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Introduction 

It has been well documented through the research literature that beginning teachers face 
many difficulties as they are challenged by the complex nature of establishing themselves as 
teachers in their initial years of practice (Sanford, 1988). Despite what they have been 
taught (and what they have learnt) in their pre-service teacher education program, the nature 
of teaching itself, and therefore how that impacts at a personal level as a teacher, takes on 
new significance when the responsibilities of school life become the daily concern of the 
emerging professional. Even though pre-service teacher education programs attempt to 
‘prepare’ their student-teachers for full-time teaching, this preparation is inevitably 
inadequate (Northfield & Gunstone, 1997) as the pre-service program can not fully create or 
sustain an environment that genuinely equates with the reality of full-time teaching (and we 
would argue that nor should it if learning about teaching is to attempt to do more than merely 
socialise beginning teachers into the profession). 

  

Although Zeichner & Tabachnick (1981) describe the changes in practice of beginning 
teachers when they enter full-time teaching as a washing out of the University course work, 
it has also been recognised that the difficulties of beginning to teach also create a situation 
whereby student-teachers’ ideals and hopes for teaching may be repressed by the real world 
of school, rather than lost or washed out (Loughran, 1994). As teacher educators we believe 
it is important to continually examine this transition from pre-service education to full-time 
teaching so that we can better understand the needs and concerns of, and demands on, 
beginning teachers, so that our teaching of student-teachers and our student-teachers’ 
expectations of the beginning years will be well informed. 

  

McDiarmid, (1990) has demonstrated that pre-service students carry with them views of 
teaching which could be described as simplistic in as much as they hinge on a notion of 
telling or showing (not surprising considering their experiences in undergraduate lecture 
theatres) and that for many, learning equates with remembering rather than the development 
of understanding. 



  

The pre-service teacher education program at Monash University has been developing and 
evolving for the past two decades but at the heart of the program is a philosophical 
imperative which drives the structure and organisation of the program. The imperative is that 
student-teachers should be taught in a manner that challenges the telling and rote learning 
model (Gunstone et al, 1993; Loughran and Russell, 1997). Consequently, the Foundation 
subjects, Teaching and Learning (TAL) and Social Foundations of Schooling (SFS), which 
are the common subjects for all student-teachers enrolled in the Monash Graduate Diploma 
in Education, are staffed by teacher educators who attempt to model (Loughran, 1996a) 
teaching practice which challenges learners to learn for understanding rather than learning 
for memorisation; clearly this similarly relates to teaching for understanding and learning to 
teach for understanding. 

  

Sadly, despite the best intentions of teacher educators, the pressures associated with 
becoming a full-time teacher often conspire to make it difficult for beginning teachers to 
adequately balance their developing understandings and expectations of teaching and 
learning with their actual practice, hence, socialisation into the profession (Zeichner and 
Gore, 1990) can be somewhat inhibiting thus making it a major struggle to teach ‘against the 
grain’ (Cochran-Smith, 1991) as their actual teaching practice is more ‘traditional’ as a 
coping mechanism rather than as a deliberate policy for practice. Therefore, the innovative 
and creative teaching practices which student-teachers may have developed during their 
time in pre-service teacher education may be severely dampened by the demands 
associated with coping as a full-time teacher (Loughran, 1996b). 

  

This paper then explores how a group of student-teachers who had completed their 
Graduate Diploma in Education at Monash University described their own development 
during their transition into the teaching profession. We do this by examining some of the 
influences on their approach to, and practice of, teaching drawn from interviews conducted 
towards the end of their first year of full-time teaching. 

  

Method 

In this study, a number of first year teachers (N = 22) were interviewed regarding their 
perceptions of their first year as full-time teachers. All of the participants had completed the 
Graduate Diploma in Education at Monash University the previous year (1995). In all cases, 
those interviewed were a random sample of exiting student-teachers who had completed a 
course evaluation and indicated that they would be prepared to be interviewed the next year 
if approached to do so. 

  

Interviews were conducted towards the end of the third term and the start of the fourth term 
of the 1996 school year. In three instances, small groups of participants were interviewed (n 
= 2; n = 3; n = 5), the remainder of the interviews (n = 12) were conducted individually, 
usually at the participant’s school at a time which was the least inconvenient for their 
teaching program. 



  

The interviews followed a semi-structured protocol (see Appendix 1) which was designed to 
explore a range of views related to the transition from University to full-time 
employment. This qualitative approach was selected as an appropriate way to fully capture 
the richness of data that would be necessary so that the reasoning which accompanied the 
participants’ understandings could be adequately portrayed for others. 

  

The interviews were all audio-taped and later transcribed and pseudonyms were allocated to 
all participants. The transcriptions were then analysed using the NUDIST program. The 
NUDIST program is a particularly useful data analysis program as it allows the researcher to 
code segments of text and to recall those segments later to analyse specific instances of 
situations as well as to cross reference data from one coded segment with another. 

  

The majority of the interviews were conducted by the authors while a small number of the 
interviews were completed by research assistants as some of the volunteers were unable to 
organise times which offered the researchers an opportunity to personally conduct the 
interviews. 

  

A substantial volume of data was collected through this project and the transcriptions form a 
base which offers insights into a range of topics considered important by the beginning 
teachers in this study. For this paper, three of the major coding categories have been 
carefully analysed to construct an overview of how these teachers consider they have 
developed from their pre-service teacher education program through their first year of full-
time teaching within the profession. 

  

Findings 

The findings are organised in three sections. The first section explores the participants’ 
views of their pre-service teacher education program and how it has shaped their approach 
to teaching. These shaping factors are discussed in detail from the participants’ perspective 
and demonstrate how they reconstruct their teacher education program in light of their 
emerging understanding of full-time teaching. 

  

The second section is an analysis of the impact of the participants’ views on the influence of 
factors outside the classroom on their lives as beginning teachers. The particular emphasis 
in this section is on the way the participants perceive the relationships they build in their 
development as a new member of the teaching profession. 

  

The final section of this paper analyses the stories which interviewees told in their efforts to 
describe the complexities of their first year of teaching. Here we shall focus on ways the 



interviewees and their interviewers jointly constructed meaning, as they participated in the 
discourse or ‘speech event’ of the interview (Mishler, 1986). That ‘meaning’, however, does 
not simply exist ‘within’ the interviews or transcripts, quietly waiting for us to retrieve it. In a 
real sense, the ‘meaning’ of the interviews is something that we have constructed on the 
basis of the data, a kind of ‘metacommentary’ raising questions about the assumptions and 
purposes that we have brought to our reading of these texts (Jameson, 1982). We shall 
scrutinise our methodology in collecting and reporting on this data, situating our work within 
a growing body of research on narrative and discourse. 

  

Section 1: Pre-service teacher education 

This section of the paper is organised and presented by considering the themes which 
emerged through the interviews in relation to the participants’ views of their pre-service 
education program. In each case, the quotations used are indicative of the participants’ 
responses and have been selected to illustrate particular views and opinions which the 
participants’ considered were important in shaping their perception of the Graduate Diploma 
in Education and how they considered it influenced their current thinking about, and 
approach to, teaching. 

  

Memories of Dip. Ed. 

It is always interesting to talk with experienced teachers about the teacher education 
program they completed as student-teachers. It is common to hear them speak about 
teacher education as being a ‘waste of time’ or something that had to be done to ‘get the 
piece of paper’. This view of teacher education comprises what might be described as 
common folklore in the teaching profession, it also seems to become more real over time in 
a teacher’s career. 

  

Perhaps teacher education programs from previous generations, when there was high 
teacher employment and a plentiful supply of applicants and a large range of courses with 
many positions available, are actually being criticised from one particular viewpoint. The 
criticisms may be due to the apparent gulf between how the student-teachers were taught 
and how they were expected to teach in schools. Yet it is precisely this gulf that is the 
problem, and it may have been exacerbated by the situation of the times because this gulf is 
not really acceptable in any generation. Clearly, teacher education programs should be 
encouraging student-teachers to learn about teaching in ways that model best practice in 
teaching and learning. 

  

Vera: What are my views about Dip.Ed. Yes, it was absolutely helpful and 
one of the teachers I'm with this year, who went to, did a Dip.Ed. at [another] 
Uni, every time I talk about our Dip.Ed., she goes, "Jeez you're lucky you 
know we didn't have any of that, we didn't do anything, your course sounds 
so good".....yeah, Dip.Ed. was great, it covered as much as you possibly 
could. Obviously it can’t cover everything. Perhaps a little more on the 
counselling side of things, in terms of just the counselling that students are 
likely to encounter and being able to listen. Perhaps looking at a short brief, 



maybe a few lessons just on listening skills would be useful...it's a practical 
course that we did and the tutoring method in terms of having the smaller 
groups for subjects, what were they called, TAL [Teaching and Learning], 
TAL that's the one, SFS [Social Foundations of Schooling] that was really a 
good idea to have those smaller groups. 

  

Research into teaching about teaching (Russell and Korthagen, 1995; Loughran and 
Russell, 1997) was not as prevalent 20 years ago as it is today and therefore it is reasonable 
to expect that the accumulated knowledge base of teaching about teaching might impact 
more on the pedagogy of teacher educators over time. Also, many of the teacher education 
programs today purposely organise class sizes so that they are able to offer more than the 
simple delivery of information through a lecture format for the masses. Similarly, reflection 
on practice is often an important foundation to programs (Zeichner, 1985, 1986, 1987; 
Richert, 1990; Loughran, 1996a), and teacher educators who actively chose to work in pre-
service programs (Bullough, 1995, 1997; Hoban, 1997; Richert, 1997) all help to increase 
the likelihood that student-teachers experience teacher educators who practice what they 
preach. With this in mind then, understanding the participants in this study’s views of their 
teacher education program is one way of reviewing the initial influence of the Graduate 
Diploma in Education on recent graduates. 

  

Dianne: Yes it [Dip. Ed.] did prepare me, in the sense that it gave me 
teaching strategies. It didn't prepare me I feel well enough for VCE...I thought 
another area that we covered, School charters, that's a big thing, like knowing 
that. The other thing to be ready for is administration. Because it's part of 
Schools of the Future, you've got to be apart of this, and you've got to be very 
aware to use new technology in your teaching, in your strategies. Yeah, I feel 
that it taught me a lot of things. But as I said it's only in retrospect that I can 
see what I've learnt, and something happens that triggers off things and I 
think Oh gee now at Uni they said this, or that, and it might often have been in 
that teaching and learning [TAL], that’s where the real stuff is done. 

  

Interviewer: Do you find that your view now is similar to your colleagues? 

  

Dianne: Maybe not, maybe Michael, he went here [Monash] and I think he 
thought it was good, most people say it was a wank...You know. Well I 
disagree. However, I might have thought that sometimes during the year, 
because I think, I don't know, I shouldn't maybe say this, but I think 
sometimes you're tired, you've done so many years [undergraduate study] 
and you're tired and you just want to get out and get a job. But no I find it 
invaluable, yeah...it's [education] a huge department to cover like to cover in 
every area and no I think we covered it well. And also one thing about last 
year, is that what I didn't like, those hour lectures where we'd call the old men 
in to come and talk. Here they were telling us to be interesting and 
enthusiastic and I thought my god...it really disappointed me, I thought here 
they are, telling us to love our work, do this do that, and we've got these old 
boys up there... 



  

Perhaps in many ways, what the quotations above demonstrate is that particular instances 
or episodes stand out in participants’ minds. Their memories are not so much a balanced 
recollection of learning but a selected account of highs and lows that particularly spring to 
mind when triggered by events (or questions). Dianne obviously remembers one particular 
instance in a powerful way which over time could become ‘the’ memory of pre-service 
education, overriding the other memories that, at this early stage in her career, are still quite 
powerful and positive. Again though, any contradiction between espoused beliefs and 
practice becomes an important shaping factor in the development of participants’ views of 
their teacher education program. 

  

Creating opportunities for student-teachers to be engaged in their learning is a most 
important aspect of a teacher education program, but these opportunities, not unlike the 
schools they will move in to, are also influenced by the people who teach them. 

  

Terry: I didn't think, I'm not just saying this. I didn't think any thing really was a 
waste of time. I loved our science stream 3 stuff. I thought that was a great 
help because I was just Biology and Maths and I'm teaching science and I'm 
thinking what on earth do I teach them and so I think of all the things we did 
then. I think of the techniques thing [student-teachers teaching each other 
about their specialist field in science] was a fantastic idea...because you 
actually had to think of something to do. You got to see what other students 
knew and could do, and I still remember a lot of those things and I use those 
things in my teaching...the SFS was boring that was because I didn't really 
like my SFS tutor, so that's why I don't remember some of the things we did 
with him. TAL, I loved TAL because they really gave you different ideas and 
different ways of approaching things. 

  

Inevitably, and perhaps rightly so, the link between teaching in schools and preparation for 
teaching through the University course components is a fundamental and crucial shaping 
factor in a student-teacher’s acceptance or rejection of the value of their teacher education 
program. This linking needs to be explicit and recognisable so that the student-teacher can 
grasp the ‘point’ of the activities they are asked to participate in, otherwise the relevance of 
the program may well be brought into question. However, when these links are recognised, 
understanding is enhanced. 

  

Richard: Dip.Ed. now? Yeah it was good. Having a one year, having the one 
year Dip.Ed. you soon found out if you were capable of teaching or not 
getting up in front of a class and delivering a class...Yeah I was happy with 
the one year Dip.Ed. they got you out there in front of the kids pretty quickly 
because they gave you a good run up period to get ready for it all. The 5 
minute talk [micro-teaching] which we were all anxious about, then doing it. 
Going to Monash High with the 1 on 1 [each student-teacher teaching one 
Year 7 student for a 50 minute lesson] and then the camp and having the kids 
for a little while and then coming back in for an hour and a half or so to de-



brief and prepare for the next day. And then finally your teaching round and 
then you have that first period in front of the kids which you're anxious about 
and so yeah I was happy with the Dip.Ed.....The other thing is they give you 
all these materials, [but] things are only relevant once you get to school. In 
my case, I'm not too experienced but to go back and do a year of Dip.Ed. 
now, it might not be practical or useful, but you have to go through it, you've 
got to be exposed to it, you've got to work it out. 

  

This practical nature of teacher education is an important element of preparing student-
teachers for their movement into full-time teaching. But it is not the sole purpose of teacher 
education. However, it might well be argued though that this practical aspect is one which 
etches itself most memorably into a student-teacher’s mind. If the practical aspect of the 
program is not apparent (and useful) then it may be the catalyst for the less favourable 
aspects of the program taking centre stage in one’s recollections of their involvement in their 
teacher education course. 

  

Preparation for teaching 

As alluded to in the previous section, the practical nature of pre-service teacher education is 
important to student-teachers. What they consider is important in their preparation for 
teaching is an issue which should not be too readily overlooked by course designers. Yet, 
almost inevitably, there are issues which student-teachers might consider to be more 
important in retrospect (after completing their program) when they actually have the teaching 
experience to inform their decision-making. In many ways, it is the transition into first year 
teaching that reminds them of what they might like to have known now that they are in the 
midst of needing to know how to deal with a range of issues and concerns; issues and 
concerns that may have been less pressing when they were completing shorter school 
experience during teaching rounds. These issues were no doubt always present, but not so 
urgent or recognisable when their time in schools was so brief. The dailiness of teaching 
(Loughran & Northfield, 1996) demands much more. 

  

Lionel: I've always sort of wanted to get there but I have to say the one thing I 
picked out of the Dip.Ed. year where they, you know picking our rounds, they 
were saying make sure you pick a school with a variety of areas...I didn't 
really get a typical western suburbs school, and that's what I've got this year 
and it was a shock to the system to get there...you go out to the western 
suburbs and the kids are very different, the attitudes are different, the 
backgrounds [are different], the academic standard is very different, I mean, 
it's true what they say you can't expect the same thing. Even just walking into 
a room and explaining something and you suddenly realise there's a hundred 
and one hands up wanting to know what does that word [mean], what does 
conflict mean. And that's a Year 11 and you've got to explain conflict to 
them...and debates and footnotes, what's a footnote, how do you write an 
essay, I've never written an essay before. So you sort of, it brings you back to 
reality I think... 

  



The reality of full-time teaching comes as a ‘shock to the system’ as Lionel describes it. 
There are many elements of full-time teaching that are much more demanding than may 
have been realised when these interviewees were student-teachers. Similarly, their 
understanding of the value of their teacher education program takes on new meaning as 
they reconsider what they need to know and be able to do as full-time teachers, as opposed 
to the much more limited demands of teaching during their teaching rounds. 

  

Gita: ...a lot of it, a lot of it sort of went out the window a little bit, when you 
first walk into a classroom and you're confronted by 31 girls all looking up at 
you, a lot of it just went out of the window and I just pretty much remembered 
how I went on my rounds. I remembered that my very first round things didn't 
work because I was just very new to it, so I made sure I didn't do anything like 
that, and then my second and third [rounds], I remembered things that did 
work. So I pretty much used those, so in that sense I suppose the best thing 
was the rounds. I mean you're able to remember the situation that you're in, 
like I'm standing in front of the classroom now, I can remember doing that last 
year. It's pretty hard to compare it to standing in front of your TAL class or to 
when you're writing lesson plans or something like that, just for an 
assignment because that isn't the same as actually teaching, when you're 
actually standing in front of your class during rounds. That's what you 
remember. So that's pretty much how I learnt how to do what I'm doing now. 

  

The importance of the teaching rounds, despite their inability to truly mirror the demands of 
full-time teaching still serve an important purpose as Gita illustrates above. It is through the 
explicit linking of teaching rounds and the University course work that the purpose and value 
of pre-service education is perhaps most remembered by the student-teachers. 

  

Oh that's another thing, this is one crucial thing that I have learned from 
Dip.Ed. which I consider really important, topic and task. Let them [students] 
know what you're doing and why you're doing it. I think if they have an 
understanding of why they're doing it, it's relevant and pertinent. Like not this 
is boring why are we doing it. 

  

The same clearly applies to student-teachers in their pre-service education program as they 
seek to see the relevance and value of what they are doing. It is important that the purpose 
of tasks is apparent, that there is a reason for the activities being presented so that the 
learning opportunities might be grasped and used to shape the learning about teaching and 
the learning about learning that is intended for the participants. However, one of the 
difficulties for student-teachers is often tied up with this very issue. The relevance is borne of 
an understanding of experience and sometimes the intended learning is sought in the 
absence of the necessary experience, therefore understanding the learning experience 
might be analogous to a seed waiting to germinate. When the conditions for growth arrive, 
the understanding develops. Perhaps an important issue then for teacher education 
programs revolves around how to help understanding to flourish more readily, rather than 
waiting for conditions which might be too distant for the student-teachers to be able to 
seriously consider linking purpose to practice. Experience precedes understanding 



(Loughran & Russell, 1997) could be a useful lens for viewing appropriate curriculum in 
teacher education. 

  

Joley: I suppose it's difficult because a lot of it, I mean personally I've found, I 
mean I learnt a lot during Dip.Ed. but a lot of it doesn't really fall into place 
until you actually start teaching. So teaching rounds, even though teaching 
rounds were good to put some things into practice and try different things, a 
lot of it sort of doesn't really come together until you're actually out there 
teaching. And I do look back on a lot of things and think oh yeah, I remember 
you know, in this tute we talked about this or whatever and my method 
subjects were good in that way as well, especially biology. So like recently I 
had parent teacher interviews and I looked back on these sheets that we got 
about parent teacher interviews and they were so helpful so I think having 
these materials to look back on is a lot of help. Because at the time when 
you're doing Dip.Ed. it doesn't really sort of click until you actually go and do 
these things. 

  

Responsibility for learning 

One of the important aims of pre-service programs is to help prepare student-teachers to 
take responsibility for their own professional development. It should therefore be reasonable 
to expect that a useful preparation would be evident if such responsibility was accepted by 
student-teachers and developed through their own practice in their teacher education 
program and subsequent teaching roles. 

  

Gita: I've already gone back and used some of the lessons, in science 
particularly, I've already used those in a few of my lessons and some of them 
worked and some of them haven't, some of them have been really good for 
the students, they've been interested. And that's what I find is really difficult to 
keep the students enthusiastic about the subject...I really wish I'd kept a lot 
better notes and a lot better files too, because I'm having to go back through 
my old books last year and just sort through them, try and find something that 
I can remember I did but I just haven't kept well enough, well organised notes. 
So I think that yeah, a student this year should really think about properly 
keeping notes and properly keeping well prepared folders of everything that 
they get, even if they think that they might not use it, or that they might think 
it's boring to do for them now, it can be really beneficial. If you need a good 
lesson or even just a good idea, I've just adapted some really good ideas that 
I got...I've been able to adapt some of those ideas and make it a little bit more 
interesting for the students. So it's been very helpful yeah. 

  

In attempting to prepare student-teachers for the demands of full-time teaching, there is a 
need to recognise that inevitably the teacher preparation program will be inadequate 
(Gunstone & Northfield, 1992, Gunstone et al., 1993). In recognising this issue though, it is 
important that it not be an excuse, or an attempt to rationalise course deficiencies. It may be 
inadequate but the extent of the inadequacies should continually be reviewed in light of the 



participants’ understanding of what might be possible. However, in the final analysis, the 
acceptance of responsibility for their own learning and development in teaching is still a 
crucial factor. 

  

Interviewer: So you don't think that there could have been some greater 
preparation in the Dip.Ed course that would have helped you to be more 
prepared when you came to school? 

  

Marta: I can't think of how they could do it. Like I thought Dip.Ed. the work 
load was, I mean sometimes it was pretty low but most of the time it was quite 
demanding especially teaching rounds and that kind of thing...you don't have 
the responsibility when you're a student-teacher that you have when you, you 
know, it's just you. 

  

The need to accept responsibility for learning is an important issue in pre-service teacher 
education. If student-teachers do not experience learning and pedagogical approaches 
designed to enhance the acceptance of responsibility in their learning about teaching, it is 
difficult to understand how they could be expected to pursue such approaches in their own 
teaching. There has been a great deal of research into the development of responsible, 
metacognitive learners in schools through the PEEL project (Project for the Enhancement of 
Effective Learning; Baird & Mitchell, 1986; Baird & Northfield, 1992), and in many ways, 
similar approaches need to be pursued in teacher education programs. However, one issue 
which makes the transition from University to full-time teaching problematic in terms of 
fostering active, responsible learners through appropriate pedagogy is that of classroom 
management. 

  

Early career teachers often struggle with classroom management issues as they begin to 
learn how best to ‘control’ their classes. Therefore, classroom management will always be 
upper most in the minds of student-teachers and beginning teachers. But again, this is an 
issue which is not unlike the previous section, the ability to teach about classroom 
management is inextricably linked to the context of one’s practice and the constancy of 
being in the same classes for extended periods of time. 

  

Classroom Management 

It is interesting to consider how the participants in this study relate their understanding of 
their preparation for their learning about classroom management. In this case, the input to 
the masses through a lecture has had a remarkable impact. Obviously the message was 
clear, the purpose identifiable and the pedagogical approach congruent with the learning 
outcomes anticipated. 

  



Interviewer: This class with Bill Rogers, that was a classroom management 
lecture in Dip.Ed. was it? 

  

Joanne: Yeah. Oh it was extremely useful. And I guess I mean I really 
identified with what he was saying and I gained a lot. Perhaps they [Dip. Ed. 
Staff] could, perhaps they may have been able to have a follow up one, if it's 
at all possible, later on after you've done your 3 rounds. Because we had it 
before our first round which was excellent, for me it gave me a lot of self 
confidence going into first round. But once you've had the difficulties you 
might be more attuned to what's being said. So whether it be a repeat or a 
refresher later in the year, that could be useful. 

  

Clearly in this instance, the seed that had been planted was placed in fertile ground. In fact 
this issue, perhaps more so than any other, demonstrates how some of the very necessary 
skills for teaching can only be touched on in superficial ways when the experience needed to 
develop the skills is at a distance from the episode. The beginning teachers’ responses to 
their memories of classroom management as a topic in the pre-service program is then quite 
marked. The relationship between philosophical approaches to a topic and the actual 
practice does not appear to be viewed as a contradiction in quite the same way that other 
issues are when beliefs and practices collide. 

  

Kathy: I don't think we had any formal training in classroom management. As 
far as I was concerned I thought that we learnt in, oh no that's not entirely 
true, that's unfair on the very nice lectures in Dip.Ed. I mean we had I think 
we did discuss it in TAL sessions and we did discuss it, we had the one 
lecture with Bill Rogers. In fact the one lecture with Bill Rogers I've retained 
that so much and that was so helpful. You know he only talked for an hour but 
I've remembered so many things from that lecture and that's that, so that's 
definitely something I think that Monash Dip.Ed. should keep up, having him 
speak...But in terms of, you know I've thought about that whether Dip.Ed. 
prepared us for classroom management and I would say, I suppose as much 
as a course of that kind can, but I still think, yeah I would have liked a bit 
more. I don't know how they could provide it, I don't know how the course 
could be structured so that more is given 

  

However, the ability of these teachers to cope with the stresses and strains of their first year 
of teaching (often exacerbated by classroom management concerns) is mediated by their 
own attitude to their work and the support structures which they create with their peers. 

  

Support within the profession 

I'd built up a support network, which was something I know Jeff Northfield 
[teacher educator within the program] was suggesting, you have a significant 
other who was probably for me Melissa who did Dip.Ed. last year and she's at 



[another school], and she and I would often ring each other on the phone. I 
still keep in contact with a few people who have got jobs and we sort of talk to 
each other. And everyone finds it really difficult. So in that respect, I mean, I 
suppose I do that anyway. But yeah it is good to talk to other people who are 
in sort of the same boat. Of course, you know, each school's different but 
yeah it is good to talk to other people...There's a couple of other first years 
here this year who have got totally different subjects, like PE and maths and 
things like that. But yeah it's good to know that you're not the only one who's 
sort of out on a limb. 

  

Without support structures, whether created for beginning teachers or created by them, the 
transition into full-time teaching may be made all the more demanding and difficult. Teacher 
preparation programs should therefore be able to help graduating student-teachers through 
a range of practical responses which, at the very least, help them to keep in touch with their 
peers. It certainly can not be assumed that schools will have appropriate support structures 
for beginning teachers (particularly in these stringent economic times when there is little 
money for support of any form). Unfortunately, there also exists the mythical notion in 
teaching that ‘ordeal by fire’ helps to sort out those who can and those who can not teach, 
often blurring the difference between support during professional transition and an 
individual’s ‘ability’. 

  

Joanne: Yeah, yeah. No I mean I'm enjoying teaching today and yesterday. 
But I can honestly say just like [another first year out teacher], she's probably 
said the same thing to you that overall I’m not necessarily enjoying it. 
Because of, because of I mean you're sort of reinventing the wheel at the 
same time as taking discipline issues and the administrative and everything is 
just too much. It was interesting, one of my friends, he went to a party the 
other night, and there was a whole lot of Dip.Edders from our year. And he 
said people were really depressed. He said he had one teacher who is up at 
[a country school] from our Dip.Ed. and she said that she was leaving school 
and leaving teaching, she'd had enough, it was too much pressure, to much 
demand. And there was another first year up at [the same school] as well and 
the principal called her up, taken classes off her because they weren't happy 
with the management control. I mean it's just, it seems to be the trend across 
the board. So it sort of makes me feel a little bit at ease and I'm not as bad off 
as I think other people because I mean I haven't been called up like that. And 
I do get positive feedback from staff. 

  

As is the case with classroom management, so too being ‘prepared’ for an issue through the 
teacher preparation program may not be sufficient to equip the student-teachers for the task 
when the issue is continuously to the fore in their full-time practice. Mixed ability teaching is 
indicative of such a situation. Despite the contact with the issue through both the University 
based components and the school teaching experiences of pre-service education, handling 
the issue on a day to day basis is demanding and places even the well prepared beginning 
teacher in a somewhat frustrating position. 

  



Issues of Teaching and Learning 

Marta: ...we did look at mixed ability and how you would deal with it [in Dip. 
Ed.] and even when we were doing the unit you know in our TAL group or 
whatever, I still couldn't comprehend how they were doing it. I mean, sure, the 
example they always used was if you were doing, looking at a journal article 
or something, you know there are different standards of articles and you can 
give some difficult ones and some easier ones to students. When you're just 
doing the general science sort of stuff how do you make some of it more 
challenging for some and easier for others, and I just can't comprehend that, I 
can't, it's hard enough to prepare one lot of work for the whole class without 
you know 3 different levels or something else, so I think that's something that 
I need look at. I mean, for next year and the year after, how. 

  

An intriguing element of beginning to teach is coping with the complex nature of teaching 
and learning whilst concurrently attempting to develop the multitude of individual teaching 
skills necessary to be a capable and competent practitioner. This makes the blending of both 
in a holistic manner so that one’s teaching style and approach can be purposely formed into 
a coherent pattern of practice difficult and demanding. 

  

An interesting aspect of this research project is the evidence that suggests that the 
participants appeared to be consciously extending on the views and approaches that they 
were developing in their teacher preparation programs, when they were under far less 
pressure than they are as full-time teachers, and that the influence of the approach to 
teaching and learning that they experienced as student-teachers is not necessarily ‘washed 
out’ by their socialisation into the teaching profession. However, these interviewees 
demonstrate that attempting to balance the number of differing issues at once within the 
daily school routine highlights the likelihood of ‘washing out’ and socialisation as, at times, 
the gulf between their beliefs and practice become personally noticeable. 

  

Interviewer: ...how have your views of teaching and learning changed or 
evolved from Dip.Ed. to now? 

  

Richard: I'm so much clearer now. My views during Dip.Ed. were that you're 
ah, you had to find the level that the kids were at and then build on it from 
there and even though I thought that during Dip.Ed. we should have taken 
different styles this year and trying to achieve too much in a period, a lot of 
stuff, new teachers try to do, and you've really got to come back to the level 
that the school is at and what the expectation is and then try to build on it 
from there. Try to improve from there, you know...It hasn't developed much at 
all really in my first year, it's just been survival skills. Mm, I think 0.8 would be 
a lot better than what I'm on. That's about it. 

  



Hand in hand with the responsibility for one’s own learning about teaching is a freedom and 
autonomy that allows teachers to explore their professional development in appropriate 
ways to enhance their understanding of pedagogy. The movement from pre-service teacher 
education to full-time teaching brings with it a freedom that can create opportunities to 
genuinely explore the advantages which accompany this freedom. In many ways, one of the 
inevitable difficulties of teacher education programs is the inability to ‘select’ for appropriate 
supervising teachers who are capable of enhancing student-teachers’ confidence in learning 
through experimentation with their pedagogy. As Vera illustrates (below) the movement into 
full-time teaching does carry a release from this complicated bind. 

  

Vera: I found that I still believe the same things I did last year. The only 
difference is that I feel I have more freedom to put into practice my views of 
teaching. Because it's just you in a classroom and it's your class now. And I 
felt, I don't know if this was right across the board with everyone else in TAL, 
but when you have the supervisor in there, I felt like I was more trying to 
impress the supervisor not to be up the front and teach this class but to do 
everything so the supervisor thinks I'm doing a good job. 

  

Despite all of these issues, and despite the complexity and enormity of the task of beginning 
teaching, it is re-assuring to see that the participants in this study have a healthy attitude 
toward their pedagogical growth and development. Through the reflections on experience 
that they shared with us in their interviews, it seems that these teachers have a realistic view 
of both their teacher education program and their careers as teachers. 

  

Interviewer: Are you satisfied with your teaching? 

  

Dianne: Yeah I am, yeah. Yeah. Oh look no, I mean I wish I was more 
experienced. That's all I wish, but no I feel I'm doing the best job I can at the 
moment. And I just feel experience will make me better. That's yeah, 
experience will make me better, and I've just got to keep learning and 
listening to you know, what other staff are doing. And if I see anybody else 
doing something that might look interesting and that, I want to, I want it, I 
want to know about. 

  

It seems apt to end this section with an extract from Eugene who encapsulates in the 
following extended quotation the type of ideas and thinking that we think illustrates these 
teachers’ understanding of their teacher education program and their developing role in the 
teaching profession. 

  

Eugene: When you do Dip.Ed. you still, you're delivering the whole way 
through, delivering and delivering the goods and you don't have to deal with 



feedback two months later. I think the school based program was really good 
in that it made you realise you had to deal with students who weren't handing 
in work or who were struggling with some particular aspect of their learning. 
But even then you could still pass it back to the supervisor and say well you're 
going to have to deal with it next term anyway. With teaching I suddenly 
realised that learning is about you continuously having to help shape the 
direction of students who are struggling or even students who are good and 
can excel and that is really quite difficult and quite challenging sometimes 
because you've got to work out what, what their problem is, what their specific 
problem is with their language or their writing or their attitude and work out a 
strategy to help that student. And that's not only in assessing their work but in 
communicating with them, encouraging them. And I think the most important 
thing I've found right, is the continual encouragement, ie I try never ever to be 
negative. I take all these what could be negatives in a student's learning and 
say well you've got this far now here's some hints and suggestions that are 
really going to help you improve. So that their self esteem is always up. And 
that's been really really...important, tricky. But I think that's one of the reasons 
why I've probably had a good rapport with the students and increasingly so, 
they really enjoy my classes because I treat them all as individuals who have 
further potential and further potential...The other thing that you learn, it's not 
specifically about learning in Dip.Ed. versus teaching is that we, with 2 
lessons a day, 4 or 5 days times 3 weeks, you think if this is going to 
consume me until 2 am every morning for 3 weeks, god help me in teaching, 
you soon learn that lesson plans don't exist and lesson plans don't exist, 
you've got to keep mark books, mark books all the time and working out how 
to keep a good mark book that's the most challenging thing on the planet. 
And I've worked it out now, I'm going to improve next year...when I say 
teaching plans don't exist I mean that in the first couple of months you're like 
bowled over because you don't know where anything is heading, you don't 
know where anything is heading, time frames or how long it's going to take 
students to do this that or the other, so you just go plotting really from one 
lesson to the next. Saying what are you doing next, what are you doing next? 
This is at the junior levels I'm not talking about VCE. But after probably a term 
you realise what I need here is, because I've got some much Year 12 
correction to do and other correction, you have blocks of learning which take 
over. So you'll have 2 weeks were you know they're working in class on this 
project that will be handed in on so and so date. But in terms of doing lesson 
plans in Dip.Ed. they are crucial because the lesson plans are like learning to 
drive a car, they're like learning to drive a manual car, the components of a 
lesson, you know, integral to making a lesson run smoothly. And to being a 
quality lesson, that you're going to fulfil some sort of objective in. For 
example, in English you, you know, you, on and on last year, you have this 
section where you introduce the class and then you might have a practical 
activity but it is always good to get down to some point of writing. In the 
beginning we were often quite resistant because why do you have to write 
every lesson sort of thing. But we had these structures you know, with the 
details of how long this was going to take, how long that was going to take, 
have a writing component, leave so much at end of the class so you can wind 
up, fit in homework time, whatever. Like it all seems so finicky but by doing 
over and over and over suddenly you get into the classroom where you're 5 
or 6 lessons a day and that is what helps your lessons become automatic 
pilot. And of assuming you're going to walk in, I've got 5 minutes intro, da, da, 
da, through an activity, yes the writing is important because the writing is 
what's going to get them settled down and say well this is how we're applying 
it. And the automatically 5 minutes before the bell goes, hey we've got to, you 



know, write in our diaries or our journals or records books or whatever they're 
called this is what has to be done for next lesson. OK? So in terms of 
practicing that to get that in grained is fair essential for Dip.Ed. to ... yeah 

  

Interviewer: correct me if I'm wrong, there seems to be a shift in perspective 
both from a focus on individual lessons and how one might determine the 
outcomes that you might conceivably achieve in the space of the 50 minutes 
of whatever it is, and something more complex...I guess you would say the 
programming, where you've got this... 

  

Eugene: More long term, and it's only in the long term that you start to see 
what you need to have in your syllabus to cover what's on the reports at the 
end of the year, it's a very good idea, once you get to a school and you start 
in a job, if you're going to have a marking book and then you're gonna have 
some ideas of what sort of things you need to teach that you get a report 
form, that has the criteria of what you have to put A, B, C for. Which I got a 
few weeks before the reports, so I'm like Oh if I'd known I could have that as 
a criteria for marks at the beginning of the year. That as a focus for an 
assignment, that, those 4 things as core aspects of an assignment or an 
activity, so crucial to get your report forms and know what your school's 
objects are. So that you don't get to the end and you're suddenly, either got 
things in different parts of your mark book... 

  

Section 2: Building relationships 

This section of the paper is organised and presented in a manner such that it considers the 
themes which emerged through the interviews in relation to the participants’ views of the 
collegial, professional and personal relationships they developed in their first year of 
teaching. The quotations used emerged from the dialogue developed through the interviews 
as a result of the probing and questioning which accompanied the semi-structured interview 
protocol (Appendix 1). 

  

Relationships with colleagues 

The first section of this paper outlined some of the ways in which the pre-service program 
should help graduating teachers keep in touch with their peers in order to develop support 
networks which were not solely based in the school in which they were employed. The 
participants expected and experienced very different levels of collegiate support in their 
schools. Some found that support structures were relatively easy to establish, particularly 
with colleagues who were also new to the profession, or new to the school. 

  

Joley: The other good thing too was there were quite a few new staff here this 
year, so some of them were experienced teachers like that had come from 



others schools and there was another teacher who just graduated last [year] 
too so we became friends to, and like talked about a lot of things. So that 
really helped because we were both in the same boat, although she’s full time 
and she found it really hard at the start because she had all this, all these 
classes. But that really helped talking to someone who is also first year and a 
lot of the staff in my area, science and maths have been great. And the other 
biology teacher is new as well and we’ve worked really close together. So 
yeah I’ve had a lot of support which I think has been really lucky. 

  

Marta: The girl who’s in the office with me...she’s great, you know she’s 
always good to bounce ideas off and very supportive. And the other Year 12 
psychology teacher is good as well although she’s even busier than me I 
think. 

  

Others found that personal and professional relationships with their colleagues were more 
difficult to establish because of the nature of the teachers which already existed within the 
school. 

  

Vera: There are a lot of older teachers there, many of whom are divorced 
women. I don’t know what that says about teaching. But many of them are 
cynical, many of them have seen too many changes in the school and are 
very reluctant to change. Some of them even say things like, "Oh God, I hate 
the kids" and they don’t really mean it but it is a negative environment in that 
sense and that can be almost demeaning to the profession. 

  

The type of support beginning teachers receive may be influenced by their gender and the 
gender of their colleagues. There appear to be quite different relationships for a young male 
teacher working in a girls’ school and the interaction of a young female teacher with an older 
female colleague. 

  

Richard: ...because it’s mainly a female staff, they sort of tend to mother you 
along a little bit and they really want to make sure you’re doing the right thing 
and you’re not just floundering. 

  

Kee: I remember going into her office one day in Term 1 in tears because I’d 
failed to make it to briefing at 8.00, I’d also missed house which was at 
8.15....I wasn’t due to teach until 9.30 even though I was at school at 20 past 
8 but that was still too late for the early morning activities. And I just felt very 
overwhelmed and I just said. I was in tears, and I said look Jenny I can’t stop 
crying and I said, you know, I was up to 1.00 last night preparing my classes. 
I just can’t make, I would have had to leave home at 7.00 so I’ve got up at 



half past 5 and I need that time in the morning to prepare. I’m not one of 
those people who can get up and go...she was terrific and she calmed me 
down and she said, this made a big difference to me, she said, "You’re a 
valued member of the middle school team, you know, we’re really pleased to 
have you here, and relax." 

  

In some cases the beginning teacher sought advice or assistance from discipline specialists 
(subject coordinators). In one case the beginning teacher cited a particular problem and 
discussed ways to approach it with a colleague. Although this dependence on others could 
be considered as evidence that the beginning teacher is still at the level of basic survival in 
the classroom (Fogarty and Lennon, 1991), it seems more likely that the teacher was 
reflecting on the needs of a particular student through interaction with colleagues (Loughran, 
1994). 

  

Joley: There was one girl in particular who was really advanced, like finishing 
off exercises and wanting to go on to the next bit and that was good ‘cause 
that was something challenging at the start too because I wasn’t sure how to 
handle this person who was excelling way above everybody else in the class. 
So that was a good experience. I talked to the maths coordinator and sorted 
out ways of handling it and what other sort of work I can give her, rather than 
just giving her extra work... 

  

The relationships with colleagues also provided the beginning teachers with some form of 
feedback on their performance as indicators of success are not common in the profession 
(Lortie, 1975) and this lack of tangible indicators of performance did impact on the 
participants. 

  

Joley: I suppose it’s a kind of job where you don’t easily get praise straight 
away because your boss doesn’t see your work, and can’t come over to you 
and say, you know you’re great, you’re doing a great job. 

  

Acknowledgment of success was important for the participants’ self esteem and image of 
themselves and their role and status in the school. Marti and Huberman (1993) found that 
positive self-perceptions resulted in a ‘virtuous cycle’, where teachers who felt good about 
themselves, had positive dealings with their students and colleagues, which in turn 
increased their sense of ease and self-confidence in the classroom. Those with negative 
experiences began to doubt their capabilities, which in turn worsened their difficulties, 
leading to increased discouragement and disillusionment. 

  

Sally: Three weeks ago I was nearly going to pull out and quit. But then...the 
principal called me in and said you know you’re doing a fantastic job, you’ve 



got such a heavy workload and I hear you’re going to be a fantastic teacher, 
you know, this and this and this. And I’m sitting there thinking, "Thank God 
you’ve noticed." because I feel like I’m floundering and I said that to her [that] 
I can’t stand aside and look at myself and see how I am going. 

  

Relationships with students 

Joanne: I’ve still made lots and lots of errors and it’s a really hard balance 
because you don’t want to become, be known as a bitch, but at the same 
time there’s just a fine line and I don’t think I’ve quite found that yet. Because 
there’s always some temptation, we want to be friends with the students, but 
you see some teachers and they’ve fallen into the trap and they are totally 
walked over...and it’s the subject too, who wants to be like their maths 
teacher?...there’s always that negative aspect about a maths teacher. 

  

The ‘fine line’ between maintaining a certain professional distance and being the pupils’ 
friend (Featherstone, Munby and Russell, 1997) is an issue that impacts on the beginning 
teachers in a number of ways. One participant remarked, "I didn’t feel much older than 
them," a reflection of the fact that beginning secondary teachers may be not much more than 
four or five years older than their students. They recognise the importance of developing 
positive relationships with their students, but their efforts may not always meet with their 
expectations as being seen as ‘the teacher’. 

  

Joley: First term we had their swimming sports and I went along to that and 
spent the day with them and that was really good, because the girls got to 
see me out of the class and they were just chatting, just sort of getting to 
know them. That was really good, I was actually told off because some of the 
teachers thought I was a student. I was told to get off the grass and don’t do 
that. So that was funny ‘cause I sort of blended in with them because they 
were all in casual [clothes]. 

  

The relationships developed with students are also important means of providing the 
beginning teachers with feedback on their performance and increasing their perception of 
themselves. 

  

Marta: The hard thing is that it is so exhausting and they drain you, draining 
both physically and often mentally and definitely emotionally. Especially 
emotionally, giving so much of yourself to your classes and to the kids and 
getting lots back, but the days when you don’t get [something] back, that’s 
when you feel like you can’t go on. The days that you do get something back 
you can go on forever. 

  



Interviewer: What do you mean getting something back? 

  

Marta: The rewards you get from teaching when, you know, you’ve prepared 
a class and then you’ve taught a class and then you see kids asking 
questions, interested, hard at their work, wanting to know more, show you 
that they’re enjoying what they are learning. I mean that’s enough, that’s what 
you want. 

  

Huberman (1993) found that teachers at the beginning of their careers have a tendency to 
over-invest in developing relationships with their students. This over-investment may be 
manifest in the amount of time they invest in extra-curricula activities, or in the difficulty they 
have in separating their private lives from their school lives. 

  

Vera: Going on camps is wonderful fun. I had the opportunity to go on Year 7 
and Year 8 camps as well as accompanying Year 11 and Year 12 students to 
Sydney for Dragon Boat Racing. The Duke of Edinburgh scheme has been 
lots of fun. Going out hiking with the kids on weekends and [my husband] had 
the opportunity to join me on those which is terrific. 

  

Further to this, some of the beginning teachers interviewed recognised the importance of 
developing a greater rapport with their students in order to make their relationships in the 
classroom more positive. 

  

Marta: I really like the relationships I’ve built up with the kids and it makes it 
easier to teach when you’ve got a nice relationship with the kids. 

  

Vera: They much prefer to come to a teacher they can trust. I seem to have 
built up a rapport with a number of students and have regular contact with 
them in that way. I enjoy the camaraderie in the classroom that as a 
teacher...you can certainly have that rapport and as the students get to know 
you, you can have a lot of fun with them in the classroom and without the 
students overstepping the boundaries of your expectations. 

  

It is interesting to note that, at this stage of their teaching career, the teachers interviewed 
were usually more concerned with the personal nature of their relationship with the students, 
with ‘building a rapport’, establishing ‘trust’, ‘just getting to know them’ , than with the 
learning needs of individual students, although there was a recognition that the relationship 
building was important in helping to influence student learning. 



  

Relationships with parents 

For the beginning teacher, the nature of the relationships developed with parents is 
dependent on a number of factors, not the least of which is the nature of parental 
involvement and expectations within the school. In some schools contact is made only 
through the parent-teacher interview process, once or twice a year. In others contact may be 
more proactive, through letters, personal meetings or phone calls. No matter what form of 
contact though, the beginning teachers had considerable self-doubt leading up to their 
meetings with parents. Their nervousness and concern about their preparedness for the 
parent-teacher interviews was partly because few of them had had experience in such 
sessions, even as an observer. Role-playing in the pre-service course was not sufficient 
preparation for the reality of face to face contact. One beginning teacher was fortunate to 
work in a school where the principal recognised the need to inform new teachers new in the 
school about the established protocols. 

  

Joley I had my first lot of parent-teachers last week, last Thursday night. And I 
was a bit worried ‘cause I sort of wasn’t sure how they’d react. I thought they 
might have questioned my teaching or something like that, but I think it all 
depends from school to school. But this school’s very middle class, so the 
parents were really good, they were great. And any that were like, its sort of 
like, some of the parents are known to be a bit pushy or whatever, demanding 
or whatever, so we sort of spoke about that. The principal was good, she had 
a meeting with all new staff and just about how to handle parent teacher 
interviews, oh well particularly in this school and what sort of parents we’d 
probably come across and so that helped. And we were able to talk to her 
about particular students like what their parents are like... 

  

This form of preparation and support was useful but not all interviewees were so fortunate 
and some found the experience far more difficult. 

  

Joanne: I’ll never complain when I get a parent coming up at parent-teacher 
interview just to hear good things. I was really upset with parent-teacher 
interviews, it was awful and I’ve seen parents saying, "Oh you know you 
favour the boys or you favour the Year 11s" it was unbelievable. 

  

Despite this though, the preconceptions which many of the beginning teachers had about 
their interactions with parents were not always as threatening as they may have initially 
imagined. 

  

Kee: I was very nervous about parent teacher interviews because I thought, 
Oh no, they’re going to come the heavy, you should have done this and you 



should have done that, we’re paying you to do such and such, but the 
majority of them are lovely. 

  

In some cases the contact with parents was initiated by the beginning teacher. The purpose 
of these contacts varied as a result of the notion of accountability to the parents, or as a 
means to pre-empt or reduce potential classroom management problems but again suggests 
that their emerging views of their own ability to form appropriate relationships with parents is 
one of development, confidence and responsibility. 

  

Joanne: It takes up so much time, just ringing parents. And now I’m really 
assertive, now if I’m not really happy with a student for more than really three 
or four lessons, so basically I’ll ring up the parents and say I’m not happy with 
the student’s performance, I’m concerned with this or that. 

  

Developing relationships with parents through more informal contact was not mentioned by 
any of the participants, yet building these relationships also seems to be important for 
developing a positive self image and confidence in their role as a teacher. 

  

Joanne: I’ve actually had two letters from parents to compliment and thank 
me for the extra work I’ve done with their two sons, which is nice. I keep them 
close by because of all the other ones which outweigh it... 

  

The pre-service program at Monash University attempts to provide the beginning teachers 
with models which might help them to recognise the importance of establishing positive 
relationships with colleagues, students and the parent community in order to assist in their 
transition to teaching. However, no amount of preparation seems adequate to prepare 
beginning teachers for the demands which teaching initially places on their personal lives. 

  

Personal relationships 

Huberman (1993) in his study of the lives and careers of teachers speaks of the need for 
teachers to have balance in their lives, achieved by having, "...areas of personal investment 
outside the school, permitting the teacher to step back and relativize the problems that come 
up in the classroom." (P253). Our data suggests that the participants in this study have yet 
to achieve this balance. 

  

Marta: My job’s just taken over my whole life, and there’s just not enough time 
for anything else at the moment. 



  

The beginning teachers speak of issues of workload, preparation and marking, and the 
expectation that they become involved in extra-curricula activities. 

  

Kee: ...and that’s ridiculous, to rock up and start at 8.00 and then you have a 
house meeting where you tick the rolls, notices etc. at 8.15, and you’re 
teaching throughout the whole day, you might teach for 6 hours, 6 lessons, 
you’ve got netball after that, then you go home and try to write up 6 A4 pages 
[lesson plans]at the end of the day. 

  

Clearly, there is an imperative for beginning teachers to recognise the need to "prioritise and 
organise" the work associated with their teaching in order to enable them to have an 
appropriate balance between their professional and personal lives. For some, this change in 
life-style was further exacerbated by the immediate change created by the need to move 
home to find work, and for some, the geographical location of their school impacted on their 
personal lives. 

  

Marta: I’ve had to move out of home to come to this job...and that’s been sort 
of another difficult thing as well. And I hate the city, I really don’t like the traffic 
and the noise and living on top of people. 

  

When the beginning teachers do find time to meet with friends, they find that being a teacher 
still interferes with their personal relationships. 

  

Sally: When you cease to be Miss B. the teacher and start to be Sally again 
then you reach problems, because, I mean I’ve been away with my friends, 
and a friend’s just done something silly in public and I’ve looked at him and 
he’s said, "Oh it’s the teacher look." And I can’t believe that I had this other 
little persona that I’d bring out, that I’ve got a teacher look, I’ve got a teacher 
voice. 

  

Beginning to teach is an intensely personal experience. One way to understand that 
experience is through an examination of the relationships which beginning teachers seek to 
establish either consciously or unconsciously. Inevitably though, the development of these 
relationships is intertwined with their development as teachers and so become important 
shaping factors in their approach to teaching, and the way that they view themselves, and 
are viewed by others, as a teacher. 

  



Another way to understand the beginning teacher’s experience is to examine the data in 
terms of the narratives which the participants construct (consciously or sub-consciously) to 
portray their development in the teaching profession. 

  

Section 3 

Teacher Talk: The significance of story and anecdote in the professional development 
of beginning teachers 

  

1. Story Fragments 

Recently educational researchers have appropriated a range of insights from narrative 
theory (or narratology) to argue the value of narrative in educational research, especially the 
research of teachers into their own practice (Casey, 1995-96; Carter, 1994; Carter, 1993; 
Gudmundsdottir, 1991; Elbaz, 1991; Connelly and Clandinin, 1990). Some have argued that 
narrative is especially suited to convey the complexities of classroom situations, drawing 
parallels between the ‘event-structured’ nature of teachers’ knowledge and the events which 
constitute a narrative (Carter, 1993; Jalongo and Isenberg, 1995). 

  

This parallel between story-telling and knowledge about teaching is unfortunate for several 
reasons. In the first instance, it tends to rely on a traditional notion of story as a sequence of 
events, with a beginning, a middle and an end (see Carter, 1993). Valuable insights can be 
gained by choosing a different starting point for narrative analysis, most notably by defining 
a story as ‘someone telling someone else that something happened’ (Chambers, 1984, p. 4). 
We thereby foreground the importance of narrative situation, including the purpose of the 
storyteller, and everything else that might be at stake whenever anyone tells a tale. This is to 
reconceptualise narrative as discourse, and to recognise that telling stories always involves 
negotiating issues of community membership and identity. The relationship between narrator 
and narratee (as aspects of a larger narrative situation) raises questions of shared values 
and understandings, or the community of discourse to which the storyteller and the audience 
belong. 

  

Whenever we listen to a story, much more is at stake than simply a desire to know what 
happened or, indeed, to know what happened next. The narrator has a certain ‘point’ 
(Chambers, 1984) or purpose in relating a story, as a function of the human relationships or 
exchanges that the narrative situation entails; the words which constitute the story are traces 
of those relationships. A narrative consists of words, not events (see Reid, 1992: 19); and, 
as such, it is imbued with the ‘contradictory opinions, points of view and value judgements 
...which complicate the path of any word towards its object’ (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 281). Indeed, 
rather than taking the ‘storied’ nature of our lives as a starting point for narrative analysis 
(Connelly and Clandinin, 1990), it may be more generative to insist that there is always a 
disjunction between the stories we tell and the lives we live. 

  



The events of our lives do not naturally assume the form of a story. Some people have 
experienced moments when they have been confronted by their inability to tell stories, when, 
given the enormity of the events or circumstances with which they have been faced, they 
have been reduced to silence (Benjamin, 1973; Eagleton, 1988). Walter Benjamin describes 
the experiences of the generation caught up in the Great War as a moment when the ‘tiny, 
fragile human body’ was caught up in ‘a field of force of destructive torrents and explosions’. 
‘Was it not noticeable,’ he asks, ‘that men returning from the battlefield had grown silent - not 
richer, but poorer in communicable experience?’ (Benjamin, 1973, p. 84). 

  

These two dimensions - the use of story in exploring one’s identity and membership of a 
discourse community and the sheer difficulty of telling stories in the face of challenging 
circumstances - are evident in the transcripts of the interviews we conducted with beginning 
teachers. Not that the experience of beginning teaching is like being naked beneath a sky 
full of bombs - it probably seems flippant of us to draw this analogy. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to discern moments of tension or contradiction, when the interviewees’ stories 
seem to falter, when one might dwell on the gaps or silences in the text (Macherey, 1978). 
So too the interviewees’ attempts to affirm their membership of the teaching profession can 
seem tentative or awkward. 

  

This is not to suggest that the experiences which the interviewees relate are always 
negative, or that we are on the alert for inadequacies in their handling of their responsibilities 
as beginning teachers. Overall, the interviews provide compelling evidence of the value 
(indeed, inescapability) of narrative as a means of organising experience, and of coming to 
grips with the complexities of teaching. There are signs that the interviewees seized the 
opportunity provided by the interview situation to tell their stories. They were, in short, 
making use of the interview, whatever our purposes as researchers; and the meanings that 
were jointly constructed in the interview situation were shaped by their commitment to share 
their experiences and to give them narrative shape. 

  

The difficulties which the interviewees experienced in telling their stories actually help to 
explain the richness and complexity of their narratives. Those theorists who stress the 
degree of congruence or fit between teachers’ stories and their workaday lives tend to 
celebrate tales that end with a reassuring moral or homily - we are thinking especially of the 
narratives which Jalongo and Isenberg have assembled in their book, Teachers’ Stories. No 
doubt it is important for teachers to feel good about their work, and to tell stories that ‘tap 
into the collective, accumulated wisdom of their profession’, as Jalongo and Isenberg 
express it (Jalongo and Isenberg, 1995). But this notion of a collective identity runs the risk 
of appearing idealised or even sentimentalised. For Jalongo and Isenberg (1995), the 
‘collective, accumulated wisdom of their profession’ is taken as a given, with the result that 
the stories which they relate appear reductive, merely illustrative of ‘the good teacher’s life’ 
(Jalongo and Isenberg, 1995, p. xvii). By contrast, many of the stories we are about to 
discuss appear fragmentary and lacking in resolution (without a beginning, a middle, and an 
end!). For that very reason, they convey an impression of struggle to affirm a professional 
identity - an identity which is all the more interesting precisely because it has been won 
through struggle. 

  



In this connection, one also senses a certain superfluity of detail in the narratives these 
beginning teachers tell. Much of the detail in the stories resists interpretation or 
categorisation. If Jalongo and Isenberg tell ‘expressive realist’ stories that purport to reflect 
the ‘real’ world of teaching (Belsey, 1980), the following stories turn in on themselves, begin 
again, break off, trail away. They are textually heterogeneous, combining narrative with a 
range of other genres or text types. The speakers tell these stories for a variety of purposes, 
sometimes as a way of rationalising their actions, at other moments in order to argue 
important pedagogical insights. Sometimes the speakers are surprised by what their stories 
say about themselves. In affirming the value of narrative and anecdote in the professional 
development of beginning teachers, we are celebrating their struggle with words. 

  

2. The Narrative Situation 

The foregoing discussion explains why our focus in this section should be on the narrative 
situation of the interview itself. This is as distinct from treating the stories and anecdotes 
which the interviewees told as ‘data’ on which we might generalise about the experiences of 
beginning teachers. Mishler has demonstrated the problematical nature of any attempt to 
make ‘scientific’ generalisations on the basis of interview data, arguing the need to 
foreground the situated character of such research (Mishler, 1986). Accordingly, we shall 
firstly try to contextualise the exchanges we are about to consider, describing the situation in 
which they took place. 

  

There are, of course, multiple contexts for these exchanges, some of which are explicit in 
the text, others more remote. To contextualise the interviews is already to engage in 
interpretation, ‘framing’ the text of the transcripts in a certain way (MacLachlan and Reid, 
1994). For the purposes of this section of the paper, we have chosen to focus on the 
transcripts of interviews with beginning English teachers, rather than examining the stories 
told by all the interviewees. In a sense, this is an arbitrary choice - the other teachers also 
told interesting stories that would repay attention - but this focus conveniently allows us to 
develop a degree of concreteness or specificity that might not otherwise be possible. We are 
dealing with a limited number of ‘characters’ in a small range of settings (just the right 
ingredients for a good story - so at least some people might argue!). The interviewer in all 
cases was their former English Method lecturer, and in arranging and conducting the 
interviews, he was explicitly inviting the interviewees to continue conversations which he had 
begun with them in the previous year. 

  

Those conversations themselves had largely consisted of stories - stories about classes 
which they had taught as student teachers during their Dip.Ed. year, when, as their English 
Method lecturer, he had sat at the back of the room, watching them teach, and recording his 
impressions of the lesson. After such lessons, before reading them his account of the class, 
he would routinely invite them to say how they felt the lesson had gone, and this invitation 
would invariably prompt them to tell their own stories, revealing further details about some of 
the ‘characters’ and incidents in the class. In telling their stories, they would construct a 
version of the ‘same’ events from contrasting points of view, exercising a completely 
different set of inclusions and exclusions from those operating in their English Method 
Lecturer’s report. Both this practice and other aspects of English Method, including sessions 
in which students were encouraged to share their teaching round experiences with their 
peers, implicitly (and perhaps somewhat uncritically) assume the value of narrative in 



developing an understanding of the complexities of language and learning in classroom 
settings, and hence for professional development. 

  

Prior to the interviews, the interviewer had maintained contact with all the interviewees, and 
in his role as editor of Idiom, the journal of the Victorian Association for the Teaching of 
English, and of English in Australia, the journal of the Australian Association for the 
Teaching of English, he has since solicited contributions from some of them in which they 
describe their first year of teaching (see English in Australia 118 and Idiom 3/97). (This 
prolepsis is a useful narrative device, helping to explain how we have interpreted the 
transcripts!) During their Dip. Ed. year, he repeatedly affirmed the value of belonging to the 
Victorian Association for the Teaching of English, encouraging them to participate in the 
annual conference, arranging an excursion to VATE’s office, and publicising the contents of 
each issue of Idiom. This is not to suggest that all the interviewees came to share his 
commitment to VATE - during their Dip. Ed. year they frequently parodied his commitment in 
a good-humoured way. The issue of Idiom mentioned above is a special issue edited by a 
group of beginning teachers (including some of the interviewees) which simultaneously 
affirms their commitment as English teachers and reflects their bemusement about active 
involvement in VATE, which is still largely the preserve of middle aged teachers. 

  

We note the interviewer’s involvement in the Victorian Association for the Teaching of 
English because it was certainly a factor in his decision to participate in this research project 
- he was interested in learning how his former students were handling their first year of 
teaching - and it was possibly a factor in the interviewees’ perception of the interview 
situation. The transcripts could, in short, be read as exploring what it means to be an English 
teacher in Australia, providing contrasting perspectives on the nature of professional identity 
and the value of active involvement in the profession. Not that we are positing a continuous 
history of the English teaching profession, involving simply generational change. This 
contrast between two generations of English teachers involves a range of social and 
historical factors, including the differences between the immediate post-war period and the 
experiences of teachers in these new, economic-rationalist times. If our generation - the 
‘baby boomers’ generation - has generally experienced security of tenure and enjoyed the 
benefits of a career structure, the interviewees belong to a generation that has known only 
contract employment and severely attenuated prospects of career advancement. Despite 
working hard all year, one of the interviewees subsequently learnt in December that her 
contract was not to be renewed, and she was obliged to look for a teaching position 
elsewhere. As a result, while ‘we’ (ie. older teachers) might see our former, younger selves 
in some of the experiences which these beginning teachers have to relate, we are also 
confronted by major differences in our perspectives. While the interviewer and the 
interviewees may be using the same words, they are not necessarily saying the same 
things. 

  

3. ‘You have the scene arrange itself...’ 

The interview that we wish to examine in most detail involved three beginning teachers who 
had agreed to participate in a group discussion. We shall, in fact, begin at the beginning of 
the transcript, with Margo’s opening statement in response to the interviewer’s first question. 

  



Interviewer: Now the first question is to tell me or tell each other because I 
hope I'm going to butt out of this fairly soon about your first year of teaching, 
how you’re finding it. And any of the problems, challenges, issues, concerns 
that you've encountered so far. How is your first year of teaching? 

  

Margo: OK it's fantastic overall. Most days are wonderful and I'm enjoying it 
and getting a lot out of it. Like I love where I'm working, like working with the 
kids, the other teachers. Then again there are days where it's exhausting, you 
feel like you're working against everyone or everyone is working against you. 
Everything is just too difficult and then kids are just, you know, just, just 
difficult to get motivated and you feel like you're, you know you're working 
against too much, that you're hitting your head against a brick wall. But 
overall it's fantastic and I love it. The hard thing is that it is so exhausting and 
they drain you, um draining both physically and often mentally and definitely 
emotionally. Especially emotionally, giving so much of yourself to, to your 
classes and to the kids and getting lots back but the days where you don't get 
back that's when you feel like you can't go on. The days that you do get 
something back you can go on forever. 

  

The interviewer’s self-consciousness in handling the interview protocol originally devised by 
the interviewers for use in this study is in itself noteworthy. He appears to be foregrounding 
the interview protocol merely in order to emphasise that it is provisional - he hopes to ‘butt 
out’ of the discussion soon, when, presumably, the discussion can range as freely as they 
like. And yet a traditional attitude towards interviewing (Mishler, 1986) still appears to inform 
his approach, despite his (somewhat insistent?) claims to the contrary. Later in the interview 
there are further instances of conflict in the interviewer’s stance between a structured, 
‘scientific’ approach towards interviewing and a more open ended approach - a conflict 
which is amiably resolved by the interviewees, who commence to reflect on the point of each 
question, and their difficulties in responding to them (Patricia: ‘Oh the first one was a big 
one, very general...’). We are not, in short, making any claims for the interview as a ‘pure’ 
example of either a structured or an unstructured approach (or any of the other binaries that 
might be invoked when teasing out the methodologies that are at play in the interview 
situation) (Fontana and Frey, 1994). We shall, indeed, dwell on those instances where the 
interviewees ‘tell each other’ about their experiences, when they jointly construct accounts of 
their first year of teaching, and the interviewer ‘butts out’, although this notion of the 
interviewer’s self-effacement is itself problematical. The interview, in short, was a messy 
process. 

  

Margo’s response reflects many features of the exchanges which follow. The interviewees 
weave their way through a complex mix of highs and lows, of accomplishments and 
disappointments, of excited expectations and sober reflections about what they have 
managed to achieve - and none of these things are presented in a neat order (either 
chronologically or logically), but the details tumble out and multiply, qualifying and even 
contradicting each other. 

  



In the first instance, we are struck by the way Margo describes her experience of teaching 
as consisting of times of intense personal satisfaction that alternate with moments of total 
exhaustion, when ‘you feel like you’re working against everyone or everyone is working 
against you’. Her world is constituted by her relationships with the teachers and students 
around her; her sense of success or failure is largely a result of the way she negotiates her 
relationships with them. She does not explicitly conceive of her situation in terms of the 
responsibilities associated with her role as an English teacher (assessing, for example, what 
her students may have learnt and evaluating the curriculum on that basis) or her status 
within a bureaucratic structure (although this might be suggested by ‘hitting your head 
against a brick wall’). Margo is speaking a language of personal reflection and experience - 
about how we’re ‘finding things...so far’ - and it seems inevitable that the discussion should 
eventually take the form of story or personal anecdote. 

  

Such a personal focus may, of course, have been prompted by the opening question, which 
invites the interviewees to relate the ‘problems, challenges, issues, concerns’ that they’ve 
experienced. This hardly signals that they’re meant to engage in abstract sociological 
analysis or critical evaluation of their work as English teachers. And yet Margo’s use of the 
second person - ‘the days where you don't get back that's when you feel like you can't go on. 
The days that you do get something back you can go on forever’ - implicates the other 
interviewees in the discussion in a way that immediately places their ‘personal’ experiences 
in a critical perspective. It is not as though Margo and the others remain trapped at a trivial 
level of simply recording their ‘personal’ thoughts and emotions as they get through each 
day. Margo effectively encourages the others to use the interview situation to share their 
experiences. Her use of the second person is an invitation to swap stories and to participate 
in a discourse community. 

  

And Laura does, indeed, respond in kind, contributing her own account of her first year of 
teaching. The interviewer asks Margo to expand on what she means by ‘getting something 
back’: 

  

Interviewer: What do you mean getting something back? 

  

Margo: The rewards you get from teaching when, you know, you've prepared 
a class and then you've taught a classes and then you see kids, asking 
questions, interested, hard at their work, wanting to know more, show you 
they're enjoying what they're learning. I mean that's enough, that's what you 
want. And then you've have days where you're prepared to listen the same 
lessons, same lessons different class and the kids are bored, unmotivated, 
you know aren't interested, tired, grumpy and hostile almost, "why do we 
have to do this?". And it's the same lesson but you just feel no, I don't want to 
do this, I don't enjoy this any more. 

  



Laura: And then sometimes the kids very rarely, I mean sometimes the 
rewards are so few and far between that you'll hear through another teacher 
"gee 10B really love you" and gee they never let me know it. 

  

Margo: Exactly 

  

Laura: You know if they really hate me but gee they're always talking about 
your class. So you only hear second hand from the kids that never let you 
know. Yeah sometimes your head hits the wall and you wonder, there hasn't 
been a morning where I've got out and thought I don't want to go to work... 

  

Margo: Exactly. 

  

We have dwelt on this opening scene primarily in order to capture this particular exchange, 
when the interviewees explicitly begin to construct a joint account of their experiences as 
beginning teachers. Their use of the second person is a condition for telling the stories and 
anecdotes that they subsequently relate to one another. The ‘you’ here functions as more 
than as an anonymous audience - as anyone who cares to listen. Nor can it simply be 
categorised as other teachers, although the interviewees might be seen as striving to reach 
that level of generality. In this respect, the interviewees could be construed as attempting to 
speak the language of the teaching community, positioning themselves firstly as beginning 
teachers (and speaking the language which they sense is appropriate to new members of 
the profession), and thereby learning to speak the language of ‘experience’. Yet in the first 
instance these beginning teachers are addressing each other, grappling with the concrete 
details contained in their individuals anecdotes - a process that involves a complex play 
between the general statements and categories informing their discussion and the detail 
presented. Occasionally their anecdotes will end with a homily or truism about teaching - 
tropes that give their language coherence, signalling their membership of a particular 
discourse community. However, those homilies or truisms are being tested even as they are 
made, and they never comprehends all that has been said. Their discussion, in short, has an 
intensely critical character. 

  

As for Laura’s comment - ‘10B really love you’ - we might relate this to Margo’s opening 
remarks, and see Laura as endorsing her account of the intensely personal nature of 
teaching. Laura, however, also takes this account further, noting that it is important to know 
that your efforts are appreciated, even when such an acknowledgment is merely snatched 
from another teacher in the course of the day. For Laura, school teaching is a complex 
situation in which expressions of affection and support get displaced by other agendas, as 
teachers and students play out their traditional roles. The complexity of teaching is 
suggested by the multilayered character of the text here, including a narrative which is 
available to us only in the form of the barest fragment (on which we have constructed our 
own story: ‘snatched from another teacher in the course of the day’). That ‘10B really love 
you’ is conveyed to us dialogically (Bahktin, 1981), as the words of another teacher, 



emerging out of the extraordinarily complex fabric of narratives and anecdotes that 
characterises Laura’s life as a teacher. 

  

4. Constructing/Deconstructing meaning 

Despite Margo’s chorus of ‘exactly’ in the exchange above, we are not suggesting that the 
interviewees steadily approached a consensus about their first year of teaching. They had 
each obtained very different teaching positions - one in an exclusive private school, another 
in an expanding state school in one of Melbourne’s growth corridors, and the other in a 
secondary school in Melbourne’s western suburbs. 

  

Laura’s experience of teaching in ‘a typical western suburbs school’ contrasts more starkly 
with her Dip. Ed. year than any of the experiences which Margo and Patricia relate. She 
describes her arrival at the school as ‘a shock to the system’, as something for which her 
teaching round experience in the previous year had left her completely unprepared. 

  

Laura: ...when you go out to the western suburbs and the kids are very 
different, the attitudes are different, the backgrounds. The academic standard 
is very different, I mean, it's true what they say you can't expect the same 
thing. Even just walking into a room and explaining something and you 
suddenly realise there's a hundred and one hands up wanting to know what 
does that word, what does conflict mean. And that's a Year 11 and you've got 
to explain conflict to them and contrast to them at Year 11. And debates and 
footnotes, what's a footnote, how do you write an essay, I've never written an 
essay before. So you sort of, it brings you back to reality I think, that not every 
kids out there knows exactly what.... 

  

Patricia picks up on Laura’s observations here, but it is significant that she gives the 
discussion a different focus, ignoring Laura’s reference to the ‘western suburbs’ (perhaps 
she is implicitly suggesting that Laura’s experiences are not peculiar to teaching in ‘a typical 
western suburbs school’). 

  

Patricia: But teaching something that you've taken for granted, I mean 
especially a footnote at the moment in history, we're trying to do footnotes in 
our projects. And they say "well where do I need them?' and just, I know I can 
read it and I can tell them you need it here and I, I, you have to have a 
blanket rule but it's so hard because we know, we were taught in secondary 
school and we just can't remember it actually it was taught to us because we 
were learning. But now all of a sudden we've got to find ways of 
communicating this to children and it's so hard to do that. 

  



And Laura herself then takes up this theme: 

  

Laura: And you say things like "and then next you put the publisher down", 
"this book doesn't have a publisher", it has to have a publisher, find it you'll 
find it there, "how do we know", I said well see that little logo there, that's the 
publisher's logo. So little things like that that you just take for granted and 
then suddenly you realise they don't understand. 

  

Throughout the discussion, the participants move in and out of the shared meanings they 
are constructing, lending great complexity to any generalisations that might be distilled from 
their reflections about their first year of teaching. This sense of unity within diversity (this 
combination of concrete detail with the general statements or conclusions which they appear 
to reach at certain moments in the discussion) is enhanced by the range of stories they tell, 
which reflect a variety of forms and purposes. 

  

We are not trying to play the interviewees off against one other, discriminating between their 
comments with respect to the insights they appear to provide into the complexities of 
teaching and learning. Patricia’s comments about the reversal in her situation - ‘we were 
taught in secondary school and we just can't remember it actually it was taught to us 
because we were learning’ - are just as critical as Laura’s remarks about being brought back 
to ‘reality’. Both comments imply a sense of discontinuity between past and present, such 
that their situation as teachers seems to be completely outside the realm of their 
experiences so far. They have all been confronted by situations in which their language has 
not been understood, when ‘there’s a hundred and one hands up wanting to know what does 
that word, what does conflict mean’. They sense that they must begin again, finding the 
capacity to speak new languages, to tell new stories. 

  

5. What sorts of stories do they tell? 

In this section we shall present examples of the stories which these beginning teachers tell. 
We shall refrain from commenting on their stories. Our primary aim here is to allow their 
stories and anecdotes to resonate beyond the purposes that shape this discussion, 
conveying a sense of the dialogical or heteroglossic character of the transcripts (Bahktin, 
1981). 

  

We shall give each story or sample of their conversation a title, but this is simply a way of 
organising this part of our discussion, and it is not meant to preclude alternative readings of 
the texts. 

  

 



Worrying about your students 

Margo: I find that, how to, given that kids is their general slackness or apathy, 
that everything can be handed in late. 

  

Laura: It will happen. 

  

Margo: It will happen, yes exactly. 

  

Laura: Someone will do it, the fairy story. 

  

Margo: That's right and then just sit back and you know "how dare you make 
me work", you know I don't want to work and it's just the constant, even if 
they're enjoying, like it takes them a while to get into it, then they find they 
actually enjoy it, but then they wonder why they've only got one more day to 
finish their assignment and there's a constant fight, and I hate that role of sort 
of nagging, come on come on, get motivate, get motivated, get going, that's 
hard. 

  

Laura: It's a bit like we were talking before about Year 11 work requirements, 
being due today and I had a student who I knew he'd done his folio, I'd seen 
all of the drafts I knew it was ready and he hadn't it in, and he didn't turn up 
today, this morning. And he walked past the Year 10 class and just kept 
walking and ducked out and said I need your folio now, I've got to put your 
marks in and says "Just kidding, Miss". And he'd deliberately held onto it until 
the last minute. And I said to him I think sometimes I worry more about your 
work than you do. He said yeah probably. You do, you wonder whether you're 
more concerned about them 

passing than they are. 

  

If you want to know anything, ask the kids 

Laura: ...They don't have morning assemblies, you just go straight into class. 
They have a newsletter that comes round and they check the roll every 
lesson instead of roll monitoring. It makes it... 

  

Interviewer: It's unusual isn't it? 



  

Laura: It is very hard, I think it's because they have trouble keeping track of 
some of the kids. It was a bit of a strike for me because the first I know of this 
was this student walked in, left the roll on my desk and walked out the door. 
And I'm standing there, the first lesson I'm teaching at the school really not 
knowing a lot yet about the system, no one had told me and of course I didn't 
think to ask does a roll monitor come in every lesson. And I sort of was there, 
I actually had to rely on the kids who told me how to fill out the roll. They're 
saying, Oh you just fill this in Miss, and you fill this and you've got to have one 
of those passes to leave the room and then he takes it and you just sign the 
bottom. And I thought well if you want to know anything ask the kids. 

  

Losing it 

Margo: ...Oh there's one lesson that I had, in the computer room and I had my 
Year 7s in there, and I didn't even realise I was stressed or what ever, but I'd 
just had a fight with a Year 12 boy who refused to get out and basically just 
was...I'm not very good at confrontation, that's one thing I've learnt here. 

  

Interviewer: Hard to imagine it. 

  

Margo: I'm really bad, I've lost it here, telling off one of my Year 7 kids, how 
dare you speak to one of my Year 7 kids that way. 

  

Interviewer: One of yours? 

  

Margo: Yeah (laughter) Some of my Year 7 are Yeah Ms Bloom, you know. 
And anyway, he got out and that was fine and all of sudden I thought I'm 
going to cry, I can't do it and there was like tears welling and all my Year 7s 
are just there ... I thought Oh right I have to get out of here, so I just left the 
class, I mean there was teachers wondering around all the time in the 
computer section so they weren't unattended. Went into like the computer 
staff room and there were like 3 people there all giving me tissues and I'm 
going I can't go back in there. I go back and the Year 7s were, "That boy is 
mean wasn't he, you're crying because he upset you." No it's OK I'm fine 
now. "It's OK Ms Bloom, It's alright." But it was just lovely having a situation 
where you really, I did really lose it and break down and felt really bad 
because I, you know, it shouldn't have happened and I don't know where it 
came from. But knowing that there was like 3 staff members all sitting there 
going, Right, it's Nathan, the guy, we'll deal with him, dealing with the year 12 
kid and all my Year 7s picking up them, and just teachers there to be there for 



you when things came apart. It's just really comforting to know and it won't 
happen again, oh it might. 

  

Taking an interest 

Laura: I think about the Year 11s too, if you do take an interest, I was talking 
to one of the boys today and he was talking about his football. And I said, "OK 
so out with it, why did the coach drag you", because he was saying he got 
dragged and it wasn't fair and they finally accused him that he couldn't play. I 
said "come on be honest, why did he take you off" and he was actually 
surprised that I'd taken an interest. He thought he was telling a story that 
would go straight over my head, I wasn't even listening to what he was 
saying, and that I wouldn't respond. And he actually looked surprised and we 
sat down and we talked about, he said "Oh well I was being a bit of a pain 
and I was doing it, and I was sulking because I got moved" and I said "oh 
right so that's why the coach dragged you because .." And he said, "Oh well I 
know I was wrong". And it turned into a really discussion on football which 
they seemed a bit surprised about. So the Year 11s I think appreciate it when 
you do take an interest. They don't demand that you take an interest. 

  

Remembering you’re human 

Patricia: At the end of the day though you've got to remember that you're 
human. You know, and you've got to go home and this is why, you know with 
this student today, who basically threw tantrums throughout the day because 
I wasn't paying enough attention to her. You know, at the end of the day I get 
very tired because they have drawn from me so much and I can't, and I need 
something at home, you know and that's why it's funny because when you 
see your friends outside of school. When you cease to be Miss Barnes the 
teacher, and start to be Patricia again then you reach problems because, I 
mean I've been away with my friends and a friend’s just done something silly 
in public and I've looked at him and said, Oh it's the teacher look. And I can't 
believe that I had this other little persona that I'd bring out, that I've got a 
teacher look, I've got a teacher voice, and even breaking into the voice. I 
mean on the tape now, you can tell that this is my teacher voice, "Don't you 
do that". You know it never was there, and to get into that, and that's why I 
think with teaching because you've got to sort of suddenly be a bitch all the 
time. 

  

Margo: I also think that it's necessary and also often, not 24 hours you do 
sleep sometimes. 

  

Patricia: You do. 

  



Margo: But you're always think of everything is, you know, you watch TV, Oh I 
wonder if I could use that in my Year 8 class. Something on the weekend, Oh 
that's an interesting point, Oh I might bring that into my debating. 

  

Patricia: See the film, see the play, yeah things that might help. 

  

Margo: Yeah read the paper, you know use that, use that. You know 
everything can relate to school. 

  

Patricia: Watching Melrose Place. 

  

Laura: I know. 

  

Patricia: You know that's what they're going to discuss the next morning. 

  

Laura: Exactly everything. 

  

6. Teacher Talk as ‘Knowledge’ 

Teacher talk has long been devalued as merely in-house chatter. No doubt some teacher 
talk is best left where it is (no one would want to argue that the conversations in staff rooms 
at morning tea are always studded with acute insights into the complexities of language and 
learning). However, in their efforts to explore the complexities of their work, teachers engage 
in various kinds of talk. Such talk is one of a range of reflective activities that constitute their 
‘knowledge’ as teachers. This may be a ‘subjugated’ knowledge that traditional, academic 
researchers have not always known how to handle (Florio-Ruana, 1991), but it is a 
‘knowledge’ nonetheless. 

  

We are not diminishing the significance of the other purposes which are served by teacher 
talk. Though occasionally common-sensical or cliched, the general reflections in which these 
beginning teachers engage signal their membership of this particular discursive community - 
this is an important function of their conversation, the indispensable condition for critical 
reflection about their teaching. To conclude this discussion, however, we wish to emphasise 
the value of their stories and anecdotes as a critically reflexive way of examining their work 
as teachers. How do they constitute a ‘knowledge’ about teaching? 

  



• The talk between these beginning teachers is exploratory (Barnes, 1976; Barnes and 
Todd, 1977), enabling them to construct a knowledge of the complexities of their 
work. There are moments when they attempt to distil a lesson or moral from their 
anecdotes - indeed, sometimes they express some very traditional views of teaching 
and learning - and yet it is not as though they ever arrive at the last word on the 
matter. When they do resort to some fairly cliched or common sense notions about 
teaching, these comments function to bring the threads of their conversation together 
in a very provisional way, and they are soon telling other stories, exploring other 
questions. Patricia’s comment, for example, that ‘you’ve got to remember that you’re 
human, is actually made immediately after Laura completes her anecdote about 
taking an interest in the personal lives of her students (when the coach ‘dragged’ the 
student). Patricia’s advice (‘remember you’re human’) might, indeed, be construed as 
summing up Laura’s story, and perhaps be seen as affirming the importance of 
showing a human face to students. But Patricia’s point, as she develops it through 
her anecdote about the ‘teacher look’, is really quite different. There are many other 
moments when the discussion turns over in this kind of way, and each speaker 
ascribes a different meaning to the words spoken. And yet the value of their 
discussion does not simply consist in such general reflections (‘remember that you’re 
human’, ‘remember to take an interest in your students’) but in the details of the 
stories they tell, which always escape being comprehended by such general 
statements. This is to affirm the value of narrative as a form of knowledge that can, in 
fact, subvert the claims made by theory to comprehend the complexities of teaching 
and learning, by foregrounding concrete details that elude our understanding. 

  

• We have possibly run the risk of presenting their discussion as though it remained 
fairly anecdotal, as though the interviewees baulked at more abstract or theoretical 
reflections, beyond reverting to cliches and other teacherly ‘wisdom’ (typically 
expressed in the form of dos and dont’s for classroom management, as in the 
examples we have just considered). There were, however, moments in their 
discussion when the interviewees explicitly used their narratives as a basis for 
formulating potentially sophisticated theoretical insights. 

  

Patricia: Actually just an aside on that, I don't know whether I can afford an 
aside. But I actually think that one of the things, the major things I want this 
year is that it's about power. Have you noticed that, that, that the whole 
classroom exchange... 

  

Margo: With kids? Yeah. 

  

Patricia: ...exactly, it power. And, I mean today in a couple of my lessons it 
was tangible. You know and you could see the exchange of power and so 
you... 

  

Interviewer: What it was the kids.... 



  

Patricia: No, the kids were saying something and you were aware and if, if 
you're telling a child to be quiet, as soon as you raise your voice to a point 
where you, that child knows that you're not mucking around, then everyone 
else falls quiet and they add to the power that you have, an authority, 
because they suddenly listen and realise, OOh the teacher's angry, let's be 
quiet. And so they automatically, it's almost sort of step behind you and then 
there's this child, and this child has to perform to get that back. And I had this 
confrontation with this child, which I hate confrontations. 

  

Margo: I hate confrontations. 

  

Patricia: I can function in them. 

  

Margo: I can't. 

  

Patricia: But I hate doing it because I feel like I'm performing and that's, and I 
had to do that and I remember, we were standing face to face, this child was 
thinking, none of us can win this, neither of us can win, here. 

  

Margo: Although I learnt a good method today, I tried it out today, it kind of it 
works. 

Patricia: Yes. 

  

Margo: Is really get close to the child and just say in a really soft and a 
serious voice, "Um I've had enough, get out, no out" and walk off and that's it. 
And that sort of closeness where you're not shouting across and they haven't 
got time to shout back, you know, it's just like, and it's you know, I'm telling 
you now and I'm making, you know, staring you in the eye and out and OK off 
they go. 

  

A more abstract dimension is introduced with the word ‘power’. Although the discussion 
soon focuses again on classroom management techniques, this word, once spoken, begs to 
be defined. Having reached a point ‘this year’, where she has begun to sense the 
explanatory potential of this word, Patricia seems poised to reconceptualise the dynamics of 
classroom situations, and the possibilities they open up for language and learning. 



  

• A tension between the perspectives of academic researchers (looking at classrooms 
from the ‘outside’, treating teachers as the object of their ‘knowledge’) and the 
viewpoint of teachers has been an inescapable feature of the foregoing discussion. 
This paper has, after all, been written by academics about teachers. Prior to giving 
this paper, we were not able to contact the interviewees in order to discuss our 
‘findings’. In the new year we intend to speak to them about providing critical 
commentary, when we hope to dispense with pseudonyms and to explore the 
possibility of collaboration and co-authorship, producing a text which steps outside 
the parameters of the traditional ‘academic’ essay, and assumes a more textually 
heterogeneous character. 

  

This aim is congruent with existing trends in qualitative research, especially the work of 
those researchers who operate within a postmodernist or feminist framework, problematising 
the stance of the researcher in relation to the interviewees or ‘subjects’ of the research, and 
questioning who owns the ‘data’ (Sullivan, 1996 p.106; Chiseri-Strater, 1996, p. 127). The 
very form which this discussion has assumed - the self-reflexivity, the framing, the multi-
vocality and narrative structure - shows that we have been striving to achieve something 
different from the ‘knowledge’ effect of traditional academic writing. But what, then, have we 
really achieved? Can the alternative to academic writing be described in more positive 
terms, not simply as a denial of scientific claims to represent the ‘truth’, but as a step 
towards grappling with the complexities of classroom settings? 

  

We have already said enough to indicate that, in our view, such an alternative enables us to 
gain a significant purchase on teaching and learning. This alternative, however, must be 
theorised, if it is actually to form an alternative. Researchers have noted the ‘double bind’ 
with which they are often faced: ‘While traditional research genres elide or erase voices of 
participants, challenges to those genres are often read as less rigorous "storytelling"...’ 
(Lunsford, et al., 1996, p. xii). We have already expressed our concerns about the narratives 
to be found in Jalongo and Isenberg’s book. The stories teachers tell cannot be reduced to 
‘realistic’ narratives which merely ‘reflect’ or ‘represent’ the ‘real’ world. ‘Realism’ does little 
more than confirm us in our existing practices, valorising what ‘is’. This is so, even when 
such narratives are presented as the stories of dedicated teachers and ‘reflective 
practitioners’, ie., as ‘best practice’ scenarios of the type that proliferate in the collection 
compiled by Jalongo and Isenberg (1995). 

  

If teachers’ knowledge (as developed through narrative and anecdote) is worth anything, it 
cannot simply be seen as a reflection of the ‘realities’ of classroom settings. Knowledge 
always means the production of knowledges or discourses, and (in that) the exploration of 
alternative possibilities and practices. To reject a blanket equation between the events in a 
classroom and the ‘events’ in a narrative is to affirm the quality of the reflections in which 
teachers engage when they tell stories and swap anecdotes about their experiences. These 
stories do not represent the ‘real’ world; they must be treated as constructions or 
interpretations that open up new dimensions, new ways of seeing and understanding. 

  



Conclusion 

This research project intended to explore how a group of beginning teachers, who had all 
worked closely with the authors during their pre-service teacher education program, came to 
understand their development in their first year of teaching. Clearly, it is difficult to generalise 
across the population of beginning teachers as a whole as a result of this project, however, it 
is reasonable to suggest that the struggles that these teachers have demonstrated through 
their stories and accounts of teaching shed more light on the nature of learning to teach and 
learning about the teaching role in the first year of teaching. 

  

Just as these teachers used a variety of ways to express their views and ideas, so too the 
authors have attempted to use different approaches in documenting and communicating 
their understanding of their learning from these teachers in this research report. 

  

It has been (and continues to be) important to each of us that our learning through projects 
such as this impacts on our teaching in pre-service teacher education so that we too might 
be better informed and aware of the issues which impact on our students as they emerge in 
the teaching profession. We consider this to be a crucial aspect of our work as teacher 
educators. 
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Appendix 1: 

  

1. Tell me how you are finding first year teaching? What are the 
challenges/problems/issues/concerns? What do you enjoy/not enjoy? 

  

2. How have your views of teaching and learning changed/developed from 
Dip. Ed. to now? 

  

3. How would you restructure your workplace to teach better? 

  

4. Are you satisfied with your teaching? Why are not? 

  

5. What are your views about Dip. Ed. now, was it helpful, could it be better? 
How? 

 


