining peer networks. ‘I guess in terms of not
feeling alone at sea, that sort of thing, it’s quite good and quite morale-building —
that’s good.’
Face-to-face conversations appeared to be important to the participants, and Matt shed
some light on why this might be so.
Sometimes you need the responding dialogue to get to the question that you
really have; that you’re not even sure what your question is. If you sit down to
type it out it’s just not really what you want to ask; sometimes it takes a
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conversation to get to that point and that sort of thing happens a lot easier
face-to-face than through email or through a forum.
My own observation was that they would have benefited from seeing each other in
their classroom contexts, not just socially out of school. I noted at the beginning of
Term 2:
‘They need more time with their peers and they need to be able to do this
within school time. It’s clear to me they have no energy time or inclination for
extra-curricular meetings, even in cyberspace. This needs to be embedded
within the teaching time and be part of beginning teacher expectations.’
They needed to speak with peers who were facing the same challenges as them. They
were often relieved to hear me assure them that I was observing similar challenges
and hearing similar problems from all the participants. As Matt said, ‘When you’re a
new teacher you might think, “Am I the only one that’s having this issue?”
Sometimes it’s just nice to see someone else having a bad day!’.
Trust and familiarity as criteria for mentoring were important for many of the
participants. Tegan said in reference to visits from the researcher, ‘Just having a
familiar person who I trust is really... is very comforting.’. Hayley shared similar
sentiments,
A familiar face to help you out because I'm a quite shy person often so walking
into a school takes a little time to get to know people, to get myself out there
as well so having somebody who's already familiar is definitely helpful.
Jones (2003) concludes the most effective support is individualised support. My own
observation of my visits to the participants was how well they responded to positive
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feedback on their teaching. As a regular visitor in their classrooms I came to know
their children and could see progress as I visited each month. They were genuinely
pleased when I commented upon specific growth that I observed in some children’s
literacy. I asked myself in my field notes in Term 3 after another such experience
with Macy, ‘How do we show these teachers their success?’. I also wondered
whether my visits made these participants more reflective of their literacy teaching.
They often commented that when they knew I was coming they would think harder
about what they were doing in their literacy teaching. All of them reported that they
did things differently after each interview in the study. Matt said, ‘I think it’s going to
be a natural consequence of talking to you that I’m going to be a little bit more
critical of what I’m doing in literacy.’.
Discussion
Each of the system supports provided to the teachers in this study fits within
‘traditional models’ of beginning-teacher support (Baker-Doyle, 2012) with a focus
on familiarisation with schools and curricula, and performing a regulatory function as
well. This reflects an ‘apprenticeship’ model of teacher education and professional
learning (Haggarty et al., 2011) rather than a social constructivist model where
professional learning is deemed to occur through interaction in professional contexts.
LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2012) note the importance of professional learning outside of
system requirements in building self-efficacy in beginning teachers, and the data in
this study would suggest that these outside learning opportunities should take account
of the visions teachers have of themselves as teachers.
All the participants indicated the new educator induction days they were
mandated to attend were too generic and occasionally too patronising to be of any use.
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The research suggests induction programs are often more closely focused on policy
and procedure rather than students and learning or the beginning teachers’ own needs
(Haggarty et al., 2011; Hagger et al., 2011; McIntyre et al., 1994) and this was the
perception of the teachers in this study and my own observation of those days — of
which I attended two. Flint et al. (2010) observe that the professional development
courses attended by beginning teachers at the directive of their schools or school
systems actually narrowed their repertoire of teaching strategies and responses to
diverse needs of learners rather than broadening them. The data clearly supports
Hebert’s and Worthy’s (2001) conclusion that teachers would benefit from a sense of
control over their own induction in the first year of teaching.
The centerpiece of the beginning teacher support system in the ACT is the
mentoring program. The literature on mentoring for beginning teachers is large and
almost conclusive; mentoring programs are more often ineffective than effective
(Kardos & Johnson, 2010). The mentoring program in this study fell into the former
category, being ineffective in some way for every participant in the study. LoCasaleCrouch et al. (2012) conclude it is the lack of standardised implementation of
mentoring programs that results in their ineffectiveness, rather than a problem with
the concept of mentoring as a support strategy. One participant’s response in the
anonymous survey confirmed that the observations of LoCasale-Crouch et al. are
likely to be applicable in the ACT:
‘I appreciate the work the department puts in to support beginning teachers but
somewhere between writing the policies and procedures for beginning teacher
support and the support actually being carried out in the school setting,
something is being lost.’
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Certainly in this study there appears to have been no standard implementation,
nor a common understanding of what mentoring entails. Identifying suitable mentors
is a challenge. It seemed obvious from the participants’ accounts of their experiences
with their mentors that the mentors themselves had differing perceptions of their
roles, differing abilities as well as varying commitment to the task. The selection of
mentors with ‘a full complement of mentoring skills’ (Yusko & Feiman-Nemser,
2008, p. 948) is identified as key to the effectiveness of mentoring programs. There
was no indication in this study that mentoring skills were either considered or
developed.
Mentors must not only possess skills in mentoring, they must be a good
‘match’ for the beginning teacher. Pogodzinski (2012) strongly recommends a close
alignment between beginning teachers and their mentors, with shared goals and
values. Grades taught and physical distance also contribute to this alignment, as
noted by Sage et al. (2012) who claim the physical structures of schools impede
collaboration within schools. In this study, there appears to have been no
consideration for matching of this kind. However, shared goals are more difficult to
achieve in an environment that engenders competition for results rather than
collaboration. Sage et al. (2012, p. 212) notes, ‘The pressures currently placed on
administrators and teachers can be overwhelming and make teachers competitive
rather than collaborative’. Only Peter established a truly collaborative relationship
with his self-selected mentor. Mutually interactive exchanges, like those between
Peter and his mentor, have been found to be the most effective (Baker-Doyle, 2012).
The mutual respect in their dialogue and their peer relationship, rather than a mentor–
mentee relationship with an embedded power imbalance, meant they were able to
debrief to each other (Brooks et al., 2012). Their dialogue was focused on their
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learners, which the research indicates is more useful than a focus on pre-existing
goals or system objectives (Baker-Doyle, 2012; Birkeland & Feiman-Nemser, 2012;
Yusko & Feiman-Nemser, 2008).
Critically, beginning teachers benefit from intellectual conversations about
their teaching, and the study participants were keen to have these. For them, support
was not just about being given a worksheet, a strategy or a pat on the back, it was
about theoretical and sociopolitical talk about teaching and learning, and confronting
and contesting ideas (Haggarty et al., 2011). Time spent in mentoring conversations
is less important than the quality of the conversation (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012)
with Pogodzinski (2012) concluding from his research that there is no optimal time or
structure for a mentoring program, because individuals vary. However, numerous
researchers report that when the conversations include the opportunity for the
beginning teacher to share their own knowledge and skills this influences their
commitment to remain in the profession (Baker-Doyle, 2012; Gu & Day, 2011; Hong,
2010; Margolis, 2008).
Even when the mentoring process works well, individual mentors cannot
reasonably be expected to be the sole support for a beginning teacher. The
participants in this study had a desire to have positive interactions with the leadership
in their schools, although they did not always experience them. The literature
confirms positive conversations and direct feedback from school leadership teams has
a positive impact upon beginning teacher self-efficacy and positive correlations, with
more likelihood of them remaining in teaching (Corbell et al., 2010; Gu & Day, 2007;
Hong, 2010; Peters & Pearce, 2012).
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LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2012) note the importance of continuous connection
to professional learning outside of school environments, and the participants in this
study were keen to remain connected to their university studies, hence their
participation in the project. Through the researcher, they remained connected to their
learning at university, and they stayed connected to someone with whom they felt
aligned, and who was familiar and trusted. Trust is important in the mentoring
relationship. Hagger et al. (2011, p. 402) observed that beginning teachers ‘did not
expect their continued learning to be private’. Beginning teachers are open to
learning and continued professional development and are open to feedback and
support. However, to do this public learning they need to have trust in the person
providing the feedback (Yusko & Feiman-Nemser, 2008). Additionally through their
connection to the university they were able to seek news of their cohort and they
showed a strong desire to remain in contact with those they had felt connected to
throughout their study.
Lack of Time and Opportunity to Teach Literacy
An operational frustration for the most of the participants was that literacy
teaching time was interrupted constantly with school events like assemblies and visits
from outside agencies such as dance groups, sporting groups and professional groups.
Vicki summarised,
There’s always three days of the week that literacy time gets interrupted by
hockey practice, or whatever, and then you’ve lost one rotation of your week,
and all of a sudden it’s gone to the fairies again.
Like the majority of the participants, Christine found the constant disruptions
frustrated her capacity to teach in the ways in which she wanted.
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Gifted talented group go out, culture break kids go out, learning assistance
reading group goes out all during reading/literacy time. Trying to make sure
that our kids do curriculum based stuff is very difficult.
This movement in and out of her classroom later impacts at report writing time.
I have no idea what he’s [the learning support teacher] doing with them. I
don’t know if it’s writing or reading or what and so I don’t have a concrete
knowledge — now that I’m starting to report stuff — on their reading and
their writing.
Peter was just as concerned with the lack of continuous contact and felt it was
impacting upon the outcomes he could achieve. He described a narrative unit he had
tried to develop, in order to meet the directive to prepare the students for NAPLAN.
Routine is one of the most important things in my class. But it’s been so
disjointed just because there have been so many extra things in the school like
multicultural week and this sort of thing that we’ve sort of done dribs and
drabs but not anywhere near where we wanted to go or focus.
In addition to outside interruptions to their teaching, many of the participants
were also given extra responsibilities that disrupted their efforts to come to grips with
literacy teaching in their own classrooms. These extra responsibilities and full
professional learning schedules took the beginning teachers away from their
classrooms but also focused their attention on extracurricular activities rather than the
business of literacy teaching (or other curriculum areas for that matter). Half-way
through the year Vicki, an accomplished musician, was asked to take on the school
band. She said, ‘And I’m torn because I love running band and I think it’s a good
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thing for the other school students, but it means my kids miss out and it’s a whole
session that I miss every week. I really want to be in the classroom to consolidate
what I’ve got’.
For most participants, their workload was as heavy as any other teacher in the
school. Cate, who was desperately unhappy and not coping, was also being asked to
participate in all the general activities of any experienced teachers.
I just didn’t count on having this much workload. There’s so much
administrative stuff plus your teaching — I just don’t feel like I have time to
make great lessons because I’m just racing to keep up with everything — 45
minute release time with a parent, parent meetings after school, all this stuff
we have to hand in; ILPs, committee meeting stuff you know — it’s just all the
marking that you have…
As a result, Cate found she managed her priorities poorly. ‘I suppose I have been
tackling the things at the bottom of the priority list because they felt like they were
achievable.’ Peter was particularly frustrated by the additional work he felt his school
was giving the staff as part of their accountability measures.!
It’s just doing the work for the sake of work and having it there, which I’m
finding a little bit annoying. Every week at every staff meeting we seem to be
getting more of this stuff, which isn’t core teaching or core planning. Just as a
beginning teacher we’re barely coping as it is but to have all these other
things on top and each week it’s like “By next week you need to have this done
and this done” and then another thing is added up and another thing…
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Cate agreed and felt that schools and systems made the first year more difficult than it
need be.
I think there’s a lot of time wasting gets done in teaching. I think that there’s
lots of recreating going on, people trying to… maybe it’s because I’m an
administrative type of person; I like to have systems in place where things
work and it’s all set up and when you go to do something you know what you
have to do and you know what’s expected.
In the end, Frieda’s reflection on the year gives important insight into why teachers
leave. Although the ‘stuff’ was frustrating, it was frustrating because it stopped her
teaching the way she wanted to.
It’s this continual dumping of stuff on you, and there’s no extra time, there’s
no extra resources. Nobody in the school can help anybody else because
they’re also...getting dumped with more stuff. ...and sometimes I feel like I’m
not actually doing the job I’m meant to be doing...which is teaching the kids.
Discussion
Hobson (2010) concludes from his longitudinal study of teachers in the UK
that, in order to survive and thrive, beginning teachers would be best served by a
reduction in assignments. Yet, for most in this study, assignments were increased
rather than decreased. This placed enormous pressure on the beginning teachers. The
busyness of the school day also resulted in a consistently fractured literacy
curriculum. This was the result of school context and policy rather than the ability of
the beginning teachers to plan coherent literacy programs.
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The frustration felt by the participants at not being able to implement a
cohesive sequence of lessons is understandable. Without such opportunities,
improved literacy learning outcomes are at risk and the beginning teachers’ selfefficacy is compromised less by their own abilities than their schools’ operational
capacities. The school context is clearly crucial to the manner in which beginning
teachers experience the first year, and it can impact upon their decision to stay in the
profession (Dinham & Scott, 1998; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Haggarty et al., 2011;
Hargreaves, 2003; Wong et al., 2012).
Lack of Direction
Whilst many participants felt frustrated by the lack of autonomy resulting
from school literacy policies that were imposed upon them, they also felt frustration
when there was a lack of direction. Reporting and assessment were areas in which the
participants felt rudderless. Frieda found the school’s disorganisation around
reporting contributed to her stress and frustration: ‘There is a checklist that the school
has for where the kids should be at the end of the year, but we didn’t actually even see
that checklist until Term Three.’. She explained further,
Nobody actually told me, or I didn’t think to check that on the report I need to
write whether they’ve been doing news. I think there are some things that...
some information that needs to be passed on early and it needs to be
accessible the whole time.
Brian also found the lack of direction and preparation for report writing very stressful
when his school produced the school report form only four weeks before they were
due to be sent home.
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One of the big stresses I had was that I just hadn’t taught a lot of the stuff that
was on there with a few weeks to go. It was just quite stressful teaching it and
assessing it….it ended up being a rush… a teaching and assessing of
something over a few lessons…
Rose faced similar challenges, only seeing her school’s report form in Term 2, when
they had to fill them in. She offered the following sensible suggestion:
I think at the very beginning of the year someone should come and go this is
how the reporting works, this is all the things that you will need to do at
reporting time, this is how these are your outcomes that you’re working
towards and this is what you should be grading in this way as you go along,
starting from tomorrow.
Peter was also extremely frustrated by the lack of direction around reporting from his
school. Report forms were rewritten and not ready until the week before they were to
be used by the teachers. Peter found they contained things he had not been teaching
to.
We were for some reason rewriting the report…and it was probably about a
week or two before we actually got the report — was when it was finalised —
so I didn’t know necessarily what I was reporting to. I had no idea if I’d
collected the right things.
At the same time the pressure was on to improve the NAPLAN scores at his school
and he felt the executive, the teachers and all the students were getting stressed and
anxious about that. He said,
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I was very close to going “Stuff this, I’d rather be a relief teacher” just
because with all the assessment and getting the reports; there wasn’t good
communication between the execs and the teachers and it just got really,
really hard.
The participants in this study worked best when they had direction, purpose
and a long-term plan. As Tegan said, ‘I just feel I work better when I know where
things are going’. At the end of the year Cate identified how this had been missing in
her difficult year, ‘actually having a program where you have a little bit of an idea of
where you’re going is what is most important. The other stuff isn’t important.’.
Ursula said in her very first interview that she needed a plan,
I need something to hang it on. I need to know where I’m going ‘cause I’m
pulling activities and things. I need direction just as much as those kiddies do
like, I need to know what the purpose is where I’m heading.
However, long term plans were difficult to achieve because of the school’s
own lack of direction, which proved frustrating and hampered their planning efforts.
Christine was directed to follow four different reading programs in her first year, and
the school spent the year trying to identify how they would approach spelling. In that
process, they moved from THRASS, to Soundwaves, to First Steps, to Bee Spelling, a
pattern followed almost identically by Cate’s school. This was in response to
particularly poor results in the Spelling component of the NAPLAN tests in both
schools. This lack of direction and common purpose from the school was frustrating
for Christine: ‘I find it really difficult because there’s no big school consensus of
what’s going on.’. Hayley was also frustrated by the lack of direction in her team.
She said,
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Term one was horrible. We had no direction at all in Term one. The
beginning of our year was horrible. By Week four and five we didn’t even have
anything worked out and it just felt like so much time was being wasted in
meetings where we talked about things but we didn’t actually put anything
down on paper and I was just feeling so overwhelmed — nothing was
happening.
Tegan also had no direction or documentation provided for her as she approached the
task of teaching three and four year olds with developmental delays, and she was not
sure how she fitted in with the rest of the school. This was a challenge for Tegan
throughout the year and she was left to figure things for herself through the year, as she
recounted,
In this job because I’m so by myself, there’s nothing to model it on, so I don’t
have… I don’t know how much I’m expected to document and I don’t know
what’s too little, and I don’t know… I guess there’s no model to do it from.
The teachers who did this job beforehand didn’t really… they didn’t leave
much stuff ‘cause there was no one to leave it with I guess. Yeah, so in terms
of actually documenting things there’s no model.
Discussion
Reporting, assessment and planning were areas in which these teachers were
given little direction, a phenomenon noted by Spear-Swerling and Cheesman (2012)
in their study of 142 teachers. Some of this can be attributed to lack of preparation in
the participants’ teacher education, to be discussed in the next section, but it was also
attributable to a lack of direction from the school.
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On first examination there appears to be a paradox between the participants’
strong desire for autonomy and their complaints about lack of direction. However,
they were seeking broad professional direction from the school leadership within
which they could stamp their own pedagogical presence. They were also seeking
coherent guidance, rather than either the vacuum or the whirlpool they most often
found themselves in. It seemed that their schools were struggling themselves, and
were not necessarily the best sites of support for these beginning teachers. Schools
currently find themselves within strong change agendas with an emphasis on
performance and accountability. As they focus on responding to those outside
pressures, they appear to have less focus on the internal pressures their beginning
teachers may be facing.
Lack of Knowledge
The data revealed many different kinds of knowledge beginning teachers are
required to access in their first year of teaching. The data also revealed the
participants had many gaps in each of those knowledge bases, and this frustrated them
and, in turn, frustrated their capacity to be the teacher they wished to be. The kinds of
knowledge they needed, and where their gaps were, are explained in detail in the next
section.
Summary
The major finding from this theme ’Frustration’ is that although the
participants expressed frustration about events and circumstances, this frustration was
most strongly related to their capacity to enact their vision of teaching and realise
their original motivations for teaching. Many of the participants’ frustrations can be
summarised as a clash between two broad ideologies in teaching — teaching as a
humanist endeavour and teaching as an essentialist endeavour (Sage et al., 2012).
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This results in professional autonomy being diminished and teachers assuming the
‘role of a technician delivering a predetermined curriculum’ (Kane, 2002, p. 348).
These participants had entered teaching viewing it as a humanist endeavour; they had
strong desires to make a difference and believed this would happen through their
connections with the students and their own ability to construct learning that would
meet the students’ needs. However, they found themselves working in a system that
has moved to essentialist views of teaching and learning. Teacher skills and
knowledge are now defined and assessed in their teaching jurisdiction via the
National Teacher Standards (AITSL, 2012a) and the Teacher Quality Institute
(Teacher Quality Institute, 2012), as though they were external and portable skills,
and not connected to self or others or context. Teaching is increasingly assessed by
student success in standardised testing in literacy and numeracy, which not only
reduces ‘teaching’ to ‘curriculum’, but reduces the curriculum as well. This schism
has impacts upon all aspects of the beginning teachers’ experiences. Essentialist
approaches to education have contributed significantly to their reduced autonomy,
pushing them towards kinds of teaching that are at odds with what they believe to be
desirable and effective. Support is ill-directed as it is focused on supporting system
initiatives rather than supporting the actualisation of beginning teachers’ visions.
It was not only an ideological schism that contributed to these beginning
teachers’ frustrations. There were gaps and inadequacies in their teacher knowledge
that contributed to their frustration — there were many things they did not know
about teaching. Whilst many argue convincingly that teaching is a long-term learning
journey and initial teacher education is just the beginning of the journey, it seemed
apparent that, for these participants, the preparation for the journey could have been
better. The gaps in their knowledge are expounded in the following section.

!

213!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
Knowledge
This section addresses the third theme emerging from the data: Knowledge.
‘Knowledge’ appears as a theme throughout the study in complex and multi-faceted
representations. Teacher knowledge is a complex construct, yet core and requisite for
effective literacy teaching (Cochran-Smith, 2000; Darling-Hammond & Haselkorn,
2009; Feiman-Nemser, 2001).
As described in the literature review in Chapter Two, Bernstein’s description
of vertical and horizontal discourses of knowledge as ‘know how’ and ‘know why’
(Bernstein, 1999) is a useful framework within which to describe teacher knowledge.
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) offer a conceptualisation of teacher knowledge that
overlaps Bernstein’s ‘know how’ and ‘know why’ discourses. They suggest teachers
must possess and operationalise knowledge on two planes: knowledge for practice
(know what) and knowledge in practice (know how). In this section on Teacher
Knowledge, I have combined Bernstein’s description with that of Cochran-Smith and
Lytle (1999) to describe three ways of knowing, or knowledge discourses: knowing
what, knowing how and knowing why.
Knowing what involves knowing ‘something’; knowing why involves
knowing the external significance of that ‘something’; and knowing how involves
knowing how to turn that ‘something’ into improved learning outcomes. All three
ways of knowing are important, and combine to establish deep understanding, with
the intersection of the three representing the optimum teacher knowledge. Figure c.
below represents this conceptualisation of ‘ways of knowing’.
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Figure c.

To!Know!
what!
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The ‘something’ referred to above is represented by the different domains of
teacher knowledge. I describe the findings in this section of the chapter under six
teacher-knowledge domains:
•

knowledge about content (Shulman, 1986) — specifically,
understanding how the English language works in literacy and
literature;

•

knowledge about theory (Shulman, 1986) — theoretical
understandings about teaching literacy, and their history;

•

knowledge about teaching (Lenski & Nierstheimer, 2006) —
pedagogical understandings of how to plan for and assess literacy,
encompassing Shulman’s (1986) notion of pedagogical content
knowledge, the capacity to apply your general pedagogic skills to teach
discipline content;
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•

knowledge about their learners (Lenski & Nierstheimer, 2006) — the
literacy learning needs of the children in their classrooms;

•

knowledge about school context — the school and community they
teach in and how that may impact upon the literacy teaching strategies
they require, and the ways in which they are required to plan, report,
assess and administer their literacy teaching;

•

knowledge about the sociocultural politics of teaching literacy.

To illustrate the ways in which ‘knowledge discourses’ and ‘domains of knowledge’
intersect, Figure d(i) below represents one knowledge domain — content knowledge
— and illustrates the ways in which ‘knowing what’, ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing
why’ are integral components of teacher knowledge in this domain.
Figure d(i). Teacher content knowledge
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KNOW!WHY!
it!is!important!to!
have!content!
knowledge!
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The model proposes teachers must have literacy content knowledge; for example, you
should know the difference between a simple sentence and a complex sentence. They
must know why this knowledge is important to literacy teaching; for example, it can
help you understand the errors in sentence structure in a child’s writing. You must
know how to apply that knowledge to impact upon student outcomes; for example,
how you would teach children about complex sentences so that it improved their
writing.
Knowledge about Content
All the participants had patchy content knowledge of the English language,
and very little knowledge of how to apply what content knowledge they had, although
they were convinced this kind of knowledge was important. With reference to
Figure d(i) above, as a group, their content knowledge would sit mostly in the ‘Know
why’ circle, with very little overlap into the other two domains, and thus little chance
their teacher knowledge around content would hit the optimum intersection of the
three circles.
Strong content knowledge is an important requisite for teaching well (FeimanNemser, 2001; Fullan, 2010). The Australian Curriculum organises English
knowledge as three interrelated strands: language, literature and literacy. Language is
foundational to achievement in literacy and it was language knowledge these teachers
struggled with most. Macy, who is dyslexic herself, was very concerned with her
own lack of content knowledge: ‘I’m anxious about knowledge about language. We
were never taught it and it just overwhelms me.’. The absence of any language study
in their own schooling was a recurring theme. Peter said, ‘I’m a bit nervous about the
nitty gritty of the study of language or the nitty gritty of grammar because I didn’t
necessarily understand or get taught some of those at school.’. He reflected on the
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grammar work done in his university course: ‘Some of the things we were learning in
language, I’m just like “Why didn’t I know that at primary school and especially why
didn’t I get taught that in high school?”’. Cate also felt her language and literacy
units at university had raised her awareness of how little she understood of the
English language: ‘It made me realise how little I know about the English language as
well — grammatically.’.
I also observed the participants make spelling errors they were unaware of; for
example, Peter wrote ‘vowl’ instead of ‘vowel’ on the whiteboard and Frieda had a
classroom display where every child illustrated a stencil labelled ‘Clive eats
aligators’. The teachers on Kindergarten classes were particularly hampered by a lack
of content knowledge about how words work, including the phonemes and graphemes
of English. They did not know the multiple phonemes for each grapheme, and this
meant they were unable to approach their phonic teaching with confidence. Macy and
Bea both recorded ‘Thursday’ as a ‘T’ word in classroom observations of their
teaching. Cate had her learners sorting words into two groups, according to vowel
sounds without realising there were three different vowel sounds in her words rather
than two: hat, glad, name. This was ostensibly a spelling activity for Year 5 and
ironically children who had no trouble spelling the words could not understand the
activity. It was a waste of time.
However, their concerns about their lack of content knowledge reflected their
understanding of ‘knowing why’ it was important for them to have the content
knowledge, as Cate’s comment indicates:
Honestly my spelling is not great so I find spelling a challenge for me as well.
I don’t want kids to feel about spelling like I do…I don’t fully understand the
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system. Do you know what I mean? That’s why I find this so challenging and
that’s why I want to get on top of it; I don’t feel like I’m confident to teach
spelling because I’m not a confident speller…!
Whilst many were concerned about their lack of ‘know what’ knowledge of the
English language they were also aware of their lack of ‘know how’ knowledge, that
is, how to teach children what they know about language. Rose articulated this
difference between knowing and applying:
I want to work on knowing more about my language, rather than just knowing
it and being able to vocalise it. I don’t think I feel like I’ve done very much
explicit teaching on grammar. Yeah and so again I feel like that’s a lack of
knowledge on my part of I just do it, like I just know it and I don’t actually
know still how to teach it.
This difference between knowing why and knowing how was frustrating for Vicki:
Like for NAPLAN, they have to write at least two complex sentences or
something, And I kind of looked at that text that the NAPLAN one, and thought
oh, my gosh, how do you get... how do you explicitly teach all of those things?
like there’s this little niggling thing in my head saying you really need to learn
more grammar. [Laughs]. Like I have better grammar than I did, but I still
think sometimes I look at it and go, oh my gosh, I just have no idea, and how
can I possibly teach my kids if I have no idea?
Vicki struggled with building ‘know how’ knowledge through the year, so that her
literacy content teaching would have real purpose for the children and improve their
learning outcomes. She observed that the children could identify a noun, a verb and
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an adjective but only in a simple sentence. She said, ‘I want to go deeper than that. I
want them to be able to say when they are looking at a sentence that this word is
important because it is doing this job in this sentence and talk about that.’. Vicki’s
persistence was admirable but not observed in the majority of participants, where the
consequence of a lack of content knowledge began to manifest itself in narrowed
pedagogies, where the beginning teachers replicated what few practices they observed
around them rather than seeking to transform practice with new and innovative
approaches.
Discussion
In my observations of their teaching, and as evidenced in their interviews,
these first-year teachers had poor content knowledge of the structure of sentences and
words, reflecting findings in other studies (Hadjioannou & Hutchinson, 2010;
Helfrich & Bean, 2011; Moats, 1994; Washburn et al., 2011). They struggled to teach
language in meaningful ways because they had large gaps in their language content
knowledge, and very little applied knowledge of how to convert knowing something
into teaching it. It appeared that content knowledge about language had been dealt
with in their university degree but only to the extent that it had raised awareness of its
existence and its importance. For most of them, their teacher preparation had not
substantially built their content knowledge, and had not developed their capacity to
apply that knowledge to improve learning outcomes. This gap is noted in other
studies (Hadjioannou & Hutchinson, 2010; Helfrich & Bean, 2011; Joshi et al., 2009).
Washburn et al. (2011) concluded from their study that this deficiency in teacher
content knowledge leads to reduced literacy outcomes in the classroom. Schools
offered this study’s participants no support in this area, because colleagues appeared
equally at a loss.
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University preparation is one obvious place to build both the trainee teachers’
‘what’ and ‘how’ content knowledge. Hadjioannou and Hutchinson (2010) propose
an instructional approach that is integrated into practicum or tutoring sessions. This
would allow pre-service teachers to develop ‘know why’ (why I have to know about
grammar), ‘know what’ (content knowledge about grammar) and ‘know how’
knowledge (how to convert the knowledge into meaningful teaching practice). This
proposal is further explored in the Discussion in Chapter Five.
Knowledge about Theory
Figure&d(ii).!
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The participants demonstrated strong theoretical knowledge of literacy teaching and
learning, which they successfully applied to critique their own practice and the
practice of others. The participants’ university education had emphasised
sociocultural theories of literacy education. Drawing on the theories of Vygotsky
(1978) and Bruner (1983) they learnt the importance of explicit modelling and
embedding learning in context to enable genuine and purposeful interactions around
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learning. They were also presented with a theory of literacy teaching that emphasised
a repertoire of interrelated skills, as opposed to a hierarchy of isolated skills, which
encompassed decoding, comprehension, purpose and analysis (Freebody & Luke,
1990). They held these principles quite strongly and in their first year of teaching
used them to critique observed literacy practices and school literacy directives. There
was sometimes a tension between their theoretical principles and schools’ literacy
practices. This was a tension that often began on practicums and continued into their
first year of teaching. Vicki recounted a practicum experience watching a phonicsbased literacy program: Jolly Phonics. Her response shows an understanding of the
broad competing theories in literacy teaching:
The Kinder class was doing Jolly Phonics ‘and I walked onto prac and
thought “oh no, that’s really bad”, having just done Language Ed 1’ I didn’t
really know what JP was, and you hear competing things so you try to be
rational and weigh it up. The kids did struggle. They knew all their sounds but
I’m not really sure they were using all that in their writing. That was when I
thought we’ve got to be more authentic about this, because she was using
words that I didn’t know what they meant to demonstrate the sounds. We’ve
got to be more authentic we’ve got to use their writing and teach the sounds
from books they can actually engage with and words they actually know and
use.
Of all the participants, only Vicki spoke up in staff meetings and to her
leadership in her first year with a position against established practice in the school.
She felt, however, that speaking out fell on deaf ears.
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To be honest, I know I can go to the Deputy and say, “I don’t think this is the
way we should be doing NAPLAN. I don’t think this is going to improve
results”. I said that this morning and I’m not fired but it does feel like I’m
being brave and I probably keep my mouth shut more often than I should,
especially during team meetings because I can’t be bothered with the fight
either, I can’t be bothered with the discussion, ‘cause you know nothing is
going to be changed anyway so you may as well do it.
However, my observations of Vicki’s impact at her school were different. Vicki was
well-respected by her Principal, who spoke glowingly of her when he chanced upon
me on my visits, and in other forums where we met. She had been selected by the
school to conduct several professional learning sessions in literacy for the school and
the school cluster and was appointed the school’s literacy coordinator in her first year
of teaching. Vicki’s experience shows that if beginning teachers have the courage of
their convictions they can make an immediate impact in a school. Nonetheless, as
Vicki herself intimates, it is a brave beginning teacher who can speak up in their first
year of teaching. Other participants were just as concerned about the direction their
schools were taking in literacy but had less success in making a contribution to
change in their first year. Yet, so much of the participants’ critique of the practices
around them was based on strong theoretical principles and was worthy of being
heard.
All the participants believed that literacy teaching should be purposeful and
connected to context, and they sometimes found this was missing in the teaching they
were asked to do. Christine was one of several concerned that the teaching occurring
in her team was not integrated and the students were not seeing the links between
learning. She observed, ‘Last term our integrated unit was Power to the People; it
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was all about the individual self and I don’t think we integrated narrative in that
whatsoever or we didn’t do it very well.’. Cate, Bea and Peter made these same
observations of the ‘dis-integrated’ units in schools. Integration was a strong
theoretical principle for them, and Peter explained its importance to his vision of
literacy teaching:
I think literacy is going to be — most of the time I’m hoping — the main focus
of the integrated unit. We’re going to have a big theme focused on some big
literacy goal at the end because then it makes — like we were talking about
before, making the artwork worthwhile — it makes the literacy worthwhile
and it makes a fun, enjoyable goal for the kids to get to.
Peter demonstrates considerable teacher knowledge built on a strong theoretical
position, but was unable to take his ‘know what’ and ‘know why’ knowledge into the
implementation phase until late in the year when he built more confidence with his
teaching partner and took the lead in developing a unit of work that reflected these
beliefs.
Decontextualised teaching concerned many of the participants. Christine was
concerned about the school’s approach to grammar that was removing grammar
instruction from context. Bea felt that isolating components of literacy, like phonics,
was building phonics knowledge but not comprehension. Vicki reflected upon the
literacy teaching practice that was introduced as preparation for NAPLAN testing in
the following year.
So they’ve interviewed children from previous NAPLAN tests and they’re
convinced that the major thing that they get stressed about is that it’s out of
context. So that’s why they’re pushing out of context testing, is because they
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think that’s what the kids struggle with. I just don’t think that doing it more
often is going to make them feel more comfortable about it.
Discussion
With reference to Figure d(ii), concepts of teacher knowledge of theory in
literacy teaching, the participants demonstrated good knowledge across all three
knowledge discourses but were often thwarted by school contexts that reduced their
opportunity to put ‘know how’ knowledge to work in the classroom. They knew what
theoretically coherent literacy teaching should look like, but school contexts often
mandated them to do a different kind of teaching. The participants showed a strong
theoretical knowledge that they were able to apply in their critique of their own
literacy teaching practice and that of others. However their ability to critically reflect
using established theory was seemingly of little consequence to the school. This
reflects findings of Ulvik and Langorgen (2012) who found that even mentoring
teachers who recognised the strengths and new knowledge that beginning teachers
brought to the classroom found that the schools made little or no use of these assets.
They observed that ‘although new teachers do have new initiatives to share, they are
not asked for their potential contributions’ (Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012, p. 50).
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Knowledge about Teaching
Figure&d(iii).!
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For this study I confined ‘knowledge about teaching’ to planning, curriculum and
assessment, because these were the areas that surfaced through the study. Each of
these is explored in more detail below.
Planning literacy teaching. In this study, the majority of the participants
were very slow to begin any kind of long-term — or short-term — planning. After
the first round of interviews and observations I recorded in my field notes,
‘I don’t think they have even begun to think about their pedagogical
responsibilities — they haven’t envisioned their literacy programs or begun to
think about what literacy outcomes they have in mind for their students. Early
days yet…maybe next visit. At the moment they are thinking about literacy in
adhoc or fragmented ways.’
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At the end of the first round of onsite interviews, Brian had been relaxed and
confident, and had not engaged in any planning for literacy. By the end of the first
term, Brian reflected a growing concern, shared by all of the participants, about his
lack of planning and the dissatisfaction that was causing. He told me he felt ‘like a
relief teacher, just filling in the days with stuff’. On my first visit in the next term,
Brian was sitting in front of an empty planner trying to imagine what he would do
next week — let alone for the whole term. This lack of planning continued all year. I
wrote in my reflective notes after observing another literacy lesson in the last term,
‘Brian feels to me like an accidental tourist in his classroom — the kids like
him; he has reasonable intentions but on not one of my visits has there been an
intentional literacy lesson. It’s always something he has just thought of.’
My observation of all the participants at the end of the first term was that they were
struggling to do considered, purposeful and directional teaching. I wrote the
following in my reflective notes:
‘Many are tired and not very happy. A few are tired and still energised. They
think it has to do with how much they have managed to get on top of
classroom management. But that’s not really it. The difference between the
two groups is more likely to do with how much they have managed to get on
top of planning — long term. The ones who have managed to plan long term
and produce lessons that build toward the long-term vision are achieving
success with the learners, and this is energising them.’
As they came to the realisation of why long-term planning was important, they
recounted to me that they really did not know how to plan in the long term, or even
what long-term planning looked like. Cate observed at the end of the first term,
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When it came to programming I didn’t even know how to program; I didn’t
even know how to write a program. How’s it supposed to be laid out? Do you
do it day-by-day, do you do a different program for different kids? What’s the
difference between a unit of work, lesson plans and a program?
By third term she was no clearer and admitted there was a lack of cohesion and
direction in her teaching,
In all honesty my program is crap; I’m not going to pretend that it’s anything
more than that. That’s what I think is the worst thing — that you don’t have
that thought projection for further on; you’re only going day-by-day and
you’re just getting through.
She reflected at the end of the year,
I think that’s what I felt like for this year and that’s why I haven’t been getting
any job satisfaction because I don’t feel like I’m going anywhere with them, I
don’t know the direction that I’m taking them and how can they be
enthusiastic about it when they don’t know…
Most participants came to the conclusion that planning was crucial to feeling success
in the classroom and doing the kind of teaching they envisaged. Tegan said,
The teaching I want to be doing is planned and properly programmed, and
when I’m chasing my tail it’s because I haven’t planned it fully, you know,
because if I’ve got my plan for the week or for the term even, that frees me up
to focus on the kids, because if I don’t have a plan all I can do is think about,
oh, what am I going to do next, and I don’t spend time thinking about the kids
and where they’re at.
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By Term 3 Peter was also convinced that being prepared and well-planned was the
key to successful teaching:
I can still see it’s a huge difference to when I put a lot of time and effort into
planning their lessons and when I do off-the-cuff…if I do it on the fly it doesn’t
usually work nearly as well as putting the effort in.
Matt was easily the most relaxed of all the teachers in the study, and this may have
been because he had no class of his own. As an internal relief teacher in the school he
had no long-term planning or assessment responsibilities and teachers had little
interest in what he did in their classrooms as long as he arrived on time to give them
their time off. As Matt said in one interview,
Being the release teacher, no-one’s explicitly said it but you get a sense that
you are there to give them a break, not to come with things for them to think
about, to say “This is what I want to do with your class and how is it going to
fit in with your program, how are we going to integrate it all?”. That’s just
creating another layer of complication.
I wondered in my reflective notes, whether Matt had actually had the preferable
induction into teaching, with reduced responsibilities. However, given that all the
other participants were struggling with long-term planning across all the curriculum
areas I also wondered whether this was just delaying the inevitable. As Matt himself
noted, he was not experiencing what a continuous program should or could look like:
Because I’m a release teacher it’s not the usual experience I suppose of being
a classroom teacher because I’m just in and out of classes all the time and I
really don’t know what I’m doing from one day to the next.
Their focus on the importance of long-term planning gives an indication that the
planning emphasis in their university preparation may have been too focused on
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single lesson plans. Bea suggested a focus on long-term planning at university would
have been beneficial.
Maybe just more time on, like, a whole year, sort of, scope and sequence of
what that’s meant to look like and how to plan, how it flows over the whole
year and how over the year you can build on it and things like that.
Assessment. An important part of teaching literacy is assessing literacy. All
the participants in this study struggled with assessment, despite knowing why it is
important. Christine observed, before she began teaching,
I’m still not feeling 100% confident in assessment but I’m thinking a few
people will probably say that as well. I did assess on internship, which was
great, but it was still only a really small amount of assessment.
Brian experienced the same, admitting at the beginning of the year, ‘I’m still a bit
worried about reporting and assessment and all that stuff’. Half-way through the
year, things were no clearer for most of them. As Christine said, ‘Last term I felt a
little bit lost and wasn’t sure what I was doing in the reports’. Ursula reflected, ‘I
don’t think Uni tells you enough about assessment really’. Macy observed that
assessment was not covered on any of her practicum experiences despite her express
desire to learn more about assessing literacy.
The literacy assessment isn’t really done on pracs; you don’t really do it.
They’re just kind of like “Go and do guided reading. You can do the guided
reading” and I was saying “Well I kind of want to know how to assess the
literacy”…
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Matt also agreed he had little knowledge of assessment and had not seen much
assessment on his practicums:
I don’t really know exactly how things are assessed in the system. On my
internship my mentor didn’t do or seem to do much assessment that I noticed.
I came up with my own little assessment rubric and she just looked at it and
said, “Yes that’s great”. Then I did that and I realised that it wasn’t that
great. It didn’t really help me or do anything.
Throughout the study Matt was concerned about assessment; he knew it was
important as an informant to teaching, saying, ‘I’m a bit perplexed by it in terms of
how to do it well and effectively both to get an accurate idea of where the student is at
and also to guide your own teaching of the student. I just find that a challenging
conundrum to deal with.’.
Meg felt neither university nor her school prepared her for the task of formal
assessment and reporting, but implied this would be difficult given that circumstances
change according to school context.
Coming up to report time — that’s a major consideration; we don’t really get
taught that at uni and what to say and examples of comments and what you
might need to include and it does differ from school to school — that’s a bit
daunting. There’s been a little bit of support but I can’t say a whole heap; I’m
kind of thrown in the deep end.
Many participants lacked confidence about communicating children’s
performance to parents using the education system’s A–E reporting. Rose was
worried about reporting from the beginning of the year, saying,
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I know it’s still a while away, but reporting. Like I don’t feel like I know —
obviously I feel like I know things about assessment, but actually leading all of
that into reporting. I feel a bit scared about that.
Tegan found it the most stressful part of the year, ‘I stressed, and stressed, and
stressed, and stressed about the wording, and every little finite bit’. Bea agreed, as is
evident in this conversation with me:
Like the little girl whose work I showed you…she’s still going to be a below
average, she’ll be a D but it doesn’t show her progress. The hardest thing is
then justifying it to parents, but I think it’s more the fact that there’s little kids
who have tried so hard and come such a long way and they’re going to get
this report that says they’re like below average. I don’t want to do that.
Curriculum. To varying degrees, the participants struggled in three ways
with the curriculum in their schools.
a. They were unfamiliar with the programs and strategies that constituted most
schools’ curricula. They had limited ‘what’ knowledge as well as ‘how’ to
implement the schools’ mandated programs.
b. They were not theoretically aligned with the mandated programs and
strategies. The school context impacted upon their capacity to enact their
teacher knowledge.
c. The schools’ curriculum was non-existent, fragmented or highly changeable.
Thus, the school context impacted upon their capacity to enact their teacher
knowledge.
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No participant in the study was offered a literacy curriculum from which to
plan literacy learning. In lieu of curricula, the schools offered a plethora of programs
and strategies. The Australian Curriculum for English (ACARA, 2012a)
implemented two years after the study will undoubtedly fill a vacuum for beginning
teachers. The reading curriculum in all the schools, except the preschool, consisted of
levelled reading schemes, commercial phonics programs and idiosyncratic versions of
the Guided Reading approach. Most versions of Guided Reading consisted of the
teacher taking one group for reading while three or four other groups worked on other
activities, most often not connected to reading or the reading books.
Christine’s school, which was low SES, was receiving federal National
Partnership funding to improve their low literacy learning outcomes. Through the
year, the Year 5 classes shifted from Guided Reading to Cooperative Reading to SRA
reading comprehension to no particular program, all whilst undergoing Professional
Learning in the system-mandated First Steps reading program. The SRA reading
program was a significantly different theoretical approach to the Cooperative Reading
program. Each was implemented for a term before being substituted with another
program. This lack of focus and commitment proved challenging for Christine and
ineffective for the students. She reflected sadly in the final term of the first year and
with reference to the students’ learning outcomes, ‘What we were doing with reading
obviously wasn’t working’.
Brian had no literacy curriculum at all in his school. After two weeks at
school Brian was not sure what he supposed to be doing, and neither were his
colleagues:
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I talked to [colleague] about it the other day and she said, “Hopefully you’ll
get a planning day and we’ll do the literacy but until then I think it’s just up to
you.” We chose a class novel to work on. I don’t know what work we’re
going to do out of that.
Ursula was also lost:
I feel like I need someone to hand me the scope and sequence for Term 1
Kindergarten with literacy. Like what do they need to know straight up before
anything else, you know what I mean?
Having no curriculum in place was challenging, but unfamiliarity with the
programs that constituted a curriculum was also difficult. Macy and Bea were both
asked to use Jolly Phonics, Jolly Grammar and Jolly Spelling — commercial
programs that they were unfamiliar with. All were asked to use Guided Reading,
which had been covered only briefly in their university preparation. Others were
asked to use THRASS and Bee Spelling, both of which they were unfamiliar with
from their university preparation.
Alongside their own confessions of inadequacy in their teaching, and my own
observations that their self-estimations were often close to the mark, I asked them to
rate their general teaching and their literacy teaching in two anonymous online
surveys. The results confirmed the data from the interviews and observations. As the
charts in Figure e and Figure f indicate, the participants felt less sure about their
literacy teaching than their general teaching.
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Figure e. Term 1 survey question. How do you feel about your teaching?

Figure f. Term 4 survey question. How do you feel about your teaching?
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These results were interrogated further with follow up questions which asked them to
indicate where their most successful lessons had come from, and where their least
successful lessons had come from (see Figures g and h). The data revealed that good
lessons came from many sources, but ineffective lessons came overwhelmingly from
their school contexts. Significantly, their university preparation, whilst not figuring
greatly in providing good models of teaching in spelling and handwriting, did not give
the participants examples of ineffective literacy-teaching practice.

Figure g. Sources of successful literacy teaching practice
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Figure h. Sources of unsuccessful literacy teaching practice

In both the Term 1 and Term 4 surveys I asked the participants to explain how
they felt about their literacy teaching in different areas (see Figures i and j). Their
confidence in aspects of their literacy teaching declined as the year progressed.
Notably, one or two respondents felt they had perfected some aspects of their literacy
teaching at the beginning of the year, but by the end of the year none felt they had
mastered any aspect of their program. Spelling was by far the most concerning. The
previous charts indicate that their university had not prepared them for teaching
spelling, and their schools had not provided them with effective models. These charts
confirm that all the participants finished the year still very unsure how to teach
spelling.

!

237!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
Figure i. Term 1

!

238!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
Figure j. Term 4

Discussion
In concert, the data from all sources revealed the participants had considerable
knowledge gaps in both the planning and the assessment required for literacy
teaching, a gap noted in other studies (Helfrich & Bean, 2011). In particular they
found the school-based curriculum in place in the ACT challenging, because they
were not familiar with the range of programs they encountered. With reference to the
conceptual diagram (Figure d(i)), the participants lacked both ‘know what’ and ‘know
how’ knowledge of long-term planning, assessment and school literacy programs.
They knew why long-term planning was important, but they recounted to me that they
really did not know how to plan in the long term, or even what long-term planning
looked like and this was obvious from looking at their workplans. Although the
participants knew why assessment and reporting was important, they had a limited
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knowledge of what assessment tools existed and how to implement them — a
phenomenon noted in other studies (Helfrich & Bean, 2011; Spear-Swerling &
Cheesman, 2012).
Some of the participants in the study were concerned they had not been
adequately prepared in their teacher education because they were unfamiliar with
some of the programs and testing regimes, reflecting findings in some other studies
into beginning teachers (Flint et al., 2010; Spear-Swerling & Cheesman, 2012). Some
of this could be addressed in university preparation, but school context plays a
significant role in building this teacher knowledge across all three circles in Figure d,
particularly in the ACT where schools have a deal of autonomy over which literacy
programs they implement. It seemed both university preparation and the schools were
insufficient in building these ways of knowing about teaching. This is a significant
gap, with implications both for learning outcomes and also for teacher self-efficacy
and job satisfaction.
Knowledge!about!Learners!!
Figure&d(iv).!
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Teachers need to know their learners in order to plan literacy lessons, and
‘Know students and how they learn’ is the first standard in the Australian Teacher
Standards (AITSL, 2012a). Literacy learning needs differ according to the learners’
cognitive development as well as their environmental context (for example, whether
they speak an additional language).
The earlier discussion of the participants’ motivations for entering teaching
indicates that they were already committed to the idea that teaching is about building
relationships with learners. They all indicated they wanted relationships with the
children they taught, and this was important to them. This is a desire shared by many
beginning teachers and remains at the core of why they entered teaching (Hagger et
al., 2011). Brian specifically mentioned how important this was to him, and how he
had admired the Deputy Principal at a school where he had done practicum: ‘he
knows everything about every kid’. Peter explained his feelings about the importance
of knowing the learner,
You want to know who that little individual is — that’s the most important
thing that you’ve got to do. The next thing is trying to see where they’re at,
see their strengths and weaknesses.
However despite ‘knowing why’ it is important to know learners in order to meet
their individual needs, it eventuated that none of the participants were prepared for the
diversity of children in their class. They had not understood the many different types
of learners in their classrooms, and had very few skills to know how to meet their
needs. Vicki reflected on her university preparation, ‘On paper I do think I need to
learn how to respond to individual needs. I just don’t think the course taught me how
to do it.’. The data revealed gaps in meeting learner needs in these areas:
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•

the year level they were teaching,

•

the possible range of abilities in the year they were teaching,

•

linguistic diversity,

•

cognitive diversity.
The year level. Knowing what the year level was capable of doing was

challenging for all the participants who felt it took them at least a term to understand
what their learners were able to do. Hayley summarised the feelings of most
participants:
Working out what the students are actually capable of and especially at the
beginning of the year — I think at the beginning I thought they would be able
to do a lot more than they could and things like they took a lot longer than I
thought they would.
In particular the participants who were primary trained and found themselves teaching
Kindergarten felt very unprepared, despite the fact that their degree qualifies them to
teach from Kindergarten to Year 6. Ursula reflected on her university preparation:
‘Very rarely I’ve found did anyone in any classes really talk about the little ones,
everything was the middle of the range or higher.’. Tegan also struggled with her
class, a preschool group with moderate developmental delays — a group she had
received no preparation for in her degree. She felt she at least could imagine what
literacy would look like in a Kindergarten class, but preschool was beyond her
knowledge base. Preschools are now part of the primary school in the ACT so it is
possible that primary trained teachers will find themselves employed in preschools.
All the participants, whether they had enjoyed their grade or not, wanted to
teach the same grade in the second year of teaching because they felt they now knew
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what could be expected of the year level. Matt and Rose were both in unique
positions where they could repeat their lessons to different groups, and both agreed
they benefited from this. Rose taught two Year 5 classes the same content, split
evenly over a week. Matt repeated a mathematics lesson to three groups each week.
He said,
There are three classes in that day and the third class definitely… I don’t
know whether to feel good or bad about it so I try not to feel anything about it
apart from the fact that that third class always gets the winning lesson. !I am
really fortunate in that sense; a lot of teachers don’t get to try it again– it’s
the next year they get to try it again and they’ve forgotten by then…
They were all keen to teach the same grade the following year, as they felt it would
reduce the number of variables they have to deal with and allows them to focus on
teaching. Frieda’s comments are reflective of the feelings of most:
I think in a way it’d be good be in Kindergarten again, so that I can
consolidate, use some ideas, and that kind of thing, and I’ve made lots of
things and... and that would be one less change, as well. I’d know what to
expect a bit more.
Many had made direct requests to remain on the same class, as Hayley reported:
I asked to stay on the same, more so that I have some continuity and don’t
have to start from scratch all over again. If I know who my kids are straight
away, I know exactly what to plan for right from the beginning instead of
having to work that out. Next year obviously kids might surprise you; they
might be higher or lower than you did expect but at least you had an
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expectation whereas this year, at the beginning of the year, you had nothing —
you had no idea where any of them would be, what any of them would be
like…
The range. The participants in this study did not know how to teach the wide
range of learners, including the more able learners. Peter said at the very beginning of
the year,
I’m nervous of letting kids through the cracks and just losing a few kids. I
think it’s also hard – not that kids fall through the cracks – but sometimes you
can forget the kids at the higher end, you’re not challenging them enough. I
think it’s really hard having a good balance between that.
It was a common concern. As Brian said, ‘I know the kids that are struggling and
generally where they’re struggling but I don’t really have a plan and how it all should
look.’ Matt shared his concerns, particularly as differentiation of tasks was a focus in
his school:
They really like differentiation here; it’s their thing – and I don’t know how
I’m going to do it. All the different things, all the different activities – how am
I going to manage it?
Rose explained how she felt challenged buy the wide range of abilities in her class:
And so it’s kind of like I want to bring them up but still extend the others and
‘cause it’s such a big gap, I want to do that well but I’m not quite sure I know
how to really give them attention and still extend the others.
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Most participants found both ends of the achievement spectrum challenging. The
high achievers were often forgotten. Christine said, ‘I’m able to monitor the progress
of the kids that are under 30 [reading benchmark] but how can I extend and further
monitor the progress and stuff for kids that are over 30?’. Hayley also found
extension was challenging, ‘I’m struggling a bit. I think I’m focusing more on those
children that need the extra help than the ones that I should be challenging to go
further.’. Cate was shocked from the beginning at the diversity of the learners and in
Term 1 was already capitulating her responsibility to teach them
I didn’t quite realize that I’d have kids from level one reading to 30 and above
in Year 4. I was a bit shocked and overwhelmed by that but I can see now
after four weeks why kids get to the stage where they are, because they get to
Year 4 and they can’t read… you can just see why. The teachers are so…
they’ve got so many kids to work with and there’s not enough support.
Half-way through the year she confirmed she was floundering with these children:
I’ve got this group of kids who are so far behind… I’m just not experienced
enough to be able to cater… I feel like I’m not giving all the kids what they
need because I’ve got so many different people to cater for that I just can’t
teach them what they need to know.
My own observations of the participants’ classroom teaching, and the work their
children produced, indicated that as the year went on they each became more resigned
to the fact they were not coping with all the learner needs in their classes. Matt
decided that it was an impossible task:

!

245!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
You see it when you’re in a class and you have one teacher with 25 students
and they’re all needing, they’ve all got high needs — they’re kids. If you have
three or four really high needs kids in that class I don’t think you can possibly
really get to all of their needs effectively; you might have a win with one or
two but you’re not going to satisfy everyone’s needs all of the time — not with
that kind of ratio.
Even as he said this he appeared to realise the unsatisfactory nature of his observation,
but was resigned to it nonetheless.
Maybe people just get used to the idea that there are so many deficits amongst
all the children, they just get used to that and live with it. Which is a bit sad
isn’t it? But what are you going to do? What are you going to do?
For many, inadequate processes in the school for sharing information about
learners further stymied their knowledge about their learners. Vicki recounted, ‘I had
no idea [about student levels] and I got nothing from last year. I didn’t have any
reports or anything from last year’. Brian said there had been a handover day in his
first week but it had not been very satisfactory:
We did go through one day during the planning week where we went through
all the kids and highlighted any red flags. That was all of Year 6 and to be
honest I had a really hard time taking all of that in.
Often they were introduced to their challenging children with labels. Vicki
was told D was a role-play writer and that H was a bolter; that is, he was inclined to
run away from school. The labels did not deepen Vicki’s knowledge of the needs of
these individuals, nor help her develop strategies to respond to those needs.
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Meanwhile, Peter doubted the veracity of the information he had been provided on his
class:
We started off with the reading levels from last year at the start of the term but
I found they might be able to get whatever level in the benchmark but they
were not reading fluently or they might not be understanding what they do
read.
Cognitive diversity. The participants showed very little knowledge of
cognitive challenges, despite the fact they are common in mainstream classes
(MacBlain & Purdy, 2011). Rose reported her discomfort when parents came to talk
to her and ask whether their daughter had dyslexia,
I don’t really know what the signifiers of dyslexia are other than that they skip
their letters around, and I don’t even know if that’s true because that’s just
what I’ve heard on the wind, kind of thing. And it just kind of worried me that
they were seeing me as the professional who would know and actually I had
no clue,…
Macy had at least two children in her class with some cognitive difficulties with
language learning, but her teaching style was completely unsuited to these learners
despite the fact that she was desperate to make a difference to them. In Term 4 I
reflected,
‘Macy works on fast forward — she speaks and moves quickly, probably too
quickly for the strugglers in her class who need patience and the pause button,
and lots of replays in slow motion.’
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Tegan had two special needs preschool classes. She had done an inclusive education
major at university; nonetheless this diversity was challenging to Tegan who was
almost immediately surprised by the learning capacity of her children.
I think I’m quite amazed at their level of thinking, because if you slow
everything down, and show them your expectations, they can get things, and
that’s something that I was really surprised by which has made me think that
maybe I can do a lot more than I thought I could.
As the year continued, Tegan’s teaching context, which was free from curriculum
constraints, allowed her to really learn who her students were and build programs for
them. Talking about one little boy who was having violent episodes she said,
I just watched him for days on end and watched what he did in certain
situations, so I watched him in the routine and structured parts of the day and
what happened when we asked him to do predictable things, and then I would
throw in a little bit of an unpredictable thing to see what would happen. That
was the hard bit was figuring out what does this little fellow need to help him
have success and be focused throughout the day without having any let downs
Thinking about why it had taken her until the end of the year to begin this very
considered assessment of children’s learning needs she said, ‘I knew I had to do it,
from studying at uni, I knew that’s what you have to do, but until you actually try to
do it, I don’t think it’s easy’.
Tegan’s special circumstances meant she learned very quickly to develop ‘know
what’ and ‘know how’ knowledge. For most of the others this knowledge was still
missing at the end of the first year of teaching and meant they were not correctly
identifying the needs of learners, and planning and teaching accordingly. I observed
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Hayley teach a literacy lesson early in Term 2 where there were eight children who
were unable to complete the task, four of whom who were children who were learning
English as a Second Language. In the follow up interview I asked her why she felt
these children had not completed the writing task and her response indicated she
equated lack of engagement with environmental causes (he is having a bad day, he is
away a lot, she has confidence issues) and did not consider language challenges the
children may be having, or that she needed to change the activity or the manner in
which she taught the activity.
Linguistic diversity. Bea flagged from the beginning of the study that she
was worried about how to deal with the diversity in her classroom, in particular the
English Additional Language/Dialect (EAL/D) children.
I have a little girl who speaks another language at home — she’s Muslim, I
looked on the form but it doesn’t actually say [what language she speaks] She
keeps giving me words in her language which is fantastic but I don’t know
how to write them and I don’t know what they mean.
At the end of Term 1 she was no clearer and showed some misunderstandings of the
different needs of different diverse groups, ‘I’m assuming catering to him [new ESL
learner] will be quite similar to the way that I need to help Beau and Tim and Grace,
my really low writers’.
Hayley had 50% EAL/D learners in her classroom, and had a sense they
needed explicit teaching about English language but not much knowledge of what
would be challenging for them or how to teach those challenges. In one of her lessons
I observed her teaching strings of adjectives as a way of describing nouns. However
she was relying on a native speaker’s ability to hear what sounds right, an intuitive
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sense the EAL/D learner does not have. One EAL/D child in her class volunteered
‘brown, big, little monkey’. Hayley corrected the semantic confusion in this
utterance, pointing out the contradiction of big and little. However, she did not
comment on the syntactic contradiction of brown, big monkey rather than big, brown
monkey and did not explain the preferential order of adjectives in English. When I
asked her later in the interview about this, she admitted she had no idea that there was
a preferential order for adjectives and was relying on what sounds right.
Throughout the study participants were given very little opportunity to develop
their knowledge of how to work with their diverse learners, because often the
‘experts’ removed the children from the class to work with them. Opportunities to
have teaching modelled for them were missed. Vicki said, ‘She [reading intervention
teacher] reads with them in the mornings, I think. Apart from that I don’t know and
haven’t really investigated’. Rose talked about the EAL/D children who are taken
from her class by the EAL/D teacher:
He takes them out of class and I don’t know what he does with them, and I’ve
tried to talk with him about can we please be on the same page, what are you
doing with them? … I’d like to talk to you about what we’re doing in class,
but he kind of just, says, we’ll talk about it tomorrow, I’ve got something to do
now, and whatever, it never really happens.
Parson et al (2010, p. 232) suggest that when teachers are removed from the decision
making about their learners, ‘their ability to adapt their instructions to best meet the
students’ needs is removed’.
Behaviour management. Of all the participants, only two claimed their
teaching was affected by student misbehaviour. Matt was the release teacher and
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found it difficult to manage all the children in all the classes; he felt he was ‘a free
kick’ for the students. This was a source of frustration for him through the year. He
said, after Term 2,
The frustration being the release teacher is that you get all of the difficult
children — in my role anyway because I have every class bar one — I have
each difficult kid from each class.
Importantly this frustration was closely linked to his self-efficacy as a teacher and
being the teacher he wanted to be.
It’s hard to develop a worthwhile strategy that really gets anywhere. You end
up developing strategies which get you through it so that you can get what you
need done with the class but you know that you’re not really helping that
student; that doesn’t leave you feeling like you’ve done the best job that you
wanted to do — you feel a bit unfulfilled in that respect. !
Cate had the most difficult year of all and for the first half of the year she laid
the blame for her difficulties at the feet of her children. She became hostile toward
them. Her struggles to teach them and feel satisfaction and success from that teaching
impacted greatly upon her. She felt her class was uncontrollable, but in my notes I
wrote that her class was ‘pretty par for the course’. Cate reflected on her first term of
teaching,
I don’t even actually know if I was thinking about their learning. It sounds
awful but I was thinking more about “How the hell am I going to get through
this”.
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In the second half of the year she reflected on how dysfunctional the relationship had
been in the first half of the year:
I think I’m more open to them now; before I was like “Oh”… I honestly felt
more attached to my kids in three weeks when I was with my internship kids
than I did to my class now.
It was not until the end of the year that Cate reflected back and identified her own
lack of planning and ineffective teaching as the reason why her year had been so
tough. She had come to realise what Hagger et al. (2011, p. 399) had noted in their
observations of 17 beginning teachers in secondary schools in the UK: ‘The NQTs
were increasingly aware that indiscipline could stem as much from poor organisation,
or poorly structured lessons, as from ineffective sanctions’.
Discussion
The participants knew why it was important to meet the needs of individual
learners and felt it was important to have good relationships with them. However,
they did not know much about the different kinds of learners in their classrooms and
their needs, and this lack of ‘what’ knowledge was contributing to their lack of ‘how’
knowledge as they all struggled to meet the needs of diverse learners in some way.!!
They were similar to the beginning teachers in the Hagger et al. (2011) study:
‘While all the [beginning teachers] valued the opportunities there would be to
get to know ‘their’ students well, it was not until they took full responsibility
for classes that they began to realise just how much there was to know’
(Haggarty et al., 2011, p. 396).
This inability to understand the needs of the children compromises their
capacity to meet those needs (Williams & Baumann, 2008). In particular, the
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participants in this study struggled to meet the needs of children who spoke English as
an Additional Language. Helfrich and Bean (2011) note that classrooms are today
more likely to be filled with children with English as an Additional Language or
Dialect. This cohort of learners is over-represented in the under-performing cohort of
learners as measured in national literacy teaching, noted in the US (de Jong & Harper,
2005) and the UK (Demie, 2012), as well as Australia (Thomson, et al., 2010).
Whilst their numbers grow in mainstream classrooms their literacy outcomes remain
poor. These findings suggest significant changes need to be made to their university
teacher preparation to build knowledge in this area, as well as to their continued
professional learning when they enter the classroom.
Knowledge about Context
Figure&d(v).!
!

KNOW!WHAT!
Schools!operate!in!
different!ways!

KNOW!WHY!
it!is!signiTicant!
that!schools!are!
different!

KNOW!HOW!
to!operate!in!
different!school!
contexts!
!

Five participants were appointed to schools they were familiar with and they
initially felt this might be advantageous to them and their employers. They felt they
knew their school context and the community they were to be working in. As Macy
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said at the beginning of the study, ‘I’m actually quite lucky because I know the
teachers, I know the principal, I have a relationship with the teachers already that I’ll
be able to ask for advice’. This advantage proved to be superficial and short-lived.
The physical familiarity of the workplace was appreciated, but all the participants
achieved this level of comfort within only a couple of weeks of starting at the school,
regardless of their previous encounters with the school. Significantly, all the
participants, whether they had done practicums at the school or not, were equally
ignorant of the school politics they were to soon encounter, as well as school
operations, workload responsibilities and school curriculum. They appeared to have
no ‘know why’, ‘how’ or ‘what’ knowledge about how schools operate. This was a
knowledge domain with glaring knowledge gaps.
School politics. Schools are political spaces. Many pre-service teachers are
moving into formal workspaces for the first time and this can exacerbate the
challenges of settling in. The participants in this study found it difficult to understand
the politics of their schools. For some of the participants the politics of the school
were surprising and disappointing. Christine said after one staff meeting she was so
angered by the politics that she had gone on a 3 kilometre run. Ursula felt silenced,
and anxious, as the members of her team fought about which approach they would
take to literacy.
Like there was a bit of an argument whether we were doing letter of the week
or not ‘cause one, Karen’s very for letter of the week, Alice’s very against
letter of the week, I sat back and let them do it….big breath getting really
scared there’s going to be a brawl in here at the minute and so I do, I go home
and I’m like God let me out

!

254!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
For Bea the politics of the school proved very difficult to deal with. She
recounted the efforts of a new Principal trying to break up ‘power’ teams and there
were a ‘lot of people crying’ as a result. Vicki reflected at the end of the year on the
impact that leaders have on the vision and operation of a school, something she had
not realised earlier: ‘interesting reflection, for me, is that an Executive has quite a
profound effect’. In her own Year 1 team Bea was shocked to see competition
between the teachers as to who had the most A students,
There are problems within our Year One team because we only gave one A in
literacy and that was [child] because he’s very gifted and [other teacher] is
now quite cranky ‘cause she thinks that several of hers should…
She felt that the teachers were ‘cheating’ to achieve higher grades for the children in
their classes.
I was a bit worried because I didn’t think they were improving at reading as
much as the other two Year One classes but I think they’re being pushed
through running records and I’m not letting them go through until there’s
fluency and full comprehension and stuff like that.
This continued all the way into the second year,
The lady who’s been on Year One for a long time is almost starting to make
things a competition and in our team meetings with the Literacy Coordinator,
will quite often, sort of, make little comments about the way I’ve done an
activity, to make hers look better.
This competition between teachers in the school, which appears to be related
to performance agendas, is in direct contrast to the research which suggests that
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collaboration is a keystone of effective school environments (Pogodzinski, 2012).
Bea was approximately 20 years younger than all the other staff members in her
school, and her experiences reflected a phenomenon encountered by Kardos et al.
(2001) in their study, where they noted that ‘veteran’ teachers were far less likely to
share information and resources with their younger colleagues.
School operations. For all the participants the first year began with the shock
of the new. Meg summarised,
Everything is new. I’ve never taught full-time and so just getting into that and
trying to get all the kids into a routine, especially in Kindergarten. At the start
of the year I got to my classroom and I thought, “How do I even set it up?
How do I arrange it and where do I put things and what do I need to do and
what resources do I need to make?”.
Ursula agreed:
Nobody’s been there at the beginning of the year, so every one’s thinking oh
God, what do you do when the room isn’t already set up and the kids haven’t
already got their table groups and the rosters aren’t already up on the wall.
Cate observed that even knowing what books the children would use for their class
work was something she had not even considered before, ‘You don’t think about stuff
like that. Which books I would do what in; I just sort of assumed it would all happen
but it’s actually something you have to think about’. As Macy said, ‘I’ve never had
a first day at school. I’ve always come eight weeks in; they’ve learnt to sit, they’ve
learnt to do this, they know their programs’. Bea, who was in the school in which
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she had done her internship, said the familiarity with the school and staff did not
mean she was any more prepared for the beginning of the year,
Just the organisation and like when I walked in to my internship Year one
class they were already in their routine and had the independence but these
guys are still Kindys and the time it takes to set them up for doing a spelling
sheet or for guided reading…
Even the apparently obvious was not obvious to these beginning teachers. Macy
reflected on the first week, ‘I would have no idea how to bring the kids in, I didn’t
even know — that was my first day there — I didn’t even know that they had to line up
after.’. Vicki recalled ‘For the first few days I literally was walking around going
“Where am I? What do I do?”’. !
The result of all of this was both physical and mental exhaustion. I noted after my
first visit that Meg was arriving at school at 8 am and leaving at 7 pm in her first
weeks, and these long hours were typical for all of them. !
An important part of knowing the school context is working with the school
community. Participants were concerned about how to communicate with parents.
Only Matt was a parent himself, and his child was new born rather than school-aged,
and a perceived lack of authority added to their anxiety. Meg said at the beginning of
the year, ‘The parents scare me way more than anything else I think. I just have to
think, “I’ve been trained for four years. I must have some idea what I’m talking
about”’. Frieda, a Kindergarten teacher, was also worried about parents at the
beginning of the year:
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I was really worried about parents, especially on the first day because I
thought, “There’s going to be all these parents watching me and I haven’t
taught for a while,” and all of that.
As the parent/teacher interviews loomed early in the beginning teachers’ first term of
teaching, their anxiety grew. Hayley said,
I think I’m probably more nervous about the parent/teacher interviews. I
think actually talking to somebody is going to be a lot more difficult and your
phrasing when you’re talking about especially their difficulties is going to be
difficult I think. Because you need to say it in a positive way while still making
sure they understand that it is an issue.
Tegan had the extra dimension of dealing with preschool parents who were
undergoing their own challenges coming to terms with their children’s learning
difficulties. She reflected, ‘Some of them seem to be thinking that now they’re coming
to this intervention centre, and it’s school, and that kind of thing, then waiting for a
miracle’.
Another surprise to the participants was the additional requirements of
teaching, beyond the day-to-day teaching. They started the year with a hint there may
be more to teaching than teaching children, and that they may be tired. Vicki said in
her first interview,
My goal for this year is to survive, to get to the end of the year and still enjoy
it. It is really easy to burn yourself out in the first year trying to conquer the
world. I’ve got to try not to conquer the world.
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Macy appeared similarly aware that the first year would be difficult. ‘I don’t think I’ll
pace myself well. I think I’ll give my all and I’ll just be knackered. I think I’ll just be
so tired because I’ll just give my all to these kids.’ Frieda, on the other hand, was
certain she had been well prepared for the year ahead because her mentor had shared
this with her during her internship.
I had a teacher who really brought me to reality in a lot of ways. She was sort
of a bit older and she was mentoring two of the younger first year out teachers
and just seeing her workload in comparison to theirs because she was helping
them to, all the extra stuff, the excursion notes and just all those little things
that you have to do. It was really good to see that so I feel a little bit prepared
for the amount of work but at the same time I’m not as stressed as maybe
people have told me I should be.
Cate was sure she was going to be exhausted, saying ‘I have no hesitation about that;
I’m pretty certain it will be pretty full-on’, but she was also confident that her
administrative training would help her cope, with her ability to organise and
prioritise.
Through that full administrative background and having that level of
responsibility and things like that helped me a lot with my confidence and my
ability to manage myself at uni — my time and keep on top of things and
forward plan and things like that.
So it appeared participants knew the first year would be busy and that there
are many demands on a teacher. In practice, they did not realise where that busyness
would come from or how it would feel. Although they had obviously been warned
that the first year is a tough year, it turned out to be harder than they thought it would
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be. Cate’s confidence from just four weeks earlier had disappeared, as she explained
in her second interview after four weeks on the job.
I think it’s just such a massive learning curve; it’s just so massive – I can’t
believe how massive it is. I thought that I was feeling prepared and ready and
I got out here and it was like “Smack; get back down – down, down”…
Frieda, who had been so sure her mentor on practicum had given her realistic
insights into the workload of the teacher still was shocked and close to leaving half
way through the year. For many the shock of new in the first term had converted to
physical and mental exhaustion, which peaked later in the year. As Ursula noted,
none of them had ever been in a classroom for more than 8 weeks on their previous
practicums.
But I think just not I suppose having worked full time in this capacity before
where it’s always people at you all the time, I found that quite draining, and I
think because previously eight weeks was the longest I had ever taught.
Ursula found the out-of-school commitments wearing: ‘There’s so many outside of
school hour commitments, that you’ve got to at times say that’s it, walk away. Like
info evening, or trivia quiz night.’. She said, ‘Sometimes that list just grows, and
grows, and grows throughout the day, and you’re not going to get it finished. And I
used to stay here until the list was done, six, six-thirty.’ As the year wore on Ursula
began to reassess her priorities:
At times I think we make it harder for ourselves, like when... a simple example,
what was I going to laminate the other day, and I was like it doesn’t even need
to be laminated – what am I doing? Stop! Walk away. You’re nuts.
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Matt, who was not a classroom teacher, was relieved of many of these additional
responsibilities and this meant he was more relaxed in his first year, and more on top
of his life–workload balance. He watched the teachers in his school and observed,
I think that for a normal classroom teacher, they have a lot more planning and
assessment pressure on them just generally, communicating with parents and
organising all the little daily routines that they have to for all of the kids. I
don’t really have that sort of involvement of keeping track of so many details
of the kids and that sort of thing.
Their very clear lack of realistic knowledge about school operations, and the
consequent effect upon them was reiterated in the anonymous survey where many
commented on school operations in response to the question: What they didn’t tell me
about teaching?
‘About all of the other "things" that need to be done! i.e. the information
overload!’
‘That there isn't enough time in the day to get everything done.’
‘Just how hard it is to find the time to fit everything into a reasonable amount of
working hours.’
They were tired from the busyness of the days, but they were mentally exhausted
from the sheer responsibility of the job. Macy explained it like this: ‘The struggle is
to do the best I can every day’. Tegan concurred. Her work with developmentally
delayed preschoolers was closely tied to hopes and expectations of the parents, with
whom she had daily contact. She said in one interview,
Well last week, the responsibility just killed me, and I was so tired from it,
mentally responsible for the kids’ safety and welfare, for their social
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development, and their ability to play with other kids, and interact
appropriately. And also the parent side of things, in being responsible for
telling the parents how their kids are going, and keeping their kids safe, and
them feeling safe enough to leave their kids with me.
Discussion
School context shapes the experience of beginning teachers (Gu & Day, 2011;
Haggarty et al., 2011). Haggar’s et al. (2011) study of 17 beginning teachers over
three years found the teachers mentioned contextual knowledge as much as teaching
knowledge as requisite for success in the first year of teaching. The ways in which a
school responds to the needs of its learners and staff, in the face of the demands of its
community and system differs from school to school. The beginning teachers’
knowledge of how this interplay works is an important part of a broader repertoire of
professional knowledge (Flores, 2001). Like the beginning teachers in other studies
(e.g. Haggar et al., 2011) the participants in this study seemed well aware that the first
year of teaching is difficult, but it turned out to be even more difficult than they were
expecting. They had very little ‘organisational literacy’ (Kusmic, 1994), and were
surprised by the ways schools operate. These knowledge gaps are challenging to fill
because they are so connected to school context. Frieda hints at the challenge of
giving this operational ‘what’ knowledge to teachers: ‘Even if people explain it to
you, you don’t really know what‘s going to happen until you’re there’. As Christine
noted,
None of us knew what to do at the beginning of the first year…it has been
touched at uni but we were so focused on “Oh we’ve got to get all this uni
stuff done” that we didn’t really prioritise that thinking. It’s not that uni
hasn’t tried to help us think about those types of things…
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As stated earlier, all of the participants indicated that they would prefer to stay
in the same school on the same grade the next year – even those who were not happy
in their school or with their grade. They felt the familiarity with the school operations
and the knowledge of the curriculum expectations of the grade level would be
advantageous. The participants had begun the year with almost no knowledge of how
schools work. They did not know the operations of schools, nor had they considered
how school context might impact upon them, nor how to work within those contexts.
This was a large knowledge gap. Given that this kind of knowledge is very
contextual it is difficult to imagine what preparation would have built their capacities,
but at the very least it would seem their general ‘what’ and ‘why’ knowledge could
have been built more effectively in their teacher preparation and the local ‘what’ and
‘how’ knowledge could have been dealt with more effectively in their induction.
A lack of curriculum and school operational knowledge meant many of the
participants struggled each evening to prepare for the day ahead, ‘instead of
developing a coherent plan to address long term objectives’ (Kauffman, Johnson,
Kardos, Liu & Heather, 2002, p. 279). On Fuller and Unwin’s continuum of schools
according to the learning opportunities they provide, the schools in the study were
low down on the continuum at the restrictive end, rather than the expansive end
(Fuller & Unwin, 2004). This restricted learning environment may be because of the
broader political environment that schools sit within, as discussed below.
Knowledge about Sociocultural Politics
Figure&d(vi).!
!
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Teaching literacy is always politically fraught. Everyone is concerned about
literacy standards, and business, media and politicians are certain those standards are
dropping. The data in this study clearly indicated this broad sociopolitical context
was having detrimental impacts upon the teaching of literacy, and the first-year
experience of beginning teachers — a situation which is increasingly being observed
in anecdotal reports (Reid, 2010). This was true of all schools and participants in this
study, regardless of how the school was ranked in the national testing. Bea was in a
school that had performed highly; yet being the best was causing angst amongst the
staff.
We get phone calls every day from other schools all over Australia saying
“What are you doing?” “What are you doing right?” and the Principal’s,
like, “That’s not, you know, something you can really answer”. We’ve had
parents ringing from W.A.: “If I move here will you enrol my child?”.
Her school is worried that the only place to go is down. Bea says:
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We won’t maintain it. Our demographic has changed a lot. Like, we’re
getting a lot of... lower socio-economic and behaviour issues are starting to
come in, sort of, in the bottom couple of Grades and they haven’t had that
really before.
This pressure on the School Exec to perform in NAPLAN impacts on the entire
school, as she reports. ‘There’s so much pressure on the Exec; they’re putting
pressure on teachers. They’re trying to get extra work done and they’re actually
making the whole situation worse.’
At the other end of the national achievement scale was Cate’s medium SES
school that had performed well below national standards for similar schools. It was
one of the ACT’s worst performing schools and she recounted panic amongst the
executive and staff as they scrambled to implement changes to effect quick results.
The execs were stressed out more so than we were. There’s lots of other stuff
going on at school too. They are implementing heaps of new policies and
procedures and trying to get spoken sequences happening and integrated
curriculum, scope and sequence — it’s just a mad scramble.
Hayley had also been told in her first meeting with her school that the school had not
done well on NAPLAN and that improving results was paramount. It continued to be
the focus of staff meetings through the year and the tone of the discussion sometimes
surprised Hayley.
It is very NAPLAN-driven so it’s been interesting…I’ve been surprised at
some of the things said in meetings — what they’ve been saying. It feels a little
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bit surreal sometimes. You think, “Mm, are we here educating the whole
child?”.
Peter’s school was feeling the pressure of NAPLAN and he felt they were responding
inappropriately to the pressure.
One of our executives goes “Okay, NAPLAN’s coming up in a week or two so
you should really start focusing on NAPLAN and teaching them things about
NAPLAN” and it’s like “Mm, we’ve been doing that all year”. It’s silly that
they’re assuming a week or two before it we’ll just cram stuff in…
Vicki reported that she had responded to an Executive’s question ‘What are you doing
to prepare the children for NAPLAN, her reply was “teaching them”’.
Another federal accountability measure that had been imposed upon schools in
recent years was A–E reporting. State education funding is dependent upon all
schools implementing A–E reporting. However the directive is the source of much
angst in schools, most considerably over a lack of any definition of what constitutes
an A, B, C, D, and E and no moderation across schools. In fact, moderating the A to
E within schools was a political rather than educational exercise which the
participants were unaware of prior to employment and shocked by once they learned
of it. At Bea’s school, staff were playing with the internal moderation of work in
order to have more impressive A to E spreads, which Bea felt badly about and felt
was ‘pushing children through reading levels without checking for comprehension’.
Cate felt she was left with the consequences of the previous year’s teacher’s
distribution of inaccurate A to E grades.
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I’ve already had quite a few parents coming in because a lot of my kids were
marked a lot differently than what I marked them. Some of them were given
B’s last year and I gave them below expected so it’s caused a bit of a stir-up.
Discussion
Teachers today have large sociopolitical concerns impacting upon their
literacy teaching (Goodson, 2007). The sociopolitics around literacy at this time is
not just a backdrop to the teaching in this study; it is the producer and the director of
how literacy is delivered. This is a phenomenon also being observed in other Western
education systems (Goodson, 2007; Mills, 2011). In Australia, the neo liberal
education agenda requires improvement to be measured through ‘countable’ means.
This occurs through national standardised testing (NAPLAN) in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9,
publicly reported through ‘My School’ website. Funding is attached to improvements
made on those tests.
The participants had limited knowledge of the politics that was making such a
profound impact upon their school. They had narrow knowledge of how broader
social politics impact upon schools and teaching, and very little awareness of why this
would be useful knowledge. Awareness of the sociopolitical agendas grew as the
year progressed but these beginning teachers had very little knowledge of how to
respond to them. Only Vicki engaged in political discussions around literacy with
anyone other than the researcher.
This particular knowledge gap results in a lack of action and a lack of critical
appraisal of important events around them that have an impact upon education and
teachers. It also places them at risk of not dealing with diversity in their classrooms
in effective ways. Ladson-Billings found in her 2001 study of beginning teachers that
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an understanding of the impact of sociocultural politics in the classroom was crucial
to the ways in which they interacted and taught second-language learners in the
classroom (Ladson-Billings, 2001). This is a lost opportunity, because it is through
informed and active newcomers to the profession that transformative and equitable
changes to the system will occur (Ladson-Billings, 2001; Pearce, 2012).
Summary
The major finding from this theme, Knowledge, was that the participants had
significant ‘know why’ knowledge for most of the knowledge domains, but they
struggled with the other knowledge discourses. Sometimes this was because they
were blocked by systems and schools in the application of their ‘know why’
knowledge, and sometimes this was because they had not been prepared for the
application of their professional knowledge; that is, they had inadequate ‘know how’
knowledge and sometimes it was because they simply didn’t have enough ‘know
what’ knowledge. The sociocultural politics of literacy teaching, and school
operations, were two areas where they appeared to be lacking any substantial
knowledge, of any kind.
Their strength was in their ‘knowing why’, but this in itself was inadequate.
Their knowledge gaps in other areas made it very difficult for them to be the kind of
teacher they wished to be — and this impacted upon their vision. This in turn,
affected their motivation to remain in the profession. The knowledge gaps also
frustrated them. With gaps in all types of their teacher knowledge came reduced
student outcomes, and consequent reduced self-efficacy.
The gaps between the ‘know why’, ‘know how’ and ‘know what’ discourses
in each of the different knowledge domains was challenging for the beginning
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teachers in this study, not least because many had been rewarded for the quality of
their ‘know why’ knowledge whilst at university and had left feeling they were well
prepared to be teachers. Discovering their gaps in the first year was disconcerting for
them. They quickly discovered a difference between the knowledge that makes one
an effective pre-service teacher, and the knowledge that makes you an effective inservice teacher (McCann & Johannessen, 2004). Cate struggled most particularly
with this gap between being good at university and being good in the classroom. At
one stage she said to the researcher, ‘I’m not good at this [teaching]. I was good at
uni, I was good in the jobs I had before so why should I stay around doing something
I am crap at?’.
Teachers need to orchestrate multiple ways of knowing — knowing what,
knowing why and knowing how — across multiple teacher-knowledge domains. The
expectations of first-year teachers’ ability to do this are, in effect, no less than they are
for the experienced teacher. The findings reported in this section of the chapter reveal
these first-year teachers did have clear ‘know what’ gaps in the areas of spelling and
grammar, long-term planning and assessment, and specific needs of diverse learners,
as well as the micro- and macro-politics of teaching. Their ‘know how’ knowledge
was weakest in almost all the knowledge types. These gaps suggest significant
changes are required to their teacher preparation as well as their teacher induction.
These changes are discussed in detail in the following chapter where a framework is
proposed for organising teacher education to better manage these knowledge gaps.
Conclusion
This chapter has reported the findings of this study through three broad
interpretive themes: Vision, Frustration and Knowledge. Their vision of themselves as
teachers, and the perceived role of teachers, remained stable throughout the year.
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However, half the participants felt their vision was unlikely to be realised in
classroom teaching and had readjusted their intentions to remain in classroom
teaching. These teachers were frustrated with their teaching, sometimes through
internal struggles with their lack of confidence and lack of knowledge. Their lack of
knowledge was most evident in their lack of ‘know how’ – the ability to convert
teacher knowledge into classroom teaching. However their frustration could also be
attributed to external pressures which paradoxically took away their professional
autonomy whilst simultaneously providing them with little support.
The three themes show a significant degree of interrelatedness, offering the
possibility of a conceptual framework for understanding the experience of being a
literacy teacher in the first year of teaching and a structural framework for describing
effective teacher preparation. The following chapter presents that discussion.

!

270!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&

Chapter Five — Interpretation
The previous chapter presented findings from the three broad themes that
emerged from the stories and experiences of the beginning teachers in this study.
These themes were Vision, Frustration and Knowledge. The key points from each
theme are summarised thus:
Vision: Vision of self as a teacher, and the perceived role of teacher, remained stable
throughout the year. However, half the participants felt their vision was unlikely to
be realised in classroom teaching and had readjusted their intentions to remain in
classroom teaching.
Frustration: This sample of first-year teachers were frustrated with their literacy
teaching, sometimes through internal struggles with their lack of confidence and lack
of knowledge, but very often because of external conditions which paradoxically took
away their professional autonomy whilst simultaneously providing them with little
support.
Knowledge: Teachers need to draw upon multiple sources of knowledge. Whilst the
participants were able to draw upon some of those sources successfully, there were
many knowledge gaps which impacted upon their first year experience as literacy
teachers, most particularly their ‘know how’ knowledge — knowing how to convert
teacher knowledge into day-to-day teaching.
There was a clear interplay between the themes of vision, frustration and
knowledge. Participants were frustrated by an inability to enact their vision of
teaching — an inability attributable both to systems not cognisant or not interested in
their vision, and their own lack of professional knowledge. The consequence was
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teachers who were substantially dissatisfied with their literacy teaching, as well as
somewhat disillusioned with the profession.
In this chapter I present an interpretation of these findings through two
frameworks that link the findings to the focus areas for the study: namely, teacher
motivation, teacher attrition, teacher preparation and support. The first is a
conceptual framework through which to view and understand the first-year teaching
experience: particularly, why teachers enter the profession and why they may leave.
The second is a structural framework for planning effective teacher preparation and
support.
A Conceptual Framework — Pneuma and Pragma
In her second year Frieda reflected on why she was not committed to staying
in the classroom:
There were a couple of times where I just went “Oh I can’t do it anymore, I
don’t want to do it” and I can actually remember that time and it wasn’t any
one particular thing that had happened it was just all of it basically.
Frieda’s comment ‘it was just all of it’ reveals the apparently non-definable
nature of why teachers leave. Teaching is undoubtedly a tough job, one of the
toughest (Alexander, 2008; Stoeber & Rennert, 2008). Labaree (2004) [cited] in
Kosnik and Beck (2009) describes it, somewhat pessimistically, as ‘motivating
cognitive, moral and behavioural change in a group of involuntary and frequently
resistant clients’ (Kosnik & Beck, 2009, p. 135). It seems perhaps inevitable then that
these ‘frequently resistant clients’ would push teachers out of the classroom and into
other professions. However, in this study, it was not the clientele who shook the
beginning teachers’ commitment to teaching. Nor was it the workload, poor pay or
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poor status, all of which are proffered as reasons why teachers leave the profession
(Barmby, 2006; Gu & Day, 2011; Hong, 2010; Kusmic, 1994; Kyriacou & Kunc,
2007; McCormack & Thomas, 2003; Scherff, 2008; Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012).
Rather, it appeared to be the systems they worked within, and their own capacity to
realise their individual visions of teaching within those systems, that were challenging
for them. They were disappointed and frustrated they were not being the teachers
they thought they would be. Others also have noted this as a cause of teacher
dissatisfaction and attrition (Corbell et al., 2010; Gu & Day, 2007, 2011; Hebert &
Worthy, 2001; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Richardson & Watt, 2006; Ulvik &
Langorgen, 2012). As Cate said,
You run out thinking “Oh, it’s so great, I’m going to be a teacher, it’s
fabulous, I’m going to be fabulous and my kids are going to fabulous, we’re
going to do fabulous work” and then you come out and you’re like “Ha ha ha,
crap”.
Pneuma and Pragma
Understanding this disjuncture, between what these beginning teachers want
to do in the classroom, and what they actually experience, is important when
considering why teachers leave and how they can be supported to stay. The
beginning teachers in this study wanted to be the teacher they had envisaged
becoming. They wanted to feel successful, and those feelings of success come from a
complex collection of sources. To view this phenomenon more clearly, I have
developed a theoretical structure built around two broad notions, which I have called
the ‘pneuma’ and the ‘pragma’ of teaching. ‘Pneuma’ and ‘pragma’ are two Greek
words, which I have used in the following manner:
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•

‘Pneuma’ (πνευµα) encompasses the spirit and vision of teaching — this is the
core ‘spirit’ of the teacher; core to identity; stable and non-changing.
Korthagen (2004) has described a similar concept as ‘mission’.

•

‘Pragma’ (πραγµα) is the substance and practice of teaching.
Teachers need to feel success linked to both the pneuma and the pragma of

teaching. Pneumatic success is linked to each teacher’s vision of self as teacher,
including their morals and ethics, and is inextricably tied up with their original
motivations for entering the profession. Pragmatic success is linked to each teacher’s
capacity to manage the classroom and school environment, and to enact teaching
practice.
It is my contention, based on the findings from this study, that ‘pneumatic’
success has primacy and is a pre-requisite for teachers to feel satisfied and committed
to teaching. ‘Pragmatic’ success may be achieved, but in and of itself it is not
sufficient to guarantee a teacher will be satisfied and committed to teaching.
Importantly, for teacher satisfaction and optimum teacher efficacy to be achieved,
pragma and pneuma must correlate. The substance and practice of teaching must
match the vision each individual has of himself or herself as a teacher.
This differentiation between pneuma and pragma is important. Other
researchers offer a differentiation between the pneumatic and the pragmatic; for
instance, Hobson’s (2010) descriptors of ‘psychological’ and ‘instructional’ support
which may be roughly aligned to the constructs of pneuma and pragma respectively,
or Dinham’s and Scott’s (1998) differentiation between the extrinsic and intrinsic
motivators of teaching. However, these are positioned as either/and influences,
situated in separate spheres. In this model I present pneuma and pragma as causally
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related, two sides of the one coin. Figure k represents the relationship between the
pneuma and pragma of teaching, with teacher knowledge and teacher support two
important conduits between the pneuma and the pragma.
Figure k.

Pneuma!
the!'spirit'!of!teaching!

•the!kind!of!teacher!they!
want!to!be!

Teacher!knowledge!

Teacher!supports!
Pragma!
the!'substance'!of!teaching!

•what!teachers!
experience!in!their!day!
to!day!enactment!of!
'teaching'!

Rose and Cate provide two different scenarios through which to apply the
framework and to illustrate the importance of this correlation between pneuma and
pragma. Rose was on a Year 5 class in the highest socio-economic status (SES)
school in ACT government school system. The literature suggests that the SES
context of the school can impact upon teacher efficacy and satisfaction, with low SES
schools providing more challenges to first year teachers (Gu & Day, 2011).
Therefore, it may be logical to assume that Rose would have a more positive
experience in her first year of teaching than a peer in a low SES school. To a casual
observer it certainly looked as though this might be the case. Rose’s class looked
‘easy’ — the children came to school each day, did their work, had very few learning
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difficulties, and there were minimal behavioural challenges. However, Rose felt her
placement in a high SES school did not give her the pragmatic experiences she
needed her to meet her ‘pneumatic’ visions. As she said,
Part of the reason why I wanted to become a teacher is because I think that
encouraging and building up young people is really important and I think that
the kids here already have that at home and very strong, confident
personalities, and whether I’m here or not they’re going to have a great life
basically. And I think I would like to be a teacher that can have more of an
impact in children’s lives that might not get it elsewhere.
Cate’s experience can also be interpreted through the pneuma/pragma
framework, although her experience was very different from Rose’s. Cate
experienced a torrid first year and was on the verge of walking out at the end of the
second term. She initially said it was the misbehaving children from challenging
home backgrounds who were impacting upon her teaching satisfaction. She claimed
at the end of Term 2,
A lot of the feelings that I have about my own teaching practice and about
what I have been doing or what I haven’t been doing is very linked with their
behaviour.
Cate’s perception, and perhaps the perception of the casual observer, was that difficult
children from difficult home backgrounds made teaching very challenging. Such an
interpretation suggests that teaching becomes increasingly difficult because there are
broader societal issues at play that are somehow insurmountable or impenetrable.
When such attitudes prevail, the energy and vision for transformative change in
schools dissipates.
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However the pneuma/pragma construct allows for a deeper interrogation of
Cate’s experiences. As Cate herself reflected towards the end of the year,
I feel like I haven’t been doing that deep learning and I haven’t been doing
those really scaffolded lessons and I haven’t been providing them with
opportunities to have success.
Clearly, it wasn’t simply the pragmatics of misbehaving children that was causing
Cate to consider whether teaching was for her. Cate was struggling with the
pragmatics of good teaching for these learners. She wants to be the teacher she had
hoped she would be become — that she would be good and do good for children, as
her reflection continued,
Usually you would get that affirmation from the kids by what you can see that
they’re learning or those light-bulb moments and all of those things and I
think I didn’t feel like I was having any of those. I was just thinking, “Oh my
God, I’m ruining these kids with a year of absolute crap teaching” – you
know?
Essentially, whilst Cate was struggling with the pragmatics of good teaching for her
learners, she was ultimately, and most crucially, bothered by the fact she wasn’t
fulfilling her pneumatic vision of teaching. This is important to understand. It was
not the children per se, but Cate’s capacity to work effectively with the children that
was the issue. Rose, on the other hand, was managing the pragmatics of teaching
well, but she too felt she was not fulfilling her teacher pneuma. For these two
beginning teachers in very different school contexts, it was not the classroom or the
children in them that made teaching difficult; it was how the classroom, and the
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children, were experienced by the beginning teacher. The ultimate test was whether
their pneuma was fulfilled.
Teacher knowledge and teacher support are important conduits between
pragma and pneuma. When conduits are broken or inadequate, disjunction between
spirit and substance occurs, resulting in compromised beliefs and practices — and
frustration. In the following section the pneuma/pragma framework is further
examined in light of the findings in this study, and related ideas in the literature. A
structural framework for building knowledge and supports that align pneuma and
pragma is presented in the second half of this chapter.
Linking Pneuma/Pragma to the Study Findings and the Literature
In the pneuma/pragma framework, ‘pneumatic’ successes are positioned as
primary in considering teacher satisfaction and retention. However, ‘pragmatic’
successes are often most reported in the literature as key to understanding teacher
satisfaction, effectiveness and retention, and one reason for that may be the
invisibility of pneumatic struggles. Pragmatic struggles manifest themselves most
commonly in staffroom complaints about administration and planning struggles or
naughty children.
In this study, participants rarely articulated their pneumatic challenges beyond
their discussions with the researcher. Whilst a number of the participants in this study
considered walking out the door at some stage in their first year, this would have
surprised colleagues in their schools. Conversations with leaders and co-teachers in
the schools all indicated they thought these beginning teachers were doing very well.
Indeed the beginning teachers were often assigned additional workloads, so impressed
were the other staff with their abilities to meet school operational requirements.
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Schools were busy, and their glances at these teachers as they passed their classroom
doors showed apparent self-assurance and confidence and children sitting at their
desks. They were doing everything the school wanted a teacher to do. But there was
the rub; very often the beginning teachers weren’t doing what they wanted to be
doing. From the outside, it was difficult to see their inner turmoil.
Aiming too high? A common discourse in the literature is that beginning
teachers struggle because of unrealistic expectations or beliefs (Hong, 2010; Jones,
2003). However, my observations of this group were that although they had ideals,
they were not idealistic in the sense they were unachievable or unrealistic. In their
initial interviews, as they described the kind of literacy teacher they wished to be,
their visions were sound and achievable. Overwhelmingly, they wanted a classroom
where the children were engaged in learning, enjoying books and achieving to the
very best of their abilities. Indeed when they criticised their own literacy teaching,
their critiques were accurate. They could have been doing better teaching. So whilst
Le Maistre and Pare (2010) conclude the best and brightest leave teaching because
they cannot meet their own expectations, it is my contention that it is not the
expectations that are the problem, it is the lack of informed support to help them meet
those expectations, or at least to continue to strive towards them. There is an
inclination in the profession to reduce aspirations rather than nurture them. Le
Maistre and Pare (2010) report supervising teachers advising beginning teachers to
accept their limitations, and these kinds of sentiments prevailed in the conversations I
had with school colleagues and leaders in the schools where the study took place and
soon became a part of the beginning teachers’ own discourse. In the anonymous
online survey they were asked to pass on the best tip they had been given so far. One
offered,
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‘Just to try to do most things “good enough”.’
Rather than counselling beginning teachers to lower their expectations as
suggested by some researchers (Kieschke & Schaarschmidt, 2008; Le Maistre & Pare,
2010) and many practitioners, I contend they should be supported to achieve those
ideals. As Weiss (1999) [cited] in McCormack and Thomas (2003) observes, schools
simply do not ‘cash in’ on the enthusiasm and innovation that beginning teachers
bring with them to their first appointment. This is the pneuma of teaching. Hong
(2010) and Fokkens-Bruinsma and Canrinus (2012) recommend that a close
examination of teachers’ motivations gives important insights into the decisions they
make in their teaching and their likelihood of staying in the profession. Schools
should be cognisant of, and responsive to, the pneumatic motivations of each of their
beginning teachers. It is what brought them into teaching in the first place, and
ultimately it will be what keeps them.
‘Don’t let me forget the teacher I wanted to become.’ When Rose made the
plea to be reminded always of the teacher she wanted to become, she showed just how
important the pneuma of teaching is. From the beginning, all the participants wanted
to be a certain kind of teacher. The participants in this study all felt at some stage
their ‘real’ teacher identity was slipping away from them and they were being asked
to be different kinds of teachers and engage in practices they felt were contrary to
their beliefs about teaching and learning. Individual pneuma was disappearing in the
face of mismatched pragma. They had clear visions of what they wanted to do in the
classroom. As McElhone et al. (2009) remind us, vision is important in education. A
strong vision of what good teaching is, is an accurate predictor of good teaching.
Vision is also an important resilience factor when the first year is challenging.
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Very often, for these beginning teachers, this mismatch occurred through their
own lack of knowledge: of teaching, of learners, or of the ways school operate.
However, quite frequently, the mismatch occurred through the schools’ disinterest in
the visions and knowledge which beginning teachers bring into the classroom. This
disregard stripped them of autonomy, and the opportunities to enact practices most
likely to realise their visions. This devaluing of the ideas and ideologies they bring
with them to the classroom is often reported in accounts of beginning-teacher
experiences (Manuel & Hughes, 2006; McCann & Johannessen, 2004; McCormack &
Thomas, 2003; Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012). Kyriacou and Kunc’s study of 28 teachers
in their first two years in the classroom led them to conclude the ‘Teachers who are
most likely to leave are those whose expectations are being disappointed in those
areas that are most important to them’ (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007, p. 1253). Hong
(2010, p. 1531) in her study of 84 pre- and in-service teachers found that those who
decided to leave teaching left for reasons inextricably bound to their ‘own sense of
self and identity as a teacher’. Nias (1989) [cited] in Gu and Day (2007, p. 1312)
further explains the depth of impact when teacher pneuma is disregarded: ‘Guilt and
loss of self-esteem through the betrayal of deeply held values can be emotionally
damaging as appropriating or resistance’.
Yet schools and systems seem to have little interest in the teachers these new
starters want to be (none of my study’s participants reported conversations of these
types with their schools) and instead are focused simply on getting them to be ‘a
teacher’, to understand ‘the teaching process and the general socialisation of teachers’
(McCormack & Thomas, 2003). This generic approach does little to feed the teacher
visions of the beginning teacher, and as McCormack and Thomas suggest (2003,
p. 136) it may simply encourage beginning teachers to ‘play the game to survive’
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which would see their vision to continue to slip away (Scherff, 2008). Teachers in
this position may simply resign if the work they do does not feed the identity they
hold strongly to ‘with tenacity and conviction’ (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999, p. 94).
Goodson (2007) suggests we ignore the ‘professional biography’ of the teacher at our
peril when implementing educational reform. He suggests we are reducing the
opportunities for personal and professional autonomy where teachers can be the
teachers they want to be, and instead ‘tightening the screw too much and threatening
to turn teaching into a profession only attractive to the compliant and docile, and
conversely unattractive to the creative and resourceful’ (Goodson, 2007, p. 144). In
challenging circumstances, and in the absence of supports that match their teacher
visions, beginning teachers most often survive by adopting the practices they see
around them (Hong, 2010; Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012). Hong (2010, p. 1540) claims
‘This surface level behavior, which is not rooted in their own beliefs and values, can
lead to a lack of motivation and their identity as a teacher can be destabilized’.
Instead they require pragmatic supports that link their teacher knowledge to their
visions of themselves as teachers.
Summary
Studies of beginning teachers often reduce feelings of ‘unsuccess’, and
subsequent teacher attrition, to problems with behaviour management (Hong, 2010;
Kusmic, 1994; Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; McCormack & Thomas, 2003; McCormick
& Barnett, 2011) or student apathy or ‘difficult working conditions’ (Scherff, 2008)
and challenging work contexts (Cochran-Smith, 2004; Flores, 2001; Hebert &
Worthy, 2001; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003). Gu and Day (2011) report studies which
suggest that the socio-economic status of a school plays a role in the likelihood of
teachers remaining in the profession. They report that teachers working in low socio-
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economic status schools are experiencing less stable personal and professional
working conditions. A superficial analysis of this study’s beginning teachers’ words
and behaviours can support these findings. However, the pneuma/pragma framework
allows a more detailed analysis of the real challenges faced by beginning teachers.
Through clear identification of these, we are better positioned to provide the support
that enables beginning teachers to stay in the profession and to grow as teachers.
We need to pay more attention to helping beginning teachers keep their
original spirit — pneuma — alive, to remind them what is ‘valuable and compelling
in their profession’ (McCann & Johannessen, 2004, p. 142). Contrary to
recommendations that the idealistic beliefs of beginning teachers need to be
challenged, early years support should be about keeping this enthusiasm alive, more
than about inducting them into system policies and procedures. When schools fail to
take advantage of the alternative perspectives a beginning teacher brings to a school
they miss opportunities to grow and do things differently (Ulvik & Langorgen, 2012).
A Structural Framework: Building the Bridge between Pneuma and Pragma
The conceptual framework presented above presents teacher knowledge and
teacher support as the conduit between pneuma — the spirit of teaching — and
pragma — the substance of teaching. When this conduit is broken, or inadequate,
disjunction between belief and practice is exacerbated, which impacts upon the
beginning teachers’ self-efficacy and self-satisfaction. In this section of the chapter I
present a structural framework for organising and building knowledge in teacher
preparation and during teacher induction, to build the bridge between pneuma and
pragma. This framework is based upon the premise developed within the
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pneuma/pragma model: namely, that congruence between what teachers know and do,
and their visions of themselves as teachers, is key to teaching.
Teacher Knowledge and Context
Teacher knowledge is a complex and multi-faceted construct. Drawing on the
literature, and the data in this study, six domains of teacher knowledge are described
in Chapter 2, and reproduced below:
•

knowledge about content — specifically, understanding how the
English language works in literacy and literature;

•

knowledge about theory — theoretical understandings about teaching
literacy, and their history;

•

knowledge about teaching (Lenski & Nierstheimer, 2006) —
pedagogical understandings of how to plan for and assess literacy;

•

knowledge about their learners — the literacy learning needs of the
children in their classroom;

•

knowledge about school context — the school and community they
teach in and how that may impact upon the literacy teaching strategies
they require, and the ways in which they are required to plan, report,
assess and administer their literacy teaching;

•

knowledge about the sociocultural politics of teaching literacy.

The following expansion of the conceptual framework (Figure l) names these
knowledge domains.
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Figure l. Domains of knowledge within the pneuma/pragma framework
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In this thesis I have combined Bernstein’s (2000) description of knowledge
discourses with Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (1999) model to propose three ways of
knowing within each of the knowledge domains above: knowing what, knowing how
and knowing why. Knowing ‘what’ involves knowing ‘something’; knowing ‘why’
involves knowing the external significance of that ‘something’; and knowing ‘how’
involves knowing how to turn that ‘something’ into improved learning outcomes. All
three ways of knowing, or knowledge discourses, are important. Combined, they
establish deep understanding, with the intersection of the three representing the
optimum teacher knowledge. The challenge for those who prepare and support
beginning teachers is how to develop these multiple knowledge domains, across all
three ‘ways of knowing’ whilst also acknowledging the pneuma of the individual.
Importantly this conceptualisation of teacher knowledge significantly expands the
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more reductive descriptors of teacher knowledge, skills and attributes as described in
Teacher Standards in Australia (AITSL, 2012a) and the UK (UK Department for
Education, 2012). Hodson et al. (2012) offer some insight into the complexity of the
task.
‘Teachers themselves need to be equipped with the capability to create and
own the theoretical and analytical resources that are up to the task of the
teachers asserting their professional agency in the face of multiple demands on
their practices.’ (Hodson et al., 2012, p. 182)
A participant in the study, Tegan, offered her own interpretation of the complexity”
It’s like you’re a piece of string and you just get woven into the school, and
you have so many different roles and responsibilities, as well as your class,
that you’ve got to figure out how to do, and get through, and get home, and
look after yourself, that you just get lost in this cross stitch I guess.
To find their place in the tapestry of teaching, beginning teachers must
orchestrate a range of types of professional knowledge — knowledge that they must
not only have but also understand the role of, and apply; and that knowledge must be
reflective of their visions of themselves as teachers. As I observed the teachers in this
study, my reflective notes contained the germ of the framework presented in this
section. Thinking about Vicki, and relating her experience to the others in the study, I
noted the following:
‘Vicki carries some strongly held principles about teaching and literacy from
her degree and from her own personal position. She continues to use these as
a benchmark against which to reflect upon her practice. I think the others
have this same potential but I don’t think the system works at all to support
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this potential. System Professional Learning is delivered unrelated to theory,
simply as practices. The result is a fairly chaotic and unconnected collection
of practices.’
In the diagram below (Figure m), this complex description of knowledge
discourses and domains aligned across multiple contexts is further described.
Figure m.
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Importantly, personal, teacher preparation and employment contexts must be
cognisant of one another to enhance the opportunities for alignment.
The model shares some characteristics of Korthagen’s ‘onion’ model of
concentric circles (Korthagen, 2004) which represent five ‘levels’ which exist within
an individual, with behaviour and competencies positioned as outer circles most
commonly observable, and beliefs, identity and mission positioned as the inner and
less accessible levels. Korthagen similarly proposes that the ideal is achieved when
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there is alignment between the levels, although he suggests this may well be
unattainable (Korthagen, 2004, p. 87).
I suggest the ideal is achievable, and unlike Korthagen my model shares the
responsibility for alignment between institutions and individuals. Whilst Korthagen’s
model is strongly influenced by psychological theory and is focused on the individual,
the framework presented in this thesis reflects a sociocultural perspective on teacher
identity and practice. The personal is recognised as important, but the ways in which
teachers interact with others are also important.
This structural framework positions teacher education as a shared
responsibility built on both personal and social planes. It is constructed from a
fundamental position that the journey into teaching begins before teacher preparation
commences, and continues beyond the completion of formal teacher preparation.
It is built on two important findings from this study. Firstly, these knowledge
domains are not discrete or isolated. They are situated within the contexts the
beginning teachers work in, and must be developed with reference to those contexts.
Secondly, these knowledge domains are not generic or general, they are linked to the
visions and motivations of each teacher and thus must be developed with direct
reference to the individual’s motivations for teaching.
As teacher knowledge is multifaceted, both individual and social, and
connected to context, it is impossible to know everything in preparation for the first
placement in schools. Inevitably some of the knowledge has to be learned in the
context within which the beginning teacher is placed. The more disparate the context
from anything they have experienced before, the more challenging it is to close the
knowledge gap. There is already substantial discussion in the literature around who is
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responsible for the development of each knowledge domain — the school, the
teacher, the university, and the employer. This framework positions each as
responsible. When applied to specific circumstances, the framework makes gaps and
misalignments visible. Thus, the framework can perform three important functions:
1. explain the challenges beginning teachers face;
2. identify gaps when applied to existing teacher education and induction programs;
3. guide teacher education review.
Applying the Structural Framework
Reflecting the theoretical positioning of this thesis, this framework situates
learning as a social process and describes learning as contingent upon social context
(Bourdieu, 1986). In this framework I describe four contexts within which teacher
knowledge is developed, and in which support is provided. I propose these contexts
must be acknowledged and aligned to build the bridge between the pneuma and
pragma. These four contexts are:
•

The personal — linked to the reasons they entered teaching;

•

University-based teacher preparation;

•

Practicum experiences;

•

First employment contexts — linked to school missions and actions.
In this framework these four work in concert with one another as contiguous

and contingent contexts, as represented in Figure n, below.
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Figure n.
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This connectedness optimises a smooth development of ‘know what’, ‘know why’
and ‘know how’ knowledge across all six knowledge domains, building pragmatic
skills which reflect the pneumatic motivations of each individual teacher. When the
contexts are in alignment they build a connection allowing a continuity of experience,
learning and conversation for the pre-service teacher and the beginning teacher.
Continuity is an important constituent component of effective first year experiences
(Brooks et al., 2012; Lacina & Collins Block, 2011; Pogodzinski, 2012). By
positioning personal motivations, practicum experiences, university preparation and
school missions as connected contexts; the framework provides a ‘quadrumvirate’ of
contexts that are contingent, contiguous and crucial to effective teacher preparation.
The framework presents teacher education as a shared responsibility and a
continuous endeavour, and responds not only to the findings in this thesis, but also to
the observations of others (e.g. Dolan, 2012; Feiman-Nemser, 2001) who lament the
lack of continuity that exists between the phases of teacher education. Dolan (2012)
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claims teacher education should be reconceptualised within a framework for lifelong
learning, which would ‘involve quality programs of initial teacher education,
appropriate early-career support and relevant continuing professional development
opportunities for teachers and school leaders’ (Dolan, 2012, p. 6).
In the following section a description of each of the four contexts (personal
motivations, practicum experiences, university preparation and school missions) is
provided, alongside some examples from the study. This is done to demonstrate the
ways in which this framework is useful in identifying the causes of the challenges
faced by the beginning teachers in this study, and what the framework offers in terms
of responses to those challenges.
Personal context. It has already been established both in this study and the
related literature that most teachers go into teaching for altruistic and intrinsic
reasons. However, each individual’s motivations differ subtly from others’, and they
impact upon the kind of teacher they want to be, and the kind of knowledge they
require to be that teacher. Their motivations are closely linked to their pneuma.
Macy, for example, was motivated to become a teacher because of her own
difficulties at school. Her own experience as a dyslexic learner resulted in a strong
desire to focus on those learners in her class. She measured her success by how well
she was managing those learners. They were her pneuma and she required knowledge
of teaching that would meet the needs of these learners.
Vicki was motivated to ensure all learners achieved to their highest potential
and was keen to ensure all classroom activity was directed to achieving that end. She
was determined not to waste her learners’ time with activities that were not proven to
be effective. Vicki had the teaching and learning knowledge to achieve this, but a
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lack of sociopolitical knowledge initially hampered the way she could operationalise
the knowledge, and this left her pneuma unfulfilled.
Cate’s motivations for teaching were simple: she liked children and thought
she would be quite good at working with them. When she found herself disliking her
students, Cate’s pneuma faltered along with her self-belief. Cate needed knowledge
that would make her students likeable again, and that involved doing teaching that
engaged them and targeted their learning needs.
Discussion. This framework positions the personal context ring as
foundational for satisfied teachers. However, this study has shown that it is this
context that is least acknowledged in the first year of teaching, and it is recognised in
the literature as being the least investigated (Korthagen, 2004). The beginning
teachers in this study were never engaged by their schools in discussions about their
own beliefs about teaching, and their motivations. Indeed, they, like the teachers
reported in other studies (Haggarty et al., 2011; Hagger et al., 2011; McIntyre et al.,
1994), were employed as ‘empty’ and then filled with generic system requirements
upon their induction.
As reported in Chapter Four, these teachers’ frustrations in the first year of
teaching were very often linked to their lack of autonomy to do the kind of teaching
that was important to their personal visions of themselves as teachers. For these
participants, as for many reported in the literature (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999;
Pillen et al., 2012), a clash between the personal and the professional caused tension.
Those preparing, inducting and supporting beginning teachers should be aware of the
core significance of the personal, and be aware that each individual needs to develop
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professional knowledge, both for practice and in practice, that aligns with their
personal motivations for teaching.
University context. Teachers enter teaching degrees already reasonably sure
they want to do teaching. They have had past positive experiences with children, and
now have come to university to get the official paper that will allow them to teach.
They expect they will also learn something more about the professional demands of
teaching. The participants in this study all did well in their university preparation.
However, the production of a reflective and informed teacher graduate does not
automatically translate into the delivery of a reflective and informed classroom
teacher. Frieda reflected on the university–school disconnect: ‘It feels a bit like you
leave Uni and you sort of... it’s like when you leave school and you go to Uni and
nothing you did at school I guess matters as much, I think you get very disconnected
very quickly.’.
University learning is usually posited as ‘theory’ as opposed to the ‘practice’
they expect to learn in the classroom. Much of the literature into the effectiveness of
university teacher preparation identifies this dichotomous approach as a contributor to
the theory–practice gap. Indeed in this study, across the six identified teacher
knowledge domains, the participants were strongest in their ‘know why’ knowledge,
which is more closely aligned with theoretical knowledge, and they were weakest in
their ‘know how’ knowledge, which is more closely aligned to practical knowledge.
Some researchers argue this gap is inevitable because teacher education programs can
only offer generalised and decontextualised teacher knowledge which cannot be
immediately transferred to specific contexts (Sutherland et al., 2010). As Hagger at
al. (2011, p. 400) observe, ‘One profound challenge is that of developing expertise in
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aspects of teaching essentially inaccessible to student-teachers, however well
integrated they are’. Others (Cope & Stephen, 2001; Day, 1998) argue that
universities must work harder to close the gap. Increasingly, governments in
Australia, the US and the UK question the necessity of university preparation as they
instead institute fast-track school-based approaches to teacher preparation which
focus primarily on skills development (DEEWR, 2012; Teach for America, 2012; UK
Department of Education, 2010).
The data in this study showed that there were indeed some knowledge gaps
that could reasonably have been expected to be covered in their university degree.
Rose was very critical of aspects of her teacher preparation at the beginning of her
first year:
I found myself really, really frustrated a lot of the time at uni, because I felt
like so much of it was pointless. I hope that’s OK to say. Because it was like
the whole time I knew I had so much to learn but like most semesters there
would be maybe one or two classes, out of the four, that I felt like were
teaching me things I was going to need to be a teacher, kind of thing.
In particular, the participants had weak ‘know what’ and ‘know how’
knowledge in the areas of English language content knowledge, teaching literacy to
diverse learners, and planning and assessing literacy. This situation points to gaps in
their teacher preparation that could, and should, be filled.
The framework helps us to understand more than what teacher-knowledge
beginning teachers have or do not have. It helps us understand the importance of
alignment and coherence in the development of teacher knowledge if it is to be
converted into effective teacher practice and improved student learning. The
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participants were well disposed towards the literacy theory and practice they received
in their university context and were often keen to apply that knowledge in their
practicums and in their first classrooms as qualified teachers. When allowed to do so,
they achieved good results. For example, in this study there were strong indications
that a number of the participants had a full repertoire of ‘know what’, ‘know why’
and ‘know how’ knowledge about how to teach writing. This was an area they felt
most confident about teaching and which they had identified as being strongly
informed by their university preparation. In this study, the most successful literacy
teaching in first year teachers was done by those who had had the opportunity to try
literacy strategies learned in the university tutorial room whilst on their practicum
experiences, and who had consequently experienced success in their literacy teaching.
Bea’s warning supports the importance of contingency between the university and
school contexts:
It’s almost as if you have to be teaching it in a prac or an internship to really
take it on board otherwise you don’t remember it.
This reflects the findings of McElhone et al. (2009) who observed it was the
teachers who had had at least one practicum experience where they were able to
implement some of the literacy practices taught in their teacher education programs
who were able to enact their vision of literacy teaching when in the classroom
(McElhone et al., 2009). However, although they had felt strong and confident about
how to teach literacy, many were then placed in schools where they were not allowed
to teach literacy in that manner. Without the opportunity to apply university
knowledge in other contexts it is difficult for beginning teachers to achieve the
alignment.
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Simply trying to remember the knowledge gained in an isolated knowledge
context of the university is a challenge, as Tegan said about remembering useful
things from university: ‘I know it’s good, and I know I should use it, but I can’t
remember what it was’. Hayley said about university, ‘You wrote your notes in your
book but you lose those or you forget where you put them or you have them there and
you never look at them again’. Cate said,
I found too, you have uni, then you have your six weeks break and then you
start and it’s like a whole new thing so you’re totally focused on that and all
that seems like it was a thousand years ago. If you could start implementing
— it’s like anything that you learn — if you don’t implement it straight away
you forget.
The participants in this study did not expect the university context would give them
all the knowledge they required. They acknowledged that knowledge would need to
come from different contexts — they just could not see that shared responsibility for
the development of their learning occurring, and neither could I.
Discussion. Ultimately, universities alone cannot prepare beginning teachers
for the realities of school. However, they can be an integral part of the process when
they find a contingency with the personal contexts of the pre-service teachers and the
professional contexts those teachers find themselves working in. Universities cannot
operate in isolation from what happens in schools. We do beginning teachers no
favours when we do not connect university learning to the other contextual influences
on their teaching. University does not have to do everything, and trying to do so is
unrealistic and unnecessary, but university should build knowledge with reference to
the other contexts.
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The university does not have to turn itself inside out to recreate school
contexts; it simply has to cooperate with them. This allows them to sit comfortably
with the notion that they are places where reflective, critical, propositional, ‘know
why’ knowledge can be explored. In the university context, lecturers can engage
students in overt reflective practice, aligning knowledge being built in university with
the knowledge built on the practicum placement. !Brian articulated the value of the
reflective processes at university: ‘If we did something at university then you know
what went through making it. I suppose you’d have a better idea of how it worked.’.
Practicum context. University courses most usually respond to the
perceived theory–practice gap with the inclusion of practicum experiences, and
certainly there is a strong perception that this time in schools is advantageous during a
degree. It is a moot point whether more time on practicum is what is required, or
whether more attention needs to be paid to the nature of the practicum experience.
The practicums experienced by the participants in this study had no quality
control. Pre-service teachers are randomly assigned mentor teachers and schools.
Very often there are not enough placements, and teachers in schools are cajoled and
pressured to take on pre-service teachers. Thus, mentoring teachers are of all qualities
and have varying motivations. These are not uncommon conditions around Australia
(NSW Government, 2012) and internationally (Ronfeldt & Reininger, 2012).
Additionally, the practicum experiences in their degree had no requirement that they
see or teach literacy. The practicums are quite remote from the university degree;
university lecturers, even those who wish to situate their assessment pieces within the
‘real world’ context of the practicum classroom, can make no demands that this
occurs. Most often whilst on practicums, pre-service teachers are required to teach
the literacy programs of the classroom teacher.
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Lacina and Collins Block (2011, p. 345) found in their review of effective
teacher preparation programs that one key message is to ‘make field experiences more
consistent and more closely tied to program philosophy, programmatic vision and
content presented in campus courses’. In my own literacy units, I set a writing
assessment where the pre-service teachers conduct a pre-assessment of writing skills,
before developing and implementing a lesson sequence designed to teach a text type
within an integrated unit. They then conduct a post-assessment to evaluate the impact
of their teaching sequence on student learning outcomes. I write a letter to the mentor
teachers to explain the assessment piece and request permission for the students to
teach their writing sequence. Around about 50% are allowed to. Matt recounted the
following from his own practicum experience:
You try to bring it in to your prac but it’s hard and I think I had this problem
with my Language Ed assignment — what was happening in the classroom
didn’t match what we were doing in Language Ed. It was still okay but at
times it felt a little bit like a square peg in a round hole sort of thing at times.
This study found, as other studies have (e.g. MacBlain & Purdy, 2011) that schools do
not always model good literacy teaching practice, nor are able to deal with the
challenges of dealing with diversity to ensure equal literacy learning opportunities.
On occasion, pre-service teachers finish their practicum reporting they had seen little
effective literacy teaching. Ursula claimed she had not seen any effective literacy
programming on her practicums,
I’ve just never seen direction with literacy. I mean that’s my one thing that I
want to do for myself as well as those kids, is that I need a direction as to
where we’re going in the term. And yes what to cover, but how are we getting
there, and why are we getting there, for what purpose, and how are the kids
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going to put this together in the end. That’s... I’ve never seen that, any prac,
not internship. It’s really disappointing that four years of university, haven’t
seen it in practice but true story.
The teachers in the study proved to be quite astute at critiquing poor literacy teaching
practice observed on their practicums. Many recounted their stories through the
study. Christine recalled,
She did three weeks of getting the kids to fill in the missing blanks and I just
didn’t quite see where she was going with it and the kids were really bored
and they didn’t quite see the overall structure of things…
Meg said,
My K–1 prac [internship] wasn’t all that inspiring I have to say. I didn’t take
a whole heap away from that in terms of inspiring ideas of what I could do.
They had guided reading set up but it didn’t work well at all. It was really sad
— heaps of the kids didn’t know their sounds at all; they’d be left with big
phonics cards but they’d just look at them and say whatever letter and pass
them on. Often they didn’t have an adult with them and it was quite
disastrous.
Peter talking about the reading groups he had observed:
There wasn’t a lot of comprehension and checking that kids are reading for
meaning. It’s good to hear kids reading without them having to feel stressed
about having to answer questions later but I think it’s important to have more
than just reading out loud; reading is important but you need to really check
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for meaning and check that kids are understanding and not just saying the
words out loud.
Vicki recounted a lesson she had been instructed to teach on practicum, which
illustrated strong content knowledge missing in her experienced mentor teacher:
My mentor wanted me to separate adjectives, nouns and verbs and put them
on the board to describe volcanoes. And it just killed me to run that lesson.
Every bit of my body was going I don’t agree with this. What was so ironic
that so many of the words they were coming up could have been nouns or
verbs or adjectives depending on the sentence and I was like, see this is why
this isn’t a good activity.
However, identifying what you do not want to do is not supportive of developing
expertise in effective literacy practice, as Vicki’s comments illustrate:
I didn’t really know what Jolly Phonics was, and you hear competing things
so you try to be rational and weigh it up and think why is it not great. And the
kids did struggle. They knew all their sounds but I’m not really sure they were
using all that in their writing. She was using words that I didn’t know what
they meant to demonstrate the sounds. So I went away from that thinking oh
my gosh so how would you teach Kinder kids their letters and sounds without
wasting hours of time memorizing songs.
These teachers were still left with no concrete examples of what effective literacy
teaching might look like. University may have provided some ‘know what’ theory
about how emergent literacy learning can happen, and why it is important to teach
literacy, and even some ‘know how’ for teaching literacy, but these teachers still
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needed to see it in the context of a real classroom, and to try it for themselves. These
opportunities were often missing on their practicums, so whilst these teachers knew
they did not like what they saw, and could even explain why they did not like it, they
did not know what they would do instead.
It is crucial that there is sufficient cooperation between the university and
practicum contexts to allow pre-service teachers to build aligned knowledge:
knowledge for practice and knowledge in practice. This is difficult to achieve whilst
there remains little connection between university lecture theatres and school
practicums.
Discussion. Patently, schools and universities must build much closer
collaborations: not to have schools stepping in to fill perceived gaps, but schools
working together with universities to strengthen teacher knowledge. McElhone et al.
(2009) suggest that an effective way of exploring and consolidating alignment is via
‘vision-in-context’ (McElhone et al., 2009, p. 158). They claim, ‘If we are to be truly
effective at helping our candidates make their visions for teaching real then we must
offer support for the development of vision in the most real contexts possible,
working with them in the classrooms where they engage with real children every day’
(McElhone et al., 2009, p. 157). This requires a deliberately structured link between
the university and practicum contexts. When this occurs, both the university teacher
educator and the mentoring teacher become responsible for paying attention to all
ways of knowing across all domains of teacher knowledge. This helps beginning
teachers build alignment into their professional knowledge in different contexts.
This alignment between the university and practicum contexts would be
effectively addressed through increased school–university partnerships (Sutherland et
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al., 2010). However, as reported in the literature review, the concept of ‘school–
university partnerships’ is open to many and varied interpretations (Day, 1998), with
each variant requiring investigation of its principles, goals and implementation
strategies in order to understand their effectiveness.
The framework offered here provides a way forward for negotiating
university–school partnerships, built fundamentally upon a careful matching of beliefs
between all parties (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 1999).
Employment context. A beginning teacher’s first school is crucial to the
journey of becoming the teacher they want to become; it is where the beginning
teachers decide if they like the final destination. Flint et al. (2010) observed that
teachers who went into schools that shared literacy teaching philosophies and
principles with the teacher preparation program had the smoothest transition from
university to school.
The majority of the teachers in this study were not able to implement literacy
teaching strategies learned at university, or even successful strategies learned in other
schools whilst on practicum. Overwhelmingly, the schools in this study did not
acknowledge or make use of the knowledge the beginning teachers brought with
them. It appeared the schools did not see themselves as a part of the beginning
teachers’ professional whole, they saw themselves as the whole within which a
beginning teacher would have to fit. When the knowledge built in schools is not
aligned with the knowledge built in the other contexts, frustration and dissatisfaction
occurs, as was clearly evident in the findings reported in Chapter Four. As Haggarty
et al. (2011, p. 939) observe, ‘To make the fit beginning teachers are in danger of
becoming, or at least trying to become, the kind of teacher that fits with the
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school’s/induction tutor’s/department’s notion of a good teacher’. This became a
reality for many of the participants in this study, a reality that was frustrating and
demoralising for many of them — to the extent that half the group were considering
their commitment to the profession by the end of the 16 month study.
In the ACT each school is responsible for its own approaches to pedagogy and
learning in the curriculum areas, including literacy. External performance agendas
were impacting upon the decisions and directions school leadership was providing in
the area of literacy, with most curriculum work ostensibly focused on improving
national literacy test results. Direct pressure to improve scores appeared to be causing
some degree of pedagogical panic in the schools, and the schools’ lack of direction
compounded with changeability, as described in Chapter Four, contributed
significantly to the frustrations felt by the participants in the study. Vicki’s
frustrations with her school’s directives for teaching literacy in preparation for the
high-stakes NAPLAN tests illustrate this point. She observed, ‘They (the school) is
very panicked. There’s $2.4 million riding on our own tests being improved. Like to
be honest I don’t blame them, it’s a lot of money’, but the school’s directive to give
practice tests to improve scores did not sit well with her, as reported earlier.
I’ve been asked to do things I don’t think are ethically right. I’ve been asked
to teach lessons that I don’t think are purposeful. I’ve been asked to prioritise
things that I don’t think are important. I’ve been asked to do it so I have to do
it and I just feel like I’m not being a good… you know at times it’s like
“what’s the point”? I am not being a good teacher anymore, you know?
The ability to adapt teaching practices to meet the needs of learners is an
important part of being an effective teacher of literacy (Parsons et al., 2010).
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However, the teachers in this study struggled with adapting their teaching to meet the
literacy learning needs of their diverse learners — by their own estimation. Not only
did their university preparation and their practicum experiences fail to prepare them,
their schools also did not guide them adequately. This inability to effectively meet
the demands of diverse learners has been noted in educational reports around the
globe (Keane, 2012; NSW Government, 2012).
The support provided in the first year and first school is crucial to the ways in
which the year is experienced. As Smith and Ingersoll (2004) suggest, the right
mentor may help keep a teacher in the profession. Most education systems, including
the system these participants work within, put mentoring systems into place to support
first year teachers. However, numerous studies suggest that most support programs
for beginning teachers are essentially ineffective (Corbell et al., 2010; Fresko &
Nasser-Abu Alhija, 2009; Haggarty et al., 2011; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003;
Richardson & Watt, 2010). Often their focus is on compliance and induction to
system and school operations. The participants in this study clearly wanted support
that was specific to them, their own particular knowledge gaps and the kind of literacy
teaching they wished to do. In fact most had signed up to this research project
because of the perceived support they would receive by having the researcher, a
literacy lecturer, visit them in their classrooms.
Christine’s experience provides some insight into the importance of ‘aligned’
mentoring. When her mentor left half-way through the year she had an opportunity to
make her own choice based on a stronger knowledge of teachers at the school, and the
politics of the school and her own vision of teaching. She said,
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I had to think about — very carefully — who one, I’m comfortable talking to
and who I’d be comfortable getting criticism from. I’m happy to accept
criticism and improve my practice because that’s what this year is all about
and I think I could continue to do that. I also needed to think about who I
could trust because unfortunately schools are cliquey.
Discussion. The beginning teacher’s first school ideally should provide a
context which allows for the implementation of knowledge which aligns with the
knowledge built in other contexts, and thus completes each individual’s bridge
between the pneuma and pragma of their unique vision of themselves as teachers.
An important consideration for the achievement of aligned professional
knowledge is a more careful matching of teachers with schools. There is an increased
opportunity for this in the ACT government school system, and has always been a
possibility in the private school system. Many states in Australia (ACT, NSW,
Victoria, WA) have recently experimented with giving Principals autonomy in the
construction of the staff profile for their schools. Principals are generally supportive
of this initiative because they believe staffing is key to achieving good results. As one
claimed in a media interview, ‘It's always about staffing. Get this right and nothing
else matters’ (Stevenson, 2011). The frameworks provided in this thesis gives some
guidance to ‘getting staffing right’. Teachers need to ‘match’ their schools; they need
to share visions, philosophies and practices in the first instance. Secondary matters
such as operational and managerial challenges are more easily dealt with when there
is an underlying matching of philosophies. As Principals look to find the ‘right’
teachers, these should be guiding principles.
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In addition to matching teachers to schools, it is important to match beginning
teachers to their mentors. They require empathetic and informed support, which is
cognisant of a beginning teacher’s original motivations for going into teaching and
their beliefs and convictions about how literacy learning happens. The frameworks in
this thesis provides guidelines for such support, reminding mentors where they fit
within the professional landscape of the individual beginning teacher, and what kinds
of support are going to be most useful to them.
For schools to be supportive environments for first year teachers they must be
functional and effective workplaces. This study, with its focus on literacy teaching,
revealed that schools themselves are struggling to teach particular cohorts of learners,
(particularly low achievers) and in some areas of literacy instruction (notably spelling
and reading comprehension). The schools in this study revealed themselves to be
unpredictable and changeable in their approaches to literacy. The result was a
fragmented pedagogy, with which some of the beginning teachers struggled. Thus a
challenge for any reform of effective literacy teacher preparation is the extent to
which any teacher can be given the preparation necessary for work in schools that are
struggling with delivering literacy learning outcomes themselves. As Flint et al.
(2010, p. 15) ask, how do we prepare teachers to ‘negotiate the challenges of teaching
in a school that may be locked into a culture of mediocrity’?
The structural framework proposed here provides schools with an
understanding of their crucial role in the development of teacher professional
knowledge, and the development of teachers who will choose to remain in the
profession. It positions schools as a continuation of a learning journey, not the end of
one, nor the start of one. It also challenges schools to consider how the work they do,
and the professional learning they pursue, is aligned to the work done in universities.
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Applying the Framework to Specific Scenarios
In this section I apply the framework to two scenarios I observed through the
study. Meg’s and Ursula’s experiences can be viewed through this structural
framework to provide a picture of the importance of alignment across multiple
contexts.
Before she began teaching her own class Meg was enthused by an approach to
Guided Reading she had observed on one of her practicums, which resounded with
some principles she had been learning in her university context,
She would do guided reading with one group and then another would be doing
their spelling which came out of their journal so it was all in context and then
another would be doing a blend brainstorm that they’d all done together
previously. Some would be on the computers; it just worked beautifully and
they knew that was her time with the guided reading groups. I loved how she
had it set up and it just worked beautifully. I went “Oh, I’m going to set up
my literacy like this”.
However Meg’s vision of implementing such an approach was compromised from her
very first appointment as a Kindergarten teacher. The Kindergarten team was made
up of three teachers: Meg, and two more-experienced teachers. A Kindergarten
literacy program, based on sight words and a ‘letter per week’ was in place. This
didn’t fit with theories she had learned at university nor her personal vision of
teaching as student centered and engaging. Part way through the year she said, ‘I
have to do it [a phonic letter each week] but I’m just trying to find ways to make it
meaningful…’. Throughout the year Meg lamented the fact that she was not able to do
the Guided Reading literacy program she had seen on her practicum. In Term 3 she
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reminisced, ‘I loved it [guided reading]. It was so beneficial.’. She struggled to find
ways to circumvent the practice of the other ‘experienced’ teachers to do the kind of
teaching she believed in and which she had experienced success with whilst on a
practicum.
I hate news — it’s so pointless and the timeslot of the day as well is when
they’re fresh and ready to learn. Guided reading only needs to take about 20
minutes so if I can be organised enough I want to do guided reading first thing
in the morning. Even if I mark the roll and have a five minute group time and
then send them off. I might give that a go because that’s the only time that I
can see…
She kept the vision throughout the year and towards the end of the year, the
Kindergarten team began to loosen its hold on Meg’s curriculum and she found space
in the timetable to institute her Guided Reading rotations, which were not only
successful but which helped her feel good about her teaching.
Since I started these guided reading rotational type groups, I’ve felt better
because it’s something we do every day and I get to hear the kids read in
small groups or by themselves really because I go around and listen to them
each one by one every week. That’s been way better and just having those
small targeted small groups — because some of them still need print
directionality and full stops and capitals whereas others are sounding out
unfamiliar words because they know all the sounds and that sort of thing.
As she considered what she would do in her second year of teaching Meg said,
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I’ll just have more confidence and I’ll be able to put things in place earlier
that I know work and not do the things that I know don’t work rather than
feeling my way along and giving some things away. I think I would be able to
say as well “Well I know this worked really well and I’m going to do this so
you need to give me a timeslot” or whatever, you know?
Meg’s story shows that an alignment between the personal, university and practicum
contexts can be very beneficial in strengthening confidence in teaching practices, but
that the employment context can compromise this confidence.
Ursula’s story is similar to Meg’s but without the happy ending. The
framework is helpful in understanding Ursula’s experience. Ursula went into
teaching to make a difference to the children who struggle with literacy. Having
struggled herself in the junior years of primary school she wanted to be the person
who would make a difference for these children. Ursula had developed a literacy unit
of work as an assessment piece in her university literacy unit. It was an approach that
sought to develop literacy skills explicitly and in context, within an integrated unit. In
her initial interview Ursula reflected on the unit of work she had developed at
university and had consequently taught on her practicum, ‘Those kids, the work that
they produced was top notch so, and I mean they understood by the end. That unit
showed me how big a difference direction in a program can make.’. However
Ursula’s teaching colleague in her first job did not like what Ursula had planned. She
felt it focused on unnecessary skills for Kindergarten children — the same skills that
Ursula felt were crucial to getting children off to a good start at school, and which
were key to her vision of the teacher she wanted to be.
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She [her mentor and teaching partner] hated it. She hated it all. And she’s
very much... this is rubbish how you’re doing this unit ‘cause kindy’s don’t
need to know this or that, and she bagged out the whole program.
Instead the team pursued a ‘letter of the week’ approach to literacy which Ursula felt
lost with, ‘That’s why I’m feeling a little overwhelmed at the moment ‘cause now I
second guess everything from University, because it’s not like letter of the week is an
approach we did’.
Throughout the year Ursula continued to reminisce about the approach she had
examined at university and implemented successfully on her practicum. She became
concerned that she was beginning to teach in ways which compromised her beliefs
and that she would not be able to change in the future, and that she would not become
the teacher she had hoped she would. For Ursula, alignment between her personal
visions, her university experience and practicum experience had helped her develop
into a confident graduate, but misalignment in the school context reduced her
confidence substantially. This was one experience in a number through her first year
that broke Ursula’s pnuema, and she was concerned it could not be mended and she
was looking to fulfill that spirit in a different educational setting, not a school
classroom.
Summary
Researchers note that practices observed by beginning teachers in school
classrooms are given status above both theory and practices gained in the university
tutorial classrooms (Allen, 2009) where it is observed that professional knowledge
about learning and teaching gained at university is subsumed by the practices of
colleagues within three years (Smith & Moore, 2006). Using the structural
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framework in this thesis we can understand that phenomenon. If knowledge built in
the university context sits alone, and is not aligned with the knowledge built in the
other contexts then it is abandoned. The stronger its alignment with personal
motivations, with the practicums the teachers have experienced, and the schools they
work in, the more likely it is that university knowledge will be applied in classrooms.
Whilst some researchers have recommended an alignment between practicums
and university course work (Worthy, 2005), and stretched this to include an alignment
with their first school (McElhone et al., 2009), the structural framework presented
here describes the ways in which this alignment must also link to personal
motivations for teaching. Key to the framework is not the multiplicity of the contexts
per se, which is well recorded in the literature, but an alignment of knowledge built
within the contexts.
Continuity and coherence in their own learning was of importance to all the
participants. The majority had signed up to the study because they were seeking
alignments. As Rose reflected on why she was keen to maintain her university
connection in her first year of teaching,
Uni’s the ideal, then you get into the school and this is the reality of what
you’re working with. I think to have that kind of — that person who’s not in
the everyday happenings of the school, not that, “this is how we do it here”
or, you know, whatever. To have that kind of objective person that is also
coming from how you’ve been taught and so is on kind of the same level
because obviously the people at uni have shaped how I’m going to be as a
teacher.
Cate suggested a model for teacher preparation that also supports the notion of
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contingency, continuity and connection between the different contexts within which
teachers build their professional knowledge:
I think that a release — a gradual release — would be heaps more beneficial.
If you had part-time in a school and part-time back at university you could
start getting your programming and your planning with real kids; maybe
spend three days in a school and two days at uni or two days at school and
three days at uni — whatever way it worked out so you could be bringing back
more of a discussion type thing. I guess where people would come back to
university and say — “I don’t know how to do this” — or “This is the
problem”. Most people are probably having similar problems, so we could go
about sorting it out so that when you come out on your own, you actually
don’t feel like you’re just thrown into the deep end.
The structural framework offered in this chapter provides guidance for such an
approach to teacher education.
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Chapter Six — Conclusion
In undertaking this research I set out to observe the first-year teaching
experience for primary school teachers, through the lens of their literacy teaching. I
wanted to know if they were receiving adequate preparation for teaching literacy in
their university degree, and what could be done, both in teacher preparation and in the
first year of teaching, to help them become confident teachers of literacy.
The personal motivation coincided with a broader social and political interest
in the preparedness of teachers to teach literacy. Australia’s politicians are concerned
about slipping results in international literacy testing (Thomson et al., 2010) and
concerns about teacher education are manifesting in new national Standards for
teaching and professional learning (AITSL, 2012a,b). It is plausible then that this
thesis has an important contribution to make to the broader debate around literacy
teaching and the effective preparation of teachers of literacy.
One of the study participants, Cate, observed, ‘You have all your politicians
and bureaucrats telling you what you need to do in class but they don’t really
understand what it’s like to be in here doing this job’. The method used in this study
was to go into the first year teachers’ classrooms and ‘really understand what it’s like
to be in here doing this job’. I followed 14 teachers who had graduated from the
course I teach in, through their first 16 months of teaching.
Although my focus was particularly on their literacy teaching, as the study
progressed it became clear their broader teaching experiences could not be ignored.
Aspects of their experience, including the support they received and the contexts they
taught in, were related, in important and complex ways, to the manner in which they
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taught literacy. So whilst I had been viewing their first year experience through their
literacy teaching, the data pointed to broader, more general issues in teacher
preparation and teacher induction. These were identified as:
•

Beginning-teacher knowledge and literacy teaching,

•

Teacher preparation,

•

Beginning-teacher support,

•

Beginning teachers’ motivation and attrition.

Three themes emerged from these broad categories offering insights into
interrelationships between these issues. These themes were:
•

Vision,

•

Frustration,

•

Knowledge.

I found that vision was key to these teachers’ self-efficacy as literacy teachers, and
ultimately their sense of self as teacher and desire to remain as classroom teachers.
When they could be the teacher they wanted to be, they were happy, they were also
doing sound literacy teaching. When they were not able to be the teacher they wanted
to be, they were frustrated. These frustrations came from their own knowledge gaps,
as well as deficiencies in the support they were provided. Importantly, system
constraints and restraints also hampered their abilities to be the teachers they wanted
to be. The net result of the interplay between these three themes was that none of the
beginning teachers was consistently effective in their literacy teaching, and some
were considering leaving the profession. These findings have led to the
recommendations listed below.
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Recommendations
The purpose of the study was to understand the challenges faced by beginning
teachers and thus inform both teacher preparation and early career support strategies
in the context of one particular jurisdiction and one teacher education institution. As
such, the following recommendations are directly applicable to that context.
Nonetheless others working in teacher education, teacher preparation and teacher
induction may find these recommendations have some relevance in their contexts. !
1. The preparation and support of teachers must take account of the motivations
and ideologies of the teacher. I have called this ‘pneuma’.
2. Schools and systems should consider the impact their responses to external
performance agendas have upon the work teachers do, and their motivation
and opportunities to bring about transformative changes in education.
3. Pre-service teacher educators should be cognisant of what beginning!teachers
need to know in their first years of teaching. Beginning teachers have
knowledge gaps that could and should be addressed in both their pre-service
education and their induction.
4. Teacher education is both continuous and collaborative, and must provide
coherence for teachers over time and as they move between contexts. This
will require changes to the content, delivery and structure of pre-service
education and induction.
Each recommendation is explained in further detail below.
The Importance of pneuma
Recommendation One: The preparation and support of teachers must take
account of the motivations and ideologies of the teacher — their ‘pneuma’.
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Many models of teacher education, and accounts of the beginning teacher experience,
are focused on what teachers should know and do, but fail to embrace teachers’
motivations and visions of themselves as teachers. We cannot ignore these, because
they are what brought these teachers into the profession, and disappointment in these
areas will push them out of the profession. Beginning teachers leave teaching
because they cannot be the teacher they want to become.
I have proposed the teachers’ pneuma is primary to why they teach, and this in
turn impacts upon the way they teach. Teacher ‘pneuma’ is the core spirit of the
teacher; it encompasses their vision and motivation. When we do not take account of
teacher pnuema we misinterpret why teachers leave the profession, and thus proffer
misguided solutions to issues of teacher attrition, retention and support. The teachers
in this study entered teaching to do good and be good. They did not choose teaching
for the financial reward. Well aware of the pay-scales, they chose to go into teaching
anyway. This is a direct contradiction of popular media and political perceptions that
teachers require financial reward to enter or remain in the profession (Jensen, 2010)
which is the rationale behind government initiatives in the UK, US and Australia to
introduce ‘pay for performance’ schemes (Caldwell, 2010). It is essential that
governments be disabused of these popular myths of teacher motivation, demotivation
and subsequent attrition, so they can focus their efforts on induction and retention
programs that target the real reasons why teachers leave the profession. The real
reason teachers leave the profession is because they cannot be the teacher they want
to be — their pnuema is unfulfilled.
The study found a number of reasons why a teacher’s pneuma may be
unfulfilled. Importantly, pneuma can be challenged by pragmatics. In this study the
beginning teachers’ pragmatic challenges were gaps in their knowledge, lack of
!

316!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&
support, and reduced autonomy. Crucially these pragmatic challenges should be
viewed with direct reference to the individual pneuma of the teacher. In other words,
professional learning, support and responsibility should be given in ways that align
with the teachers’ teaching spirit: pneuma and pragma must align. As such, generic
approaches to teacher education and induction are insufficient; they must be nuanced
to reflect the pneuma of the individual. I have conceptualised this finding with the
following framework, where the bridge between pneuma and pragma is
conceptualised as aligned supports and knowledge.

Pragma!!
the!'substance'!of!
!
teaching!
Teacher!knowledge!!
!know!how,!know!why,!know!what!
across!multiple!domains!

Teacher!supports!
Pneuma!
the!'spirit'!of!teaching!!

•the!day!to!day!
enactment!of!'teaching'!
• about!theory!!
• about!language!!
• about!teaching!!
• about!learners!!
• about!context!!
• about!sociopolitics!
• in!school!
• outside!school!

•the!kind!of!teacher!they!
want!to!be!

The framework describes the importance of an alignment between pragma and
pneuma, and presents congruence between what teachers know and do and their
visions of themselves as teachers, as key to effective teaching. It helps us locate the
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underlying source of the challenges faced by first year teachers, helping to target
support appropriately.
Autonomy in Teaching
Recommendation Two: Schools and systems should consider how their
responses to external performance agendas affect the work teachers do, and the
teachers’ consequent motivation and opportunity to bring about transformative
changes in education.!
The participants in this study started with a strong and passionate pneuma,
with clear and sound visions of themselves as literacy teachers. They were excited to
put their own learning and vision into practice. Their expectation was that the first
year of teaching would bring the chance to finally have their ‘own class’ and do their
‘own teaching’. This was not what they actually experienced. The teachers in this
study were rarely allowed to do the teaching they wanted to do. Curriculum
constraints, most often linked to external performance agendas, reduced their
opportunities to try their own teaching ideas.
New national agendas have been introduced to standardise teaching (e.g.
Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2012a), Teacher Standards (AITSL, 2012a),
National Testing (ACARA, 2012b)). Their aim is to improve accountability and
learning outcomes. However, these same agendas have the consequence of reducing
teacher autonomy and increasing competition between schools. Competition between
schools, and pressure within schools to prove or improve performance, results in
schools scrambling to meet those performance indicators in ways that demonstrate
panic rather than intellectual investigation. The teachers in this study were very often
in a whirlpool of ever changing literacy initiatives and practices, as schools flitted
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from one literacy approach to another in an effort to find the one that would bring
quick and immediate results. Consequently, the beginning teachers did not have the
chance to implement their own strategies, and nor were they given alternative
consistent models of effective literacy teaching. They were at the whim of changes in
schools which themselves seemed to be unsure of their direction. This uncertainty
was layered upon all the other pragmatic challenges that present themselves to
beginning teachers simply as a result of being new on the job. It is difficult to be a
beginning teacher in a school that is struggling with its own identity in regards to
literacy teaching.
It may be that initiatives such as national curriculum and national teacher
standards which are potentially supportive of beginning teachers may instead push
motivated and competent teachers out of the profession if schools and systems do not
carefully consider the ways in which they manage their own responses to these
agendas. As Goodson (2007, p. 145) suggests, such reforms may result in ‘demotivating the vanguard and the backbone of teaching’. Ball (2003, p. 222) warns, in
his own review of the impact of ‘performativity’ reforms on all teachers, ‘Their
commitments to and purposes for teaching, their reasons for becoming and being a
teacher have no place’. This was observable in the teachers in this study, half of
whom began to consider other professional contexts where their desires to make a
difference in the lives of children might have more traction. Their motivations for
becoming teachers were overwhelmingly humanistic and based on an understanding
of teaching as an interpersonal endeavour, and connectedness to students was
primary. Whilst performance-based agendas and reforms are not intrinsically
dichotomous to these humanistic motivations, these new teachers found it very
difficult to reconcile the two.
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What Teachers Should Know
Recommendation Three: Pre-service teacher educators should be cognisant
of what beginning teachers need to know in their first year of teaching. Beginning
teachers have knowledge gaps that could and should be addressed in their pre-service
education.!!
Teachers need to know a great deal, in many areas and in multiple ways. This
thesis has described three ways of knowing: ‘knowing how’, ‘knowing why’ and
‘knowing what’. These are applied across six domains of teacher knowledge as it
pertains to literacy: knowledge about content, knowledge about theory, knowledge
about teaching, knowledge about their learners, knowledge about school context, and
knowledge about the sociocultural politics of teaching literacy.
Using this typology, gaps were identified in the teaching-knowledge of the
beginning teachers in this study. Whilst across most domains they had strong ‘know
why’ knowledge, there were significant gaps in their ‘know what’ and ‘know how’
knowledge across all six domains. The gaps in their teacher knowledge played a
significant role in the frustrations the participants in this study felt about their ability
to enact their visions of themselves as teachers.
Through a review of the substance of teacher preparation programs, it would
be possible to fill many of these gaps and build beginning teachers’ ‘know what’
knowledge, particularly in the area of literacy content knowledge and knowledge
about diverse learners. Changes to teacher preparation and induction would also help
to fill gaps in teachers’ ‘know how’ knowledge across all six domains.
Overall, the beginning teachers in this study struggled to teach language
explicitly because they had patchy English language knowledge. This knowledge gap
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is noted in other studies (Hadjioannou & Hutchinson, 2010; Helfrich & Bean, 2011;
Washburn et al., 2011). Their university preparation needed to improve this aspect of
their knowledge. As one of the teacher educators responsible for developing literacy
content knowledge in pre-service teachers, I found it sobering to see them struggle
with linguistic knowledge and to consider why this would be so. In particular, they
had considerable knowledge gaps around the linguistics of words. This resulted in
poor spelling programs across all the classrooms in the study. A prime motivation for
this study had been to examine my own work as a literacy teacher educator. As a
result I have now changed the ways in which I deliver language content knowledge in
the course, as I apply the following framework to the language content in my
Language Education unit.
I focus on ‘know why’ knowledge (why I have to know about grammar),
‘know what’ knowledge (content knowledge about grammar) and ‘know how’
knowledge (how to convert the knowledge into meaningful teaching practice). Preservice teachers now receive explicit language instruction at sentence and word level
(grammar and morphology), and are required to develop teaching programs that, in
turn, develop this knowledge in their learners. The impact of this change in teacher
preparation is already evident. Schools are responding positively to their observations
of the content and teaching knowledge pre-service teachers are bringing with them to
their practicum. As a result, I have been requested to deliver professional learning to
build content knowledge in grammar and spelling in 25 schools in the ACT (see
Appendix 11), as well as six workshops run by ACT Education and Training
Directorate’s Central Office specifically for the Literacy Field Officers, Deputy
Principals and Principals.
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Apart from gaps in content knowledge, the teachers in this study had narrow
knowledge of their learners. In particular they struggled to deal with the diversity of
learners in their classrooms. They had been given a generalist education at university,
albeit with a strong social inclusion undercurrent. Their university preparation in
literacy had included specific focus on why it is important to meet the needs of all
learners, including an examination of the stark reality of the inequities in the ACT
Education system as reported by the international PISA results (Thomson et al.,
2010). Every practicum experience these teachers experienced was sure to have had
low performing learners in it. Yet, despite all this, they were not able to meet the
needs of the neediest learners in their classes in their first year of teaching. Clearly
more needed to be done in their university preparation and also in their induction.
Rather than seeing good models of how to teach these learners, the beginning teachers
usually saw the low achievers pulled out of classrooms for specialist help. That
exacerbated the challenges the beginning teachers were having in developing
effective teacher knowledge about their learners and how to teach them. A concerted
effort is required by university and employers to remedy this particular knowledge
gap, which has serious long-term social implications. One such solution is presented
in the structural framework presented in Chapter Five and reiterated in
Recommendation Four.!
Effective Teacher Preparation and Induction
Recommendation Four: Teacher education should be both continuous and
collaborative, and must provide coherence for teachers over time and as they move
between contexts. This will require changes to the content, delivery and structure of
teacher preparation and support.
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Teacher preparation: Key to the pneuma/pragma framework is the notion of
alignment. Conceptual alignment needs to be supported by structures to enable the
alignment. In particular, teacher knowledge and support should be aligned across all
the contexts in which teachers are prepared and inducted. Such is the complexity of
teaching that one context alone cannot achieve effective teacher preparation. This
alignment across contexts is represented in the following diagram.

Employment!
context!

University!
and!
practicum!
contexts!

Personal!
context!

As well as alignment, the key feature of this model is the continuous and collaborative
nature of effective teacher preparation, where all involved are working in cooperation
with one another. With this structural framework, a model of cooperation is
proposed: one that allows those invested in effective teacher preparation and
induction to consider who their partners are and begin to build alignment into their
initiatives to support and develop beginning teachers.
The personal context: The importance of the personal context has been fully
detailed in the discussion of pneuma and pragma. The ways in which this personal
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context connects with the other contexts in which the beginning teacher operates are
crucial. By positioning the personal as central in this framework, I respond to
Korthagen’s (2004, p. 94) call to broaden our understanding of the good teacher, and
‘counterbalance the somewhat frightening emphasis on specific aspects, such as
competencies’. Universities should be interested in the visions and motivations of
pre-service teachers, and build self-reflection and critique across the course of their
degree.
This work has begun in my own university with the implementation of a
digital portfolio that pre-service teachers build over the course of their degree, and
take with them upon graduation into the workplace. During their teacher preparation,
pre-service teachers are asked to articulate their vision of teaching and to revisit this
annually through the four-year degree. They are then asked to annotate pieces of
‘evidence’, readings or teaching they have done to explain how the evidence reflects
their personal pneuma, as well as how it meets national Graduate Teacher Standards.
This same portfolio follows them into the workplace, enabling them to reflect upon
the teacher they want to be and consider the skills and knowledge they need to
develop to successfully enact that vision. The impact of this digital portfolio is
already being felt as the ACT Department of Education and the ACT Teacher Quality
Institute both use our pre-service teachers’ digital portfolios as examples of best
practice for reflective learning portfolios for in-service teachers.
The university and the practicum contexts: As outlined above, the preservice teachers had significant knowledge gaps with reference to their literacy
teaching practice — most particularly in ways of working with diversity, and spelling
and grammar. ‘Know what’ knowledge can usually be developed in the university
tutorial room, and Recommendation Three notes ways in which that can occur.
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However, ‘know how’ knowledge requires a context where ‘know what’ knowledge
can be applied. In teacher preparation this is typically the practicum experience. If
there is no alignment between the university and the practicum placement around
literacy teaching ideology and approach, then there are limited opportunities to build
‘know how’ knowledge. The university context must be closely aligned with the
practicum context, and vice versa, in order for teachers to develop these skills fully.
This requires a communicative and cooperative partnership between universities and
schools, and the key to the successful partnership is collaboration and alignment.
Schools and universities must have agreement on what constitutes best practice in
literacy teaching and importantly that alignment (of support and teacher knowledge)
must also take into account the pre-service teacher’s own visions.
Pre-service teachers need to be mentored by people with similar ideals, or at
the very least by teachers who are interested in finding out about the teaching visions
of their mentees and supporting them in the realisation of those visions. This can be
achieved by encouraging more dialogue between mentees and mentors; conversations
that move beyond providing feedback solely on the pragmatics of teaching, and push
towards conversations around the pneumatics of teaching. This process has now
begun in my Faculty’s Education degrees with the introduction of ‘Professional
Conversations’ during the practicum. We provide prompts for mentors and mentees
to move to more substantive conversations about teaching. Prompts for pre-service
teachers to ask their practicum mentor include ‘Which learning theories and principles
inspire you and inform your teaching?’ and ‘How do you choose strategies to match
your teaching purpose and the different learners in the class?’
Some schools have found these prompts so useful in initiating deeper
conversations about teaching and learning they have begun using them as staff!
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meeting conversation starters for their own fulltime staff. These approaches shift the
focus from the quantity of practicum to the quality of practicum. As one participant
summarised, ‘Your pracs teach you but if you get a rubbish mentor then you are just
learning from a bad example’.
Employment context: As this study has shown, even if university and
practicum contexts find alignment, the employment context is crucial. The beginning
teachers in this study were often frustrated by their school contexts, which did not
always allow them to teach the way they had been hoping to. Ultimately, this is what
threatened to push them out of teaching.
In difficult economic times it is hard to imagine any beginning teacher turning
down a job in a school, but given the consequences of being in a school which does
not ‘match’ the beginning teacher, it is worthwhile considering the ways in which
schools employ teachers. The ACT, like other jurisdictions, is moving to staffing
autonomy, and so there are more opportunities to match a teacher’s pneuma to a
school’s pneuma. Currently the evidence is that Principals are using their hiring and
firing powers simply to fill in perceived local operational gaps, such as reorganising
staffing to appoint a second Deputy (Stevenson, 2011). The findings in the current
study suggest Principals would benefit from using their staffing powers to build
philosophical and pedagogical cohesion in their schools, and to seek to match school
and teacher pneumas. As Flint et al. (2010) also observed in their study, those who
were most effective, and most satisfied in their jobs, were those who were employed
in schools that were most closely aligned with their own beliefs about teaching.
As well as actively considering and using the motivation and knowledge of
their beginning teachers, employers should allow for continued connections between
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the beginning teachers and their university contexts. This will require changed
attitudes and processes from both employers and universities. Rose articulated the
importance of this continuity:
Even though there were things about uni that frustrated me or whatever, like it
still made me be a teacher and I still learnt so many valuable things and to
have a complete break from it and then to be just…… in the big wide world of
teaching and to not be connected with those things anymore, I think — I don’t
know. I just like having that connection.
Teacher induction: Birkeland and Feiman-Nemser found ‘Vivid images of
schools as nourishing sites for new teacher learning were hard to come by’
(Birkeland & Feiman-Nemser, 2012, p. 116). They observed instead that schools
opted for ‘simplistic, quick-fix structural solutions’ to the mentoring of beginning
teachers. That was the situation in this study also. The mentoring the beginning
teachers received was haphazard; the induction was generic and focused on system
compliance.
Beginning teachers require mentoring and support that is individualised to
their context, and to their visions of themselves as teachers. They need the support of
another like-minded educator to give them the impetus to make changes in their
practices. They need to be connected to the people they hold as models of the kinds
of teachers they would like to be. These may be university lecturers or tutors, peers,
previous mentors or colleagues in their school setting. The findings in this study
support Pogodzinski’s (2012) conclusion that school leadership plays a crucial role in
identifying and matching mentors with beginning teachers ‘who are better aligned
with the novice teachers, not only in terms of observables such as the grade level or
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subject matter that they teach, but also in their beliefs about teaching’ (Pogodzinski,
2012, p. 338).
Moreover, rather than receiving targeted and individualised support, beginning
teachers in this study were asked to take on additional tasks. As they took on these
responsibilities they were taken away from their classes, and thus they had reduced
opportunities to learn the craft of the classroom and to experience what a long-term
coherent and cohesive literacy program could look like. Although school leaders
would probably agree that beginning teachers need time and consistency in their
classrooms, it seemed that sometimes the everydayness of schools overrides best
intentions. Principals must be more vigilant in managing the workload of beginning
teachers.
Summary
The challenges of being a first year teacher have been known for a long time,
and have been well documented in the literature. Schools often seem to brush off
these challenges to keeping teachers in the profession, instead telling beginning
teachers they must learn to make do, and to build skills that allow them to cope with
the circumstances of the first year. This represents a deficit approach to
understanding the beginning teacher. The two frameworks presented in this thesis
propose an alternative positioning of the beginning teacher, as a positive resource in
the school. They challenge the systems to change their own operations, rather simply
seeking to ‘fix’ the beginning teacher.
The teachers in this study were potentially good teachers; they were medium
to high achievers and well motivated. In their first year, most were not doing the best
teaching they were capable of, even taking into account the newness of the situation.
Some of the blame for this can be laid on inadequate teacher preparation, but some of
!
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the blame can be assigned to the lack of supportive and functional contexts in which
they were employed. Half of them were also considering leaving, because their first
year experience was not fulfilling their pneuma, their spirit. Yet they all had such
potential. They were too good to lose, and too dedicated to fine educational ideals for
the system to just let them go. Goodson (2007) characterises such teachers as the
vanguard for educational reform and innovation and ‘their disenchantment and
disengagement leave change and reform as a hollow rhetoric’ (Goodson, 2007,
p. 144). I concur. We need to seriously reconsider the ways in which we prepare
teachers for classrooms, so that transformative change happens in education through
the nurturing of intelligent and principled beginning teachers. In this thesis I have
provided frameworks for considering how this might happen. These frameworks
have been built from the words and experiences of beginning teachers themselves.
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Appendices
Appendix 1 – Participation Information Form!
Project:!Becoming&a&Literacy&Teacher&–&the&first&year&of&the&journey!
!
Researcher:!Misty!Adoniou!
Lecturer!in!Literacy!and!Language!Education!in!the!Faculty!of!Education,!
University!of!Canberra!
Project&Aim:&
The!aim!of!this!study!is!to!better!understand!the!journey!of!the!beginning!
teacher!in!their!first!year!of!teaching,!most!particularly!their!development!as!
teachers!of!literacy!to!primary!aged!children.!The!project!aims!to!document!the!
challenges!of!taking!theoretical!understandings!of!how!children!learn!to!read!
and!write!and!translating!these!into!effective!classroom!practice.!
Benefits&of&the&Project:&
The!Project!will!identify!ways!to!better!support!graduating!students!in!the!
transition!from!university!to!the!workplace.!It!will!inform!both!teacher!educators!
and!education!employers!of!the!specific!challenges!new!graduates!face!in!the!
classroom,!and!suggest!ways!in!which!universities,!education!systems!and!
schools!can!adapt!their!practices!to!better!support!beginning!teachers.!
General&Outline&of&the&Project:&
The!researcher!will!initially!maintain!contact!with!15!beginning!teachers!–!all!
voluntary!participants!–!over!their!first!year!of!teaching.!The!researcher!will!use!
a!variety!of!data!collection!methods!
•
•

one^on^one!conversations!with!the!participants,!which!will!be!recorded!
and!later!transcribed!for!analysis!
observations!of!their!literacy!teaching,!which!will!result!in!written!
reflections!by!the!researcher!and!guide!conversations!with!the!
participants!

!
The!focus!of!all!these!interactions!will!be!specifically!on!literacy!teaching!
practices.!
The!participants!will!have!access!only!to!their!own!audio!and!video!data!at!all!
times!through!the!project.!Each!participant!will!be!able!to!view!the!transcripts!of!
their!data!at!all!stages.!!
Participant&involvement:&
The!initial!one^on^one!conversation!will!occur!before!the!school!year!begins!at!a!
location!of!the!participant’s!choice.!Subsequent!interviews!will!occur!either!in!
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the!schools!where!the!participants!have!been!placed!for!2009!or!in!the!
researcher’s!office!–!whichever!is!most!convenient!for!the!participant.!
Observations!of!teaching!will!occur!in!each!participant’s!classroom!and!will!be!
focussed!on!literacy!teaching!episodes!and!will!occur!at!a!time!and!day!which!
suits!the!participant.!Approval!from!the!ACT!Department!of!Education!for!the!
researcher!to!observe!in!the!schools!is!pending,!but!is!ultimately!dependent!
upon!approval!from!each!School!Principal.!This!will!be!sought!once!the!school!
locations!are!known!to!both!the!participant!and!the!researcher.!Observations!
and!conversations!will!occur!once!each!month!throughout!the!school!year.!
It!is!anticipated!that!participants!will!not!find!these!interviews!or!observations!
stressful!as!they!have!all!volunteered!for!this!Project!understanding!that!
interviews!and!classroom!observations!would!be!a!part!of!the!Project.!The!
participants!all!know!the!researcher!well,!and!have!developed!a!friendly!
comfortable!relationship!over!several!years!of!interactions!in!their!university!
degree.!
However!should!any!participant!wish!to!remove!themselves!from!the!Project!at!
any!time,!or!for!any!reason,!they!may!do!so!by!advising!the!researcher!of!their!
intention!to!withdraw,!either!verbally!or!in!writing.!Participants!may!also!refuse!
to!take!part!in!any!aspect!of!the!Project!or!refuse!to!answer!questions!at!any!time!
and!with!no!explanation.!This!is!a!voluntary!activity.!
Confidentiality:&
An!important!part!of!the!Project!is!finding!support!mechanisms!for!the!first!year!
of!teaching,!and!part!of!that!may!be!the!support!of!other!first!year!teachers.!
Therefore!the!participants!in!the!Project!will!know!who!else!is!in!the!Project!and!
may!choose!to!become!part!of!a!support!network!amongst!themselves.!Any!
discussion!of!their!experiences!within!the!Project!or!within!their!schools!should!
remain!confidential!amongst!themselves.!All!the!researcher’s!conversations!and!
observations!of!each!participant!shall!remain!confidential,!and!between!only!the!
participant!and!the!researcher.!Any!dissemination!of!findings!from!the!Project!
itself!will!maintain!the!anonymity!and!confidentiality!of!the!participants!and!the!
schools!in!which!they!are!placed.!!
Data&Storage:&
All!data!collected!from!the!Project!will!be!stored!under!lock!and!key!at!the!
University!of!Canberra!in!the!researcher’s!own!office.!It!will!be!viewed!only!by!
the!researcher!and!will!be!destroyed!on!the!completion!of!the!Project.!
Ethics&Committee&Clearance:&
The!Project!has!received!Ethics!Clearance!from!the!University!of!Canberra!and!
the!ACT!Department!of!Education.!
!
Queries&and&Concerns:&
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If!you!have!any!queries!at!all!about!the!Project!or!your!role!as!a!participant!in!the!
Project!please!contact!me:!
Misty!Adoniou!
University!of!Canberra!
Office!5B8!
Ph!62012471!Fax!62015360!
Email:!misty.adoniou@canberra.edu.au!
!
With!thanks!
!
!
!

!
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Appendix 2 – Participation Consent Form
Informed Consent Form
Project: Becoming a Literacy Teacher – the first year of the journey
I have read and understood the information about the research. I am not aware of any
condition that would prevent my participation, and I agree to participate in this
project. I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my participation in the
research. All questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction.
Name: _______________________________________________

Signature: ____________________________________________

Date: ________________________________________________
A summary of the research report can be forwarded to you when published. If you
would like to receive a copy of the report please include your mailing address below.

Name: ______________________________________________

Address: _____________________________________________
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Appendix 3 – Principal Information letter
To: The Principal
From: Misty Adoniou, Lecturer University of Canberra
Re: Research project: Becoming a Literacy Teacher: the first year of the journey
Dear Sir/Madam
________________ , a beginning teacher at your school, has volunteered to be a part
of a research project I am conducting during 2009.
The aim of this study is to better understand the journey of the beginning teacher in
their first year of teaching, most particularly their development as teachers of literacy
to children. The project aims to document the challenges of taking theoretical
understandings of how children learn to read and write and translating these into
effective classroom practice.
The study will identify ways to better support graduating students in the transition
from university to the workplace. It will inform both university lecturers and
education employers and principals of the specific challenges new graduates face in
the classroom, and suggest ways in which both universities and schools can adapt
their practices to better support beginning teachers.
I will maintain contact with these beginning teachers over their first year of teaching,
including visiting their classrooms and observing their literacy teaching, and spending
time talking to them about their teaching practice.
The purpose of this letter is to request your permission to be in your school and in the
beginning teacher’s classroom to observe their literacy teaching practices once a
month throughout 2009. Ethics approval for the study has been given from the
University of Canberra and the ACT Department of Education. The name of the
school and the beginning teachers will remain anonymous in any publications or
presentations that may result from the study.
If you have any queries at all about the study please contact me
Misty Adoniou
University of Canberra
Office 5B8
Ph 62012471 Fax 62015360
Email: misty.adoniou@canberra.edu.au

With thanks
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Appendix 4 – First interview schedule

(name) have you got a teaching job for next year yet?
How do you feel about that?
Why did you go into teaching?
How long do you imagine you’ll stay in teaching?
Why did you decide to be part of this project?
Have you begun to imagine your classroom in 2009?
How could your degree have prepared you better for the job ahead?
What do you think your responsibilities are, as the classroom teacher, when it comes
to literacy teaching and learning?
Where do you feel confident? Why do you think you feel confident in these particular
areas?
Where do you feel concerned or nervous? Why do you think you feel concerned about
these particular areas?
Tell me about the kinds of things you’d like to do with literacy in your classroom.
Where have your ideas for literacy teaching come from?
What do you think you have taken from your Language Education units that you can
carry into the classroom?
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What literacy teaching practice and knowledge do you think you have taken from
your Professional Experience units?
To Graduate Entry graduates —– as Grad Entry graduates do you feel you are
advantaged or disadvantaged compared to those in the undergraduate programme in
terms of preparation to be a literacy teacher?
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Appendix 5 – Interview questions following classroom observations
Second interview schedule — February onsite in schools
What are your impressions after this first period of teaching?
Are you experiencing anything that you didn’t expect to?
Tell me about the literacy lesson I observed today.
Have you started planning literacy yet? What have you done? Does the school have a
literacy plan in place for you?
What is exciting you?
Is anything causing anxiety?
Third interview schedule — April onsite in schools
How have things been going since my last visit?
What are your thoughts about your class, teaching, colleagues?
Tell me about the literacy lesson I observed today.
Where would you say your literacy teaching practices have come from?
What are you doing in literacy that you think is working well?
Are there parts of your literacy program you’re concerned about?
Fourth interview schedule — May onsite in schools
You have now been teaching for x months — tell me about how you feel.
Tell me about the literacy lesson I observed today.
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What has been working in your literacy teaching and what hasn’t and where will you
go from here?
Do you know who the students are who struggle with literacy? Tell me about them.
What support would be useful to you at the moment?
Fifth interview schedule — July onsite in schools
You have now been teaching for x months — tell me about how you feel.
Tell me about the literacy lesson I observed today.
What has been working in your literacy teaching and what hasn’t and where will you
go from here?
How are you going with x (the students they have been concerned about)?
Sixth interview schedule — onsite in schools
Tell me about the literacy lesson I observed today.
How are you feeling?
Tell me about the support you have received as a beginning teacher.
Seventh interview schedule — onsite in schools
Tell me about the literacy lesson I observed today.
What have you planned for literacy teaching this term?
Has the way you plan for literacy changed over the year?
How are you feeling?
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Eighth interview schedule — onsite in schools
How has the year been for you?
Where were your strengths? What were the challenges?
What advice would you give UC lecturers, the Department, School Executives, next
years beginning teachers?
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Appendix 6 — Final interview schedule

1. How does this year compare to this time last year?
2. When was the hardest time last year?
3. Are you the teacher you imagined you would be?
4. Are you doing the teaching you want to do?
5. What are you doing in literacy — reading, writing, spelling specifically?
6. What tires you, excites you, frustrates you in your job?
7. What do you think of teaching and what is your future in the profession?
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Appendix 7 — Online survey Term 1
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Appendix 8 — Online survey Term 4
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Appendix 9 — Online survey — Term 2 — Support
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Appendix 10 — Sample of Initial coding and researcher memos
Teacher Belief and identity

Knowledge about literacy teaching

Doing literacy teaching

Before teaching

Before teaching

Before teaching

Motivation

Reference to uni course work

‘Supports’

Vicki enrolled in her Bachelor of Science

Vicki felt in this first interview – 4 months

[on what supports she would like]

knowing that she would do teaching. ‘I loved

she was doing uni work that everything was

If I know that you were coming the next week

learning and really wanted to learn something

already a little grey and that she should go

there are going to be a whole lot of questions

that was really hard so I challenged myself

back and do some reading.

that you will ask me and that will make me

with the Bachelor of Science. I consciously

double check myself rather than just go on

monitored how I learned and in my psychology I really enjoyed my language classes and kind

with the routine.

degree I learned about how the brain works. I

of loved you and your classes. I really learned

didn’t think I would be challenged enough by a

a lot but I feel like it could be easy to forget a

I’m looking forward to have some one say oh

4 year Education degree. I still think that’s

lot.

my gosh why did you do that, or that was

!
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probably true’

really great. My mentor is still there and she

‘I’ve always wanted to be a teacher. Its kind of

.‘I think I learned a lot of philosophies like

will be a great support and I’ll be assigned

the default job you want to do in primary

using authentic texts. Maybe even just the

someone as well. But I know Gordon is a

school and I guess I never got rid of it. I love

word authentic, not to have words out of

tough school and I wanted to set myself up for

working with kids I’ve done it a lot and I’ve

context. I learned more about behaviour

as much support as possible.

always enjoyed it. I’ve run a lot of youth group

management in Lang Ed 2 than I did in any

activities and holiday camps and I’ve taught

other unit’

piano and violin. My first term here in

What she thinks she will do
I’ll have table groups because I have to have

education I loved it and I thought - yeah this is

When asked how she would teach

table groups, which is fine I like table groups.

it. I really love watching kids learn.’

grammatical knowledge Vicki said, ‘what I

I haven’t thought about the walls. I’m not

learnt at uni from you was helpful even in my

arty.’

She recounted an experience on internship

own writing because I could see and say why

where she had a breakthrough with a

a sentence didn’t make sense. I’ve never

‘I really feel like I have great ideas for

challenging child , teaching him fractions,

cared about grammar until now.’

literacy but nothing is very logical.’ ‘I loved

which was admired by other teachers (an

!
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example of how self-efficacy is built) although

What she observed in her internship

had a chance to because not many people like

she agreed it wasn’t an easy school and on one

classroom where she agreed the children did a

it. Never have I taught it from beginning to

occasion some children trashed the library and

lot of writing and her mentoring teacher was

end and I’d really like to see how it works and

she wondered ‘do I really want to be here?’

committed to teaching writing that the

maybe make some additions’

children could identify a noun a verb and an
Aspiration

adjective but only in a simple sentence. Iwant

She noted on her internship that her mentor

She loved her mentor teacher and respected

to go deeper than that. I want them to be able

focused on multiple genres and Vicki wanted

her. She admired the strong work ethic in that

to say when they are looking at a sentence

to give her attention to one genre at a time

classroom – ‘they worked hard from 9 to 3’

that this word is important because it is doing

(this is a message given covertly in her

this job in this sentence and talking about that. language unit). She referred to some strategies
On how long she will stay in teaching:

Just talking about it regularly will help them

for teaching genre, cutting up parts of the

‘I’ve heard the average is three years but I

write better sentences I think.. I hope’

genre and reorganizing them - a strategy

want to beat the average’

‘There were some units that were worth their

demonstrated in tutorials

weight in gold and I would never replace
‘When I was doing computer science in my

!

them. There were others where I didnt learn

I suppose I will be guided the curriculum.
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degree some of me was thinking I could back

anything and I got an HD and I don’t know

The school – presumably – has a document –

track onto this when I have kids, more money,

why because I didn’t learn anything. On paper although I’ve never seen it that says you

less work and now I think gosh I could ever do

I do think I need to learn how to respond to

that. I like teaching too much. I will have kids

individual needs I just don’t think the course

one day which will be a tempting. But I want

taught me how to do it’

should teach these things’

‘teaching the children to read is going to be

to stay I want to be in it for a long time. My

my priority’ She felt that this was her

goal for this year is to survive, to get to the end

responsibility.

of the year and still enjoy it.’ . It is really easy

Reference to uni prac work

to burn yourself out in the first year trying to

She recounted an experience on internship

conquer the world. I’ve got to try not to

where she had a breakthrough with a

conquer the world.

challenging child , teaching him fractions,

I honestly do want to be the best teacher I can

which was admired by other teachers

be
She loved her mentor teacher and respected
her. She admired the strong work ethic in that
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Teacher identity

classroom – ‘they worked hard from 9 to 3’

Vicki got a one year contract at the school
where she did her internship – they just wanted

Recounting her internship she said ‘I did the

her and employed her without an actual job.

thing you said we should never do. My

She thought it was a pretty hard school but she

mentor wanted me to separate adjectives,

liked the thought of going back there – it felt

nouns and verbs and put them on the board to

familiar. She liked that she was wanted there as describe volcanoes. And it just killed me to
well, it as flattering and affirming.

run that lesson. Every bit of my body was

She really wanted her own class – but may

going I don’t agree with this. What was so

have been given internal relief. She said her

ironic that so many of the words they were

head told her she could do it, that she had

coming up could have been nouns or verbs or

enough preparation to be flexible, but her heart

adjectives depending on the sentence and I

wanted her own class. The day she arrived at

was like, see this is why this isn’t a good

the school she was told she had her own class – activity. You came to mind at that point.’
a year 2.
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As modeled by her mentoring teacher she
I work hard and I really enjoy stressful

spoke about clear expectations – instructing

situations. I push myself pretty hard and I have

the children ‘Im looking for you to do this

never burnt out yet

today’ but she felt her mentor gave the
children way too many things to think about

‘Im really looking forward to teaching the way
that I want to teach. When you walk into your

‘Your pracs teach you but if you get a rubbish

internship class you are always teaching

mentor then you are just learning from a bad

someone else’s programme. I’m looking

example’ On one prac I did 8 hours of PE and

forward to teaching what I’ve learnt’

no maths in one week and I never questioned
it until I got to Gordon (on internship) and got
a great mentor

From internship the goal of listening to
children to read and write. I learnt at uni the

!
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value of working from a good text and then
Mary (intern mentor) often did this and I
thought yes she does this wellI learnt it then I
saw it in practice and you could see that it
really worked.

She didn’t think she learned any literacy tools
from other prac. On her first prac the Kinder
class was doing Jolly Phonics ‘and I walked
onto prac and thought on oh no that’s really
bad, having just done Language Ed 1’ I didn’t
really know what JP was , and you hear
competing things so you try to be rational and
weigh it up and think why is it not great. And
the kids did struggle. They knew all their
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sounds but I’m not really sure they were using
all that in their writing. So I went away from
that thinking oh my gosh so how would you
teach Kinder kids their letters and sounds
without wasting hours of time memorizing
songs. ‘That was when I thought we’ve got to
be more authentic about this, because she was
using words that I didn’t know what they
meant to demonstrate the sounds. We’ve had
to explain the word and practise the sound.
That was the day that I thought this is ironic,
we’ve got to be more authentic we’ve got to
use their writing and teach the sounds from
books they can actually engage with and
words they actually know and use.
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Identified gap areas
I feel confident in general ‘I feel like I always
have a goal – except maybe art and PE.’

‘I think I have great ideas but I haven’t quite
figured how to do it all in a systematic order’

Findings
Vicki is very intellectual, she loves watching children learn and is vey reflective about the learning.

Vicki pushes herself hard and has high expectations of herself.

!
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She is confident in her abilities. She is less confident about what the whole program looks like.

Affirmations are an important part of Vickis confidence

She has realistic visions of the challenges of the first year.

She has taken much from her university studies, in particular large theoretical principles. She has also taken some of the specific strategies
shared in tutorials at university.

She is able to reflect on observed teaching practices very clearly.

Already Vicki was showing frustration at the practices she had observed on her internship. She was critical of the cooperative reading groups
claiming they had misinterpreted Luke and Freebody’s four resources model – a model she knew well as it had been the conceptual framework
of the language education units she had done and she had written an essay on it. She felt the practical application of the theory at Gordon didn’t
do the theory justice.
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She was frustrated by one of the big integrated units which involved a trip around Australia and engaged the students in maths activities,
geography etc and also involved the payment of money and rewards to the students within the role play. She complained that this meant she
spent a lot of time managing the pretend stuff and not enough time was focused on the learning.

Thoughts
Vicki clearly knew that teaching was more work and less money before she went into the profession, she is in the job for altruistic reasons.

I think Vicki was realistic about what lay ahead of her in the first year – she seemed knowledgeable about what lay ahed and so seemed to have
left uni with a reasonably accurate picture of the complexity of the task that lay ahead.

Although Vicki thought she was already forgetting her uni work her talk showed that she was drawing upon her course work substantially as she
reflected on practices she had observed and those she wanted to use
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Vicki has been a reflective practitioner from the outset, she has lined university course work and pracs in very explicit ways even when there
has been no direct requirement to do so e.g the reflection on Jolly Phonics whilst doing Language Education 1, where we encouraged the
students to observe the practices on prac in light of what they were doing in their coursework but didn’t build it in to the course work or the
prac.
Vicki was definitely using uni criteria to check her mentors performance and activity whilst she was on prac – she was making strong links
between uni and school and personal belief

She has the personality of the highly engaged persister, she is intellectual, reflective, hard working, high expectations and likes to be rewarded
and affirmed

Vicki believes she learnt a lot at uni. And is very keen to put these learning’s into her teaching practice

It seems as though Vicki was going to begin her teaching life either teaching against the grain or swimming upstream. I suspected the latter, she
is a strong character with a lot of belief in her own intellectual capacity. She is already strongly critiquing (with a deal of accuracy) the literacy
practices of her school and colleagues.
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interestingly Vicki always talks about her effectiveness in terms of student learning rather than student behaviour, which is unusual for a novice
and not that evident in experienced teachers I speak to. Vicki has begun her teaching career with very clear understandings of her beliefs about
literacy teaching

Vicki was very reflective about her pracs even her bad ones, but those bad pracs didn’t give her skills. So she knew she was watching Kinder
literacy teaching that was being effective but she still doesnt know what effective Kinder teaching looks like

Vicki constantly refers to time wasting, she is just an efficient person who wants each minute to count for her children.

The obvious ideal is when you learn a strategy at uni that matches with your growing beliefs about learning and then you see that strayegy or
approaching working in the classroom. I don’t think it is as simple that you do theory at uni and practice in school and look for good matches.
Vicki shows us that the theory is learned at uni, but examples of practice of that theory are also given. It is these examples of practice that are
then used as the measure as they observe practice in the school. There needs to be practice in the uni tute room as a scaffold between theory and
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situated practice.
Talk about theory.
Then talk about the practice that theory could generate.
Then observe examples of that theorized practice in the situated context of the classroom

The first two steps could happen anywhere – at uni or in schools or both. The third most definitely has to happen in schools. And it is more
useful when there is a coherent link.
Uni could do the first two – but that doesn’t help the beg teacher understand what the practice could look like as in Vickis Kinder Jolly Phonic
example. She was further hampered because although we had given her theory about how emergent literacy learning can happen we hadn’t
given adequate examples of the practices that theory could generate, so whilst she knows she didn’t like what she saw she doesn’t know what
she would do instead.
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Teacher Belief and identity

Knowledge about literacy teaching

Doing literacy teaching

Term 1

Term 1

Term 1

Motivation

Reference to uni course work

‘Supports’

Vicki does not want to ‘waste’ the children’s

Vicki has to do running records and was

Unfortunately I was the only new staff this

time. She is there to teach them and she wants

taught these at university. She does think that

year so they completely cancelled orientation

that to be the driving force of their time

they are done incorrectly at her school –

because they figured I would know

together in the classroom. So she reflects on

which is possible. ‘I’m supposed to be doing

everything. So for the first few days I

her effectiveness as a teacher who achieves

running records as well which take forever

literally was walking around going “Where

learning outcomes in her children.

and a day because I want to do them properly

am I? What do I do?” All the kind of normal

they take forever and a day’

“Here’s your duty roster. Here’s the coffee

Aspiration
Talking about Dillon – her roleplay writer –

!

thingy. This is where you keep your coat.”
Reference to uni prac work.
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And the thing is he really wants to learn, like I

Learned about de bonos thinking hats on her

So heaps of people just threw stacks of

have never seen a better attitude in a child.

internship and used them in class ‘I don’t

resources at me the first day and said “Have

Like first day he walked in and he said “Miss

mind working with them. I don’t love them

this, have this.” ….it’s like a little un-useful

Vella I want you to teach me to read this year.”

but they’re quite good for getting children to

there’s so much stuff.

And I was like “Sure.”You know, he really

talk in different ways and write in different

Vicki sometimes felt she may just be being

wants to learn he’s just never been taught.’

ways’

given what other teachers may not want
anymore and asked “Do I really want it?”

I was thinking just this morning when we were

100 word list from intern mentor

Planning

talking about narratives I was like “I’m

‘we’re supposed to team plan,( this is going to

teaching them about this because it’s valuable

be awkward ) and that doesn’t happen very

and it’s valuable in their book and it’s going to

well. other people in my team don’t really

make their writing better and that in turn is

put the time in; don’t really even understand

going to make their NAPLAN results better.”

the concept of team planning. Even when we

Like I’m not specifically focussing on

Other stuff

have team planned it hasn’t really been team

NAPLAN but I know that if I teach well they

‘people really built him [child] up to be

planning it’s been kind – OK, well let’s do

!
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will automatically perform better in that.

absolutely terrifying and he’s actually been

numbers this week and length next week,

very settled in my class. Like they said he

done, off we go. That’s not really what I kind

wouldn’t stay a whole session ever and that’s

of envisaged’

just not true. I’ve just learnt that you’ve got to

So some of me thinks “Maybe one day

It’s exciting the amount of control you get over

give him a warning and give it again and then

someone is going to turn around and say to

your own class. You don’t have to teach

be patient and give it a third time. And if you

me ‘Where are all these documents?’” which

someone else’s program, you can teach your

get cranky too early he doesn’t respond at all.’ I’ve filled in anyway for my own benefit

Teacher identity

program.
like most of the time I have ultimate control

because I like to be organised.
Identified gap areas

over what I do in my classroom and I can do it ‘like Zachary who sits here can’t write his

The school uses an integrated learning

my way and that’s really nice. It’s nice to say

name consistently and Dillon, like I mean

framework called Learning By Design

“Well I don’t want them to write a recount

people tell me he’s at role play writing. My

‘Which is all a bit of a blur for me; I don’t

everyday,” because I don’t really see the point understanding of role play writing is that they

really understand all of it. So I’ve done one

in them writing every day, like a recount every can read it back to you. So they write random

on volcanoes/natural disasters before which

day when we’re studying narratives. I’m just

has had no literacy text at all given and it you
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letters but they read it back to you consistently.

377!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&

not going to do that. And it’s nice to be able to Well he doesn’t even comprehend that his

were supposed to integrate it into your

make that decision and make it professionally

letters on the page mean something. He can’t

literacy time but there’s no resources given to

and I suppose be held accountable for it when

even read it back to me….so that was

you. I had to spend a lot of time going and

it doesn’t work.

surprising I didn’t expect it to be that low’

finding the text. to be honest what happens in

one of the things donated to me was a word

the classroom is that people go and find the

wall and I was like I can put it up but are these Doesn’t know how to run effective guided

nearest text that they can, good or bad or ugly,

words really going to mean anything to them.

reading groups –either their content or their

and just go “Off you go, colour in the

Vicki wondered about some things she has

management

pictures,” or whatever because it’s not

seen on prac and what she was offered by other I sat down the other day and I went I have no

written’

teachers.

idea what I believe about spelling. I’m being

so I got year two and all of a sudden

told to do Bee spelling, I’m being told to do A

I cannot describe how much talking we did

everyone’s like well you’ll have to do news

is for Apple something or other. . So my goal

before they did that writing, like we did circle

and here’s my news roster, and here’s my

for today was to ask you what I should do for

time, three circle times and multiple sharing

teddy for when you do journey home. and

spelling.

circles and whatever. “Once upon a time I

here’s their journal where they write all their

!

had this friend and she moved to Egypt.”
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recounts and it’s like “Oh, I don’t really want

The school has commercial have a go books

And it was really… like for me I got terrible

to do recounts or taking home teddies or all of

but Vicki hadn’t used them yet, ‘I haven’t told

writing out of that.

these things, do I have to do them.” And like

them to use them at all because I didn’t know

the wall chart thing where they all show you

what to do with them. I was like “Huh, that

Assessing

where you’ve gone to the toilet and things

looks fun, we’ll use those one day.”

I had no idea [about student levels] and I got

“That’s like a huge thing to do, do I really have

nothing from last year. I didn’t have any

to?” So I don’t think I’m really made to be a

reports or anything from last year so I just had

kinder to year two teacher, I’d rather be an

a bunch of 21 children…

older teacher and not have to do all these little
fun things.

I’ve got a little pack that has like their running

Occasionally I do think “Oh gosh, I’ve got no

record level and Bee spelling level and stuff

idea why I’m doing this.” So my idea about not

like that which is about as accurate as a piece

doing recounts I was really nervous because

of string because everyone does running

I’d be the only teacher in the school that’s not

records differently. I did one the other day

doing recounts but it’s nice to be able to say “I

and I started him on one below the level he
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think they’re a waste of time what do you

was supposedly on and there was no way we

think?” “Yeah, as long as you can justify it.”

were getting anywhere. I was like “OK, we’ll
go down four levels.” I was like “These are
just useless.”
‘I mark everything they do. I have to. Like,
well again, the school tells you you have to so
I’m being obedient and I know my mentor
from the last school marks absolutely
everything that they do and so does Kylie, my
mentor this year so I feel like it’s possible.
Implementation
Her school expects literacy rotations: I’d
literally never done it. On a single prac I’d
never seen it done . so what I did was looked
at my program and said “Right, well I want to

!
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do way more spelling than I’m doing at the
moment so I’m going to have one group that
concentrates on spelling, they’re going to do
some spelling activities. I’m going to have
one group that does guided reading with me
and I’m going to have one group that does…
I’ve got to do …WriteOn. So I shoved that
into all the rotation because otherwise I’m
never going to do it.’
And what didn’t work was that they cannot
work independently without me. They
couldn’t cope with all of those instructions
and the task that they were trying to do and
not having me stand over them going “Now
do this.” It was just too early in the year.

!
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They just don’t have that kind of
independence and they all sat down and went
“I don’t know what to do.” It was just too
much. And there were 20 kids all trying to do
different things and I was like “This is
mayhem.” And I’m trying to do guided
reading over there and I’m thinking “This is
the stupidest thing I have ever done.”
When I asked Vicki how she would do literacy
rotations differently next time she said: Well
I’m just not going to do it. I kind of want to
get them all on the same page
silent reading which is another ten minute
waste of time. Like it’s not, except that they
don’t read, like it wouldn’t be a waste of time

!
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if they actually read their books but yeah.
Like they sit and stare into space.
About journal writing: Like it just seems like
the most pointless use of time and it takes
them forever. Like it literally takes forever
for them to write so and I figure if they’re
going to put effort into writing I want it to
actually be useful.
Testing
it was explicitly said “You’re teaching for
NAPLAN now.”

Findings
The resources they receive are not necessarily targeted or useful. They are given a lot of ‘pragma’.
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Vicki is surprised by the wide range of abilities in a class

Teaching your own class is exciting from the beginning because of the sense of having your own class and doing your own thing

Within a couple of weeks Vicki has solved important pragmatic issues of classroom management and that was despite being given fear rather
than strategies for dealing with children identified as challenging.

New educators walk into schools and receive an understanding from Executive on how the school works – e.g working in teams – but Executive
visions don’t always play out in practice and this can be a political challenge for new educators who are unsure what such ‘misbehaviour’ means
for herself.

Each school is responsible for its own approaches to pedagogy and learning in the curriculum areas and it takes time and direction for beginning
teachers to understand each of these. They are given lots of names of programs they have to use – but not much guidance in how to use them

!
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Locating resources can be time consuming and difficult. And can result in ineffective teaching.

Vicki is reflective practitioner from the beginning and very concerned about the effect her teaching has on learning outcomes of the children and
whether activities are a ‘waste of time’

Vicki didn’t receive any information on the children in her class. When she was given information she found it to be inaccurate and unhelpful.

Vicki has learned things at university from practical – running records – to being reflective upon the practices she observes

Schools respond to national assessment agendas including teaching to the test and this inevitably has an impact upon the actions and motivations
of teachers

Vicki doesn’t know what to do with spelling – but she knows she isn’t impressed with what is being offered to her at the school. The
programmes on offer don’t match with her pedagogical beliefs about literacy learning

!

385!

Being&a&literacy&teacher:&The&first&year&

Vicki is strong and has strong opinions but she still needs reassurance ‘Occasionally I do think “Oh gosh, I’ve got no idea why I’m doing this.”
So my idea about not doing recounts I was really nervous because I’d be the only teacher in the school that’s not doing recounts but it’s nice to
be able to say “I think they’re a waste of time what do you think?” “Yeah, as long as you can justify it.”

Thoughts

From the beginning Vicki wants to be a certain kind of teacher. She has a clear vision of what she wants to do in the classroom. The pragmata of
classroom management are not bothering Vicki – she has solved those issues quickly. Many of the resources she was offered weren’t offered in
any other spirit other than – here maybe you can use this, and as a results she used few of them. They were not resources that had meaning for
her or they way she envisages teaching

How do we manage teacher preparation so that classroom diversity isn’t such a surprise?
Vicki was introduced to her challenging children with labels rather than strategies. She was D was a roleplay writer – although not given ideas
for how to teach him. She was told H was a bolter – but not given strategies for how to prevent this behaviour just how to manage it when it
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happens. So the preparation isn’t just about knowing these children exist it is also about showing them effective ways to work with these
children. But can we find examples of these? In this school the fact that these children exhibit these behaviours is an indication that the school
may not be able to deal with them and so not able to model them.

In the ACT where each school has a deal of autonomy of which programmes they will use it is not possible to prepare teachers for every
programme.

As Vicki reflected on the poor writing of her children despite the numerous talking circles (not a university resource but one from First Steps
used in schools and learned on a school PD) I spoke to her about having to do more than talk, and talked about the writing cycle as done in
tutorials. To this she said ‘ it wasn’t that they did a bad job, they did their best and I know that they tried….like they need a whole lot of teaching
on how to write a narrative now’. The talk about her children’s learning was important to move her on to what happens next. This kind of
focussed talk is important to beginning teachers. Yet they seem mostly to receive broad reassurances that they are doing great rather than
specific support on what they can be doing to continue to improve learning outcomes.

Vicki is very committed to her role as a teacher and her responsibility to their learning. She does not want to waste the children’s time. She
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thinks all the time about what is happening in her classroom and is very concerned about ‘wasting time’

Vicki doesn’t feel ideologically or pedagogically comfortable about teaching to the test despite a directive from her school to do so – she works
hard theoretically to find a courageous way through this.

Vicki benefits from intellectual conversations about her teaching. Supports aren’t just about being given a worksheet, a strategy or a pat on the
back it is also about theoretical and sociopolitical talk about teaching and learning.
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Appendix(11(—(Schools(receiving(professional(learning(in(content(knowledge(
for(literacy(teaching(
!

Florey Primary
Amaroo School—– K–10
Wanniassa Hills Primary
Urambi Primary
Taylor Primary
Duffy Primary
Palmerston Primary
Chapman Primary
Melrose High School
Deakin High School
Mawson Primary
Farrer Primary
Fraser Primary
Charnwood/Dunlop Primary
Ngunnawal Primary
Lyneham High School
Arawang Primary
Charles Conder Primary
Gilmore Primary
Latham Primary
Harrison School K–8
Chisolm Early Childhood School
Kaleen Primary
Hughes Primary
!
!
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