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Abstract

A HEIP grant to UNE provided funding for web-based mentoring for UNE 2004 alumni during 
2005 supporting the transition from teacher graduate to teacher. This program was unique in that it 
provided ‘large scale’ support available to all UNE 2004 teacher graduates focusing on encouraging 
peer support mechanisms in addition to lecturer mentoring. This paper reports on major project 
products and presents relevant evaluation data in support of the view that some beginning teachers 
gained considerably from access to online support. Online support provided for relatively large 
numbers of beginning teachers is a valuable addition to mentoring support mechanisms. Issues 
arising from the project concerning online support and teacher education will be considered.

Introduction

The key purposes of the EdASP
2
 were to enhance the innovation in, and/or the quality of, higher education by 

establishing a support model for beginning teachers aimed at improving teacher retention in their first five years of 

service.  The Project
3
 (Maxwell and colleagues 2006) used The University of England (UNE) web-based technologies, 

to deliver support for beginning teachers in 2005 by providing online primary and secondary environments for sharing 

professionally-based and academically-based information.

The professional significance of the project was twofold: (1) The beginning teacher generally needs to be 

assisted to adjust to specific classroom situations as part of the life-long learning continuum. This project introduced 

UNE to the role of support after graduation and so represents a significant initiative and extension of its role as a 

provider of competent beginning teachers. As such it has joined a small minority of universities to take on this role. (2) 

Teacher supply is currently a problem (Preston 2003) as many, especially baby boomers, are leaving teaching. There is 

also the perennial problem of hard-to-staff schools as well as teacher attrition. The statistics on attrition are quite telling. 

Based upon a 2003 MYCEETYA study, the DEST Report entitled Australia’s Teachers: Australia’s Future (Dow 

2003a p. 87) indicated that attrition of teachers within their first five years of teaching is “possibly as high as 25 per 

cent” and that “much better retention strategies must be implemented by education authorities”. In considerable 

contrast, graduates want to work in their chosen profession and Manuel (2003) has found that 90% of Sydney 

University teacher graduates intend to remain in teaching for at least ten years. There is thus a professional and practical 

1 Paper prepared for presentation as part of the symposium entitled “Online Support for Beginning 

Teachers?” at the AARE Conference, Adelaide, 26-29 November, 2006.

2 Support for EdASP was provided by the Australian Government through the Higher Education Innovation 

Programme (HEIP) of the Department of Education, Science and Training. The views expressed do not 

necessarily reflect the views of the Department of Education, Science and Training.

3 For the full report see http://fehps.une.edu.au/Education/edasp.pdf.



imperative.

In its new role of support to beginning teachers it was hoped that UNE could contribute to the profession by 

minimising attrition through more productive relationships with graduates. From the point of view of the teacher 

educator it is not possible to prepare any beginning teacher for a particular classroom or for specific students or the 

groups of students in them.  All vary so greatly. An alliance is needed where teacher education is seen as a continuum 

where both sectors contribute to the development of (especially) new members of the teaching profession. Such a 

continuum would “commence with ‘pre-service’ preparation for initiation into the classroom context as a beginning 

teacher, and continuing through career long professional development” (Brock 2000, p. 5). As the role of the 

universities in assisting teachers cross the line from student to teacher develops, such initiatives may dampen the 

criticisms of teachers of pre-service education. Teacher educators are professionals themselves and strive for 

improvement. Indeed there are inbuilt mechanisms to ensure this and, as well, the NSW Institute of Teachers from 2005 

has made this part of its imprimatur.

Related literature

Beginning teachers face a range of difficulties. Becoming a beginning teacher means the crossing line from 

student to professional. This is associated with vulnerability (McConaghy & Bloomfield 2004) or at least the potential 

for it (McConaghy & Bloomfield 2004, p.11). Walking through the school gate and entering the classroom(s) can mean 

crossing into new country. The following extract illustrates how such lines have been crossed.

2003 was the year I left the rolling hills of the Great Divide, drove into the sunset and 

stopped at the edge of the vast terracotta desert. [That] year I lost my mind, found a 

family, swam in waist-deep floodwaters… The town I headed towards was the end of the 

bitumen, the end of civilisation as we know it… it was the end of many things but also 

the beginning … Who you is? Miss, ‘ow long ya ‘ere for? Miss, where you from? … 

The concept of beginning teacher is almost nonexistent out here. You get in, do your job, 

and at times education inevitably gets lost amid the struggle to survive (Moss 2004, 93-

104, in McConaghy 2005, p. 9).

What can make crossing the line worse is the fear that re-crossing may not be possible except with disastrous 

consequences, that is, disastrous to the person. Such could be the situation of a beginning teacher who has walked 

through the school gate into a place akin to a new world. Here the reality may be such that fears were only imagined. 

But, you may get more than you bargained for (Phillips 1994, p. xxv, in McConaghy & Bloomfield 2005, p. 22). When 

the reality strikes, and the new and the old are far apart, then the beginning teacher needs support. This is exacerbated 

for teachers who are posted to hard-to-staff schools or to rural and remote areas where they may experience culture 

shock, personal and interpersonal isolation, professional isolation, and loss of personal and social identity (Appleton 

1998; Maxwell & Bennett 1998; Yarrow, Ballantyne, Hansford, Herschell & Millwater 1999; Herrington & Herrington 

2001; Illingworth 2004: Roberts 2005).  Thus beginning teachers have to deal with the loss of their old certainties 

(McConaghy 2005, p. 6).

Broadly, support for beginning teachers, usually seen as induction to the profession, has not been done well 

(Brock 2000). Induction has been a common theme of reports of national and state significance over the last two to 

three decades and Brock’s review of 21 reports (1980-1999) indicates that the series of recommendations about 



induction have been reacted to with glacial speed. One quotation illustrate this point because neither of these has been 

acted upon perhaps until recently:

That there be at least 10 per cent reduction in the teaching load of teachers in their first year (p. 201) … 

That induction programs be established for all teachers in their first year of service, that they be school 

based, supported formal induction provisions at the regional level and that teacher education institutions 

be involved in the induction process (p.230) (Correy 1989, in Brock 2000, p. 50).

The DEST Report (Dow 2003b, 29-31) similarly recommends that various forms of induction be introduced implying 

that even from the data they reviewed induction was not part of the culture. This is a sad indictment. Yet there is a range 

of ways in which beginning teachers can be supported.

In 1992, for instance, almost 3000 teachers with from two to five years experience were surveyed (Batten, 

Griffin & Ainley 1992). They found the four forms of support that were perceived to be the most effective (positive 

rating of 82%+) were:

• Reduced teaching load;

• Mentor or buddy arrangements;

• Observation of other teachers; and

• Support from the Year Level Co-ordinator.

However, Batten, Griffin & Ainley (1992, 17ff) also found these were actually received by less than 46% of these same 

teachers. 

Importantly for the present study, Batten et al (1992, 21) reported the importance teachers placed upon the 

practical assistance given by other teachers such as advice, guidance, strategies, ideas and encouragement amongst 

others (our emphasis). With respect to rural and remote teachers across Australia, Roberts (2005, p. 40) advocated the 

importance of load reduction with supporting data as well as the potential of online work in overcoming isolation (p. 

41). Load reduction has not happened in NSW though it has elsewhere (see ACT 2005). The NSW Department of 

Education and Training (DET) has had an ambivalent approach to a mentoring scheme and this has been resuscitated in 

recent years within a general model in NSW government schools where beginning teachers’ support is “primarily the 

responsibility of schools” (NSW DET 2000a, Overview, p. 2). Lai (2005) observed that mentoring has been common in 

the US over the past two decades, as is mentoring in the UK since the shift toward school-based teacher preparation was 

instituted. Mentoring is essentially the process undertaken in EdASP. 

Support mechanisms, such as mentoring, are widely held to be an effective means of helping novices during 

their early years.  While recognising the importance of mentoring in promoting beginning teacher development and 

novice teacher retention, Bullough and Draper (2004, p. 1) cautioned against regarding mentoring as “an unqualified 

good” in the practicum.  He drew attention to the politics of mentoring in the context of the practicum and argued that in 

order to promote productive relationships, differences need to be recognised, and a common space created wherein 

“good talk across differences about good teaching occurs earnestly, honestly, and respectfully” (p.19). 

The issue of effective mentoring relationships was also taken up by Street (2004) in a project designed to 

understand how new teachers learn and how mentor teachers can support learning.  The study found that specific social 

relationships with mentors mattered most to new teachers.  Support and challenge were key dynamics of the 

relationship.  In the Street study the relationships were nurtured through a collaborative partnership energised by 

discussions, group activities, reflections, writings and conversations.  This in turn led to “collaboratively constructed 

interpretations of mentoring that considered the perspective of all participants: researcher, mentors, and student 

teachers” (p. 8).

The environment in which the mentoring takes place is clearly crucial. Carter and Francis (2001) argued for 



multiple mentoring relationships, advocating that emphasis be placed on “the provision of professional learning 

environments in which mentoring relationships can develop” (p. 251). Carter and Francis noted that such workplace or 

contextualised learning environments can enable beginning teachers to develop an appropriate store of practical 

professional knowledge.  Carter and Francis also believed that collaboration between schools and universities was 

central to effective workplace learning for teachers.

To summarise discussion so far, an emerging theme is that contextualised or workplace learning, supported by 

productive mentoring relationships, can enable beginning teachers to develop professional knowledge that can guide 

transformative (vis-á-vis conservative) teaching practice.  Productive relationships depend on:

• an understanding and appreciation of the values and ideas of others (support);

• collaborative partnerships which can be fostered through discussions, group activities, reflections, writings and 

conversations;

• sustained inquiry and disciplined talk about problems of practice (challenge); and

• an awareness that measures to transform practice can be interpreted as a challenge to professional identity.

We note that this set of criteria is very similar to Carl Rogers’ (1961) ideas about education – the learner is in control. 

This kind of approach is necessary since the mentor (or peer in EdASP) cannot know enough about the people, situation 

or policies and practices about which beginning teachers are writing. With this in mind, Rogers’ idea of leaving control 

of the decision-maker (learner) to the beginning teacher is appropriate and consistent with the four points immediately 

above.

EdASP was designed, in part, to develop mentoring relationships which support contextualised or workplace 

professional learning in an online environment amongst academic and peer mentors and the themes from the literature 

in the previous section can inform this process. Mentoring can be seen as a process that assists others to learn. The 

benefits of online learning have been well documented, and in a review of literature, Christopher, Thomas and Tallent-

Runnels (2004) identified some of the main advantages.  They noted that online learning:

• is convenient because learning is asynchronous, and students can choose a time and place for learning;

• provides opportunities to develop more in-depth relationships than in set time and place situations;

• can  promote  exchange  of  personal  information,  sustained  reflection  on   course  offerings  and  other 

learners’ writings, learning from a combination of practical experiences and theoretical insights;

• can enable learners to apply knowledge to new contexts and make connections between diverse ideas and 

information;

• allows for an exchange of ideas and an increased sensitivity to other learners’ comments; and

• provides  more  time  for  learners  to  process  information  and  format  responses  than  in  face-to-face 

situations.

Although online and face-to-face mentoring share some features they also have dissimilar characteristics. The 

asynchronicity of online mentoring is an important difference because the time lag allows reflection about what to post. 

Although face-to-face mentoring does allow some time for reflection before responding, generally the time lag is quite 

short. In many ways the advantages of the one complement the disadvantages of the other. For example, face-to-face 

mentoring allows non-verbal communication to be taken into account. This is much more difficult (except for the use of 

substitutes such as “J”) with online mentoring and is a major drawback. However, an important advantage of online 

mentoring is that it allows a considered response. Indeed online work, being written, is essentially a reflective activity in 

itself and this is another major difference to the usual face-to-face mentoring or mentoring on the telephone. 

Furthermore, online mentoring incorporates the potential of one-on-many especially where peers are given the 



opportunity to act as mentors. However online support will not suit all beginning teachers. Notwithstanding the benefits 

of online learning, Christopher et al. (2004) also noted some studies that reported that online learning did not reflect 

higher order thinking.  

The learners in De Wert et al.’s (2003) study were twelve first year teachers located in ten different public 

schools systems in a south eastern state of the US.  De Wert et al. found that an online support community is an 

effective means of providing social, emotional, practical and professional support to beginning teachers.  As well as the 

twelve beginning teachers, the online support community consisted of four experienced teachers and eight university 

faculty members.  Thus, in effect, the support  ratio was 1:1. Members of the support community communicated by e-

mail and threaded discussion fora.  They found beneficial outcomes for beginning teachers included: decreased feelings 

of isolation; increased confidence; more enthusiasm for work; increased reflection; ability to adopt a more critical 

perspective; and improved problem solving skills (p. 11).  Key constructs underpinning the online support community 

model were peer support and collaborative consultation.  Referring to peer support and collaborative consultation 

literature, De Wert et al. indicated that peer support groups can reduce stress, shift the focus from egocentric issues to 

teaching and learning tasks, enhance knowledge development, promote enthusiasm for work and decrease feelings of 

isolation.  Collaborative consultation, where teachers are guided through problem-solving processes by trained 

facilitators, can improve problem solving skills, deepen their understanding of, and attitude to, students’ problems and 

promote gains in long term academic achievement. 

In Australia, there are two relevant papers. Schuck (2003) found, through a study of 20 trained mentors and 18 

graduate teachers, that electronic support was valuable to mentors and beginning teachers alike.  Positives included 

ability to disclose and lack of power differentials as can happen in the face-to-face situation. The study also pointed to 

difficulties such as lack of access and ability to develop deep relationships. Then Brady and Schuck (2005) reported on 

a small scale study of beginning teachers (N=13) from five NSW schools. These beginning teachers accessed online 

mentoring provided by the University of Technology, Sydney (UTS) over a three month period of three phases: 

interview to establish a relationship, online participation with the two authors and others and finally a further set of 

interviews. They found, amongst other results, that beginning teachers may well be reassured by sharing their “trials 

and tribulations” amongst peers (p.72). Online mentoring did not replace face-to-face mentoring but it did have the 

“advantage of presenting a ‘bigger picture’”. In effect in addition to reassurance that the beginner was not alone, the 

online environment could provide a wider range of experiences and ideas not available in the face-to-face mentoring 

relationship (p.73). Thus online fora have the potential to counter myopia. However broadly speaking the trial was not 

considered very successful (Schuck 2006). 

EdASP is similar to the De Wert et al. and UTS studies in that it is designed to promote professional for 

beginning teachers through an online learning community but EdASP is designed for large numbers of beginning 

teachers. Additionally, EdASP intended to encourage beginning teachers’ peers as support people. Both sets of 

relationships (peer-peer, mentor-peer) may be enhanced since many would have become acquainted during their pre-

service careers. Our approach also intended to break down the false dichotomy of academics as knowers and beginning 

teachers as unknowing. On reflection we hoped that EdASP would assist beginning teachers to reposition themselves as 

they overcome a form of culture shock on entering the profession (Tamatea, Maxwell and  Smith, forthcoming).

The question addressed in this paper is evaluative: What evidence is there that online mentoring can assist large 

numbers of beginning teachers? In effect the study concerns online mentoring. It will “provide [an] empirical warrant 

for mentoring” (Martinez 2004, 106) in an online context for beginning teachers.



Methodology

The method was essentially to investigate the data produced in the EdASP in 2005. EdASP was a case study using UNE 

alumni of 2005 who were invited to take part in primary and secondary online environments divided into discussion 

fora. Discussion fora were available from the first day of first term until the end of the year. Postings by mentors and 

beginning teachers formed the bulk of the data. A specially prepared evaluative questionnaire was sent to all 2005 

alumni, not only those who took part. The questionnaire (appendix 1) was developed especially for the EdASP and was 

trialled amongst a small number of local beginning teachers. Data were mainly analysed using nVIVO and thematic 

analysis. These evaluative data include minor online evaluative comments. 

Results

Interrogating the data comes in two parts followed by a discussion. Major results from the analysis of the posts to the 

website are presented first followed by data from the questionnaire.

Analysis of online posts: Firstly, beginning teachers did use the EdASP facility. There were 382 potential alumni who 

might log on (see Table 1). About one third of both primary and secondary alumni chose to do so. Of these about one 

third (N=46) posted leaving the remaining two thirds as lurkers
4
. Secondary beginning teachers posted at twice the rate 

of their primary peers as did the mentors in the secondary fora. We note that each of those who posted did so, on 

average, about ten times (secondary) and five times (primary). We also know from our analysis of WebCT tracking data 

that many lurkers returned to lurk more than once. In terms of quantity it appears that the log on support facility was 

useful to many who posted but also to many who did not post but who were active readers of others’ messages.

Table 1: EdASP Secondary and Primary Teachers (N1), Log on (N2,%), Teacher 

Contributors (N3, %), Total Teacher Messages (N), Average Message per contributor, 

Facilitator messages (N,%) and Total messages (N4)

Sector

Teache

rs (N
1
)

Teachers

Logged 

on (N
2
, % 

of N
1
)

Teacher 

Contribut

ors (N
3
, 

% of N
2
 )

 Total 

Teacher 

Messages 

(N)

Averag

e 

Messag

e per 

Teacher 

contrib

utor

Facilitator 

Mess. 

(N, % of 

N
4
)

Total 

messages 

(N
4
, %)

Secondary

219 68 (31.05) 26 (38.24) 256 9.85

168 

(39.62) 424 (100)

Primary 163 57 (34.97) 20 (35.09) 98 4.9 27 (21.6) 125 (100)

Totals 382 125 46 354 7.6 195 549

Secondly, we were troubled by the observation that several teachers, notably casuals in secondary schools, 

were traumatised by their experiences and appeared not to be supported locally or at least needed extra support online. 

These more worrisome posts aside, we also observed that posts varied in their intensity with secondary posts being 

more intense. Posts were quite varied (see below). Clearly, some beginning teachers found the online support useful in 

qualitative terms based on the intensity and spread of the nature of the posts.

4 In Internet culture, a lurker is a person who reads discussions on a message board, newsgroup, chatroom or 
other interactive system, but rarely participates. Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/



Thirdly, Figure 1 shows various statistics concerning posts on the secondary online environment. All posts are 

shown. Primary data are similar in broad terms as Figure 1. Term 1 is by far the most important time for posts. This has 

important implications for any future consideration of online support. Nevertheless some beginning teachers wanted or 

needed support throughout the year. 

Figure 1: EdASP Secondary Post data over 2005

Fourthly, the nature of posts differed between primary and secondary alumni. Secondary 

posts were mostly to be found in three fora; 

• Learning and teaching: integration of teaching/learning strategies, 

discussion of reporting, and learning and teaching strategies 

themselves;

• Curriculum: coping with low student literacy levels and behaviour 

problems and  sharing resources and ideas; and

• Behaviour management: dealing with girls’ behaviour in the 

classroom, noisy classrooms, students’ poor attitude towards teacher 

authority, boys’ immature behaviour and managing the reality of “real-

life” teaching.

The one forum most used in primary posts was Behaviour management where posts were similar 

to the secondary behaviour management except less intense. These posts were really about 

beginning teachers coming to grips with classroom realities.

Fifthly, the macro process and micro processes of support (see Maxwell and Smith, 

forthcoming) were conducive to online support for beginning teachers. Key features of the overall 

process include: students opted in to EdASP; online work provides immediacy and is essentially 

reflective in that posts and responses are written; and an environment conducive to beginning 

teachers’ posts. Key micro support process were valuing (highest number), problem solving (next 



highest), self talk (next) and also (some) advice lowest. Together these processes created the 

positive environment and so complemented the overall support required in the project.

Finally, three other pieces of evidence indicate the utility of the online support mechanism 

for large numbers of beginning teachers. (a) We found that beginning teachers supported one 

another. Peer support indicates a need is being fulfilled at least for the peer supporter and, by 

responses from those who were responded to, and for the supported. (b) The primary and secondary 

coffee lounges were essentially self supporting. By this we mean that no academic was required to 

ensure the continuing facilitation of discussion on the coffee lounges. Posts in coffee lounges 

tended to focus upon professional issues of interest to beginning teachers such as obtaining a job, 

enjoying teaching, and the personal tolls of teaching as well as having to deal with bureaucracies, 

self talk and unloading. (c) Resources support was quite varied and included general and specific 

requests, sharing resources and contacts, web sites, teaching ideas and games. Interest in resources 

mainly came from primary beginning teachers.

Taking these findings together, we take the view that, from the analysis of online posts, 

there is a need for online support for beginning teachers. We would argue that online support is 

helpful for those who need it (see below) and who can at least get access, perhaps one third of a 

cohort. Online support can provide a mechanism for those who are traumatised and who, for 

whatever reason, need an online mechanism for support. The online mechanism provides a 

professional forum where ideas are floated, problem solving occurred, professional issues discussed 

and peer support is provided. 

Analysis of evaluative data. Evaluative data by questionnaire were provided by 84 beginning 

teacher alumni. This was a response rate of 22%. Although this is low we did achieve 25 of 46 

people (from Table 1, p. 6) who actively contributed to the EdASP support environments, that is, 

greater than 50%. We can find out something about the beginning teachers from the data though 

these can only be considered indicative of beginning teacher alumni from UNE during 2005. 

Additionally our data may be slightly over-representative of beginning teachers who were not in 

full-time employment since about 60%in EdASP were in full-time work and this is lower than the 

about 75% in full-time employment in education (UNE 2005). Around 20% were placed at small 

schools and/or in places that were not large centres (<10,000 people) and about 10% were more 

than 80 Km from a large centre. 

Systemically support for beginning teachers is provided at the school level largely through 

mentoring and induction. However little over half of all the evaluation respondents indicated that 

they had had an induction and only 40% were allocated mentors.  When asked, those who were 

given mentors thought that this approach could be improved. One suggestion was for a “Time 



allowance [to be] provided for scheduled regular meetings between graduate & mentor”. Thus 

release time is important for people to meet but the role and responsibility has to be well understood 

and acted upon.  The following comments illustrate what happened to some beginning teachers: 

“[You need] To have just one teacher to turn to if you need help, not just whoever is around on the 

day”, or, “My mentor didn't speak to me at all because he was lazy”, or, 

[I had] a mentor on my grade (my mentor was an assistant principal which meant she 

was often too busy to chat about my concerns). I was hesitant to admit difficulties as she 

was 'above' me and [I] perceived a greater position of power [in our relationship].

My mentor had an office away from me so I rarely saw her. The expectations of her as 

mentor [were]n't clearly outlined so neither of us know what we are meant to do. Our 

desks needed to be closer and regular scheduled meetings would have been great.

The presence of a mentor is important for beginning teachers but they need support right from the 

beginning. Three respondents did not get this, for example, mentoring “Was effective but would 

have been more effective if [it] had started in Term 1 rather than halfway through Term 2”. 

Suitability of mentor and mentee would appear to be crucial to some beginning teachers. The 

relationship could be difficult where the neophyte is having trouble coming into the new world of 

teaching.  They say they needed someone who was “not judgmental”, someone who was not 

“outside my subject area” and who actually would “have meetings”. This having been said there 

were several positive comments, for example, “The HOD - mathematics - was always willing to 

listen and to assist. She observed one of my lessons and made written comments. I was allowed  - in 

the school time - to observe one teacher's class” and “All the teachers were friendly and helpful - 

they mentored me informally. This worked well for me.” We can conclude from these comments 

that support for beginning teachers varied considerably in schools. This provides the environment 

for beginning teachers who need it to turn to online support as the main, or as a supplementary, 

support mechanism.

About one third (N=25 of 84) indicated that they had logged on to one of the EdASP 

environments, but what were the reasons given for not logging on? They were mainly that 

beginning teachers were “too busy” (N=23). A few did not know about it, forgot, had sufficient 

support anyway (N=5) or had computer access problems (N=7), as well as a range of other reasons. 

It is ironic that beginning teachers were too busy.  This meant that they could not get the support 

provided even though that support might well have saved them time. This is supporting evidence 

for the call for beginning teachers to be given some release (see p. 3), preferably in their first year, 



but certainly in their first term when things are so hectic for them. The following data relates to the 

25 who did log on to EdASP and has been integrated with unsolicited feedback received online.

It was heartening to learn that 76% (N=19) thought that EdASP was effective in what it was 

trying to do. When asked why one beginning teacher commented “We all need support and to know 

we are not alone” and another saw it as a “Way to share ideas, experiences and different teaching 

techniques”. For others there was an affective dimension to the environments: “It was wonderful to 

read about others’ experiences and realise I wasn't alone.” One person summed it up this way: 

“[EdASP] was very beneficial - allowed me to air my concerns, get feedback, support and some 

great ideas.” For some teachers the EdASP was their induction and/or mentoring program. Several 

casuals mentioned the lack of support for them and that EdASP took that role. One teacher used the 

EdASP because “I am at a school where the staff are much older and have been in the profession for 

a long time i.e. 2-5 years off retirement. This allowed me to realise others were experiencing the 

same.” Online posts support these positive views from the evaluation. This early post catches some 

of the early enthusiasm: “I am finding this discussion forum really good and have been part of it 

from the start - it's a great initiative!! I'm glad more people are participating and hope that it grows 

and becomes very active.” Toward the end of the year the following were posted:

I would like to add my thanks to all the UNE staff who have contributed 

to this forum. While I did not have the opportunity to teach this year I 

can appreciate how helpful your comments were to those who had 

problems and only wish that when I do find work I would be equally 

fortunate.

I have enjoyed the comments discussed in this forum.   I will take a vast amount of 

relevant information with me into the classroom.

In contrast there were very few negative comments. Despite these comments it is important to 

recognise that EdASP’s effectiveness depended upon peers as well as academic mentors. Comments 

from both groups were distributed reasonably well across the discussion fora except that the coffee 

forum was almost entirely conducted by beginning teachers. 

We also asked about whether the EdASP environments had assisted in decreasing beginning 

teachers’ forms of isolation (Table 2). Professional isolation appears to be the major form of 

isolation that was decreased by beginning teachers’ involvement on the online environments 

whereas that was not the case for apparent geographical isolation. About one third of those who had 

been online thought that EdASP had assisted socially. These are not surprising results but they are 



useful especially in relation to the question of support for rural, remote and isolated teachers or 

secondary teachers in one teacher departments. Additionally in decreasing professional, and to a 

lesser extent social, isolation then the EdASP achieved what it set out to do.

Table 2: Decrease in forms of isolation (N,%)

Form of Isolation Yes (N,%)* No (N,%)

Professional 22(88) 2(8)

Social 8(32) 16(64)

Apparent 

geographical
2(8) 22(88)

* All respondents did not answer each item.

The online environments were used in different ways and had different effects. Items which 

addressed these issues include those in Table 3 with the corresponding evaluative data. The 

highlighted (boxed) data are the most interesting. Clearly EdASP appealed to those who liked (and 

presumably had) access to either of the online environments (item 11). All of the other items 

(except 17) were perceived relatively highly for between seven and ten beginning teachers. These 

felt valued, were part of a collaborative endeavour, kept in touch, solved and assisted in solving 

problems. As far as item 17 is concerned, “The EdASP contributed to my remaining in the teaching 

profession”, three people were assisted something like “a lot” in this way. Although only a small 

number of people, this was a significant contribution. Given that those responding were 25 out of 

those 46 people who actively contributed (and there were other lurkers) perhaps the contribution 

was even greater than this. If this was the case then it is a major outcome.

Table 3: Evaluative data from Questionnaire items 11-17 (N)

Items (N responding) Not at 

all

A lot

11. I liked the accessibility of the EdASP 

online environment (24)

1 1 3 4 15

12. I felt that my contributions to the EdASP 

discussion were valued (19)

2 6 3 4 4

13. I felt that I was part of a collaborative 

endeavour in EdASP (23)

3 4 6 5 5

14. I liked the chance to keep in touch with my 

friends through EdASP (22)

7 3 4 3 5

15. I was able to problem solve in the WebCT 

EdASP environment (23)

4 3 8 4 4

16. I was able to assist others to problem solve in 

the EdASP environment (21)

7 1 6 6 1



17. The EdASP contributed to my remaining in the 

teaching profession (24)

9 3 9 1 2

We also asked about the act of posting itself. It is very evident that online communication does not suit 

everyone. Such reluctance is understandable though it could be overcome. As one beginning teacher put it online: 

“Hello all, this is my first posting though I must confess to a bit of sneaky lurking … reading other people's 

contributions.”  One fifth (N=5) said that they had written but not sent posts and 44% (N=11) indicated that they had 

read but did not make posts. These are quite high proportions and these data give an indication that perhaps the online 

(identifiable) environment is not one that is suitable for all beginning teachers who wanted or needed to log on. It 

appears that posting about experiences is a risky endeavour for some. In fact 64% (N=16) indicated that they would 

prefer the discussion fora to be anonymous. 

The quality of the online environment was commented on explicitly online in this way:

The staff managing each forum have shown commitment and enthusiasm to offer assistance to new grads. 

in their first year of teaching and I have found that it has been a benefit to use this resource. I have also 

enjoyed the discussions of my peers in exchanging ideas, stresses and insights.

This post recognised the efforts of UNE staff and of  beginning teachers themselves  in creating and environment 

where people could take risks and also where useful support was provided. Despite this, EdASP might be 

improved according to about one third of our EdASP beginning teachers, whereas about one third did not think 

so. One third did not respond to this item. Two thirds indicated an interest in a “Keep In Touch” UNE group. 

In summary as far as these evaluative data are concerned, we conclude that for many of those who were 

actively involved, and even for some lurkers, EdASP provided effective mentoring.  We also have to recognise that the 

response rate was low for all alumni, however the response from those who were involved with EdASP was quite 

respectable. The main reason for more beginning teachers not getting involved was clearly not enough time available. 

We interpret this to mean that stress levels were not high or support levels were sufficiently high in some situations 

making posting or even logging on to EdASP unnecessary. EdASP was considered effective by a clear majority of those 

who logged on because concerns were heard. EdASP was considered to decrease professional isolation by 88% of those 

who used it and who completed the evaluation. Clearly an online environment is not suitable for all beginning teachers 

but a small number indicated that EdASP had helped them to remain in the teaching profession. 

Discussion

Notwithstanding this and the professional and practical concerns identified above, the profession itself has a 

responsibility to support all beginning teachers as a care and respect issue. This is especially for those who are placed or 

find themselves in situations, for whatever reason, where they are vulnerable. EdASP showed that the support for 

beginning teachers, especially casual beginning teachers (see Jenkins, Maxwell and Smith, forthcoming), is very 

variable across UNE education alumni who extend across states, even internationally. These findings, regrettably, are 

similar to those of Brock (2000, see p. 2 above) and Dow (2003b, see p. 3 above). 

Traditionally universities have not developed their influence beyond the final year. UNE, through the EdASP, 

has joined others, like UTS and UW, and has extended its vision beyond the seminar room into the classroom in a 

practical way. This extension has introduced an important shift by universities toward the life-long continuum of 



learning for teachers. As Brock (2000, p. 5) indicated such a continuum necessarily commences “with ‘pre-service’ 

preparation for initiation into the classroom context …, and continuing through career long professional development”. 

At UNE several academics have continued online support for beginning teacher alumni of UNE in 2006 as the Teacher 

Alumni Support Project (TASP), an indication in itself that these academics felt the initiative was worthwhile.

At issue for the EdASP team was their ability to respond effectively to the potentially large numbers of alumni 

who could have inundated the online environments. We believe that the data presented above indicates that the 

approach adopted in EdASP did provide an environment for support for some beginning teachers who chose to log on 

and may even have been significant for a small number (cf Carter and Francis 2001, see p. 3 above). The EdASP 

approach to not privilege academic mentors appears to have been effective. In other words beginning teachers supported 

one another as seen in both the quantity and quality of posts as well as in their initiation of discussion of issues of 

importance to them especially in the coffee forum. In this study we extended the ideas of  Street (2004, see p. 3 above) 

enabling peer mentoring where the focus for all mentors appears to have been highly professionally oriented.

The online, asynchronous environment appears to be one where support can be provided for people such as 

beginning teachers. Online work does not suit every one however the written form of communication is essentially 

reflective and so supports learning in its own right. The asynchronous nature of the fora in EdASP did provide the 

mechanism for learning as suggested by Christopher, Thomas and Tallent-Runnels (2004, see p. 4 above).

Implications and further research

Major implications include:

• System- or professional association-based online support environments need to be created for 

beginning teachers (especially in Term 1) especially for particular groups of beginning teachers; 

• Schools need to be more pro-active, with universities, in the support of people new to the 

profession; and

• Online support could reasonably easily be extended across the state and Australia for beginning 

teachers.

In addition to these major implications, further research needs to be undertaken into 

• the support of beginning teachers and other marginalised groups, such as casual teachers;

• the effect of having experienced teachers as part of the mentor panel in online support of beginning teachers;

• the effect of changing the structure of the discussion fora. This is already being undertaken as part of the 

Teacher Alumni Support Project (TASP) in 2006 by UNE School of Education staff.

Perhaps more importantly what is needed is a re-conceptualisation of the pre-service curriculum where the experiences 

of beginning teachers are included as part of the pre-service curriculum (Maxwell 2006).

Conclusions

EdASP has illustrated that online support can be provided to beginning teachers on a relatively large scale using a 

support environment that allowed mentors and peers to “hear” beginning teachers’ concerns. The majority of posts were 

in Term 1 from the active 46 of 300+ beginning teachers who took part. There were around 100 lurkers some of whom, 

presumably, gained support as well. Several beginning teachers reported highly stressful events made more so where 

there was little or no local support. Most posts could be interpreted as beginning teachers trying to come to grips with 

the realities of classroom life. The online asynchronous environment can also provide a mechanism where situations can 

be explored and even problems solved. While further research is necessary, the outcomes show EdASP was promising. 

Systemic authorities, professional associations and/or universities could well consider implementing online support 



mechanisms for beginning teachers.
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Appendix 1: UNE Education Alumni Support Project Survey
(UNE letterhead)

UNE Education Alumni Support Project Survey (EdASP)

Dear UNE Graduate Teacher, 

We need your help to be able to provide support for future beginning teachers. Even if you didn’t log on to the UNE Education 

Alumni Support Project (EdASP), please complete the survey and post to UNE in the reply paid envelope.

1. During the 2005 school year, was the majority of your teaching work:

o full time work o contract  o casual o unable to obtain teaching work (less than 4 weeks)?

2. Have you left the teaching profession for good?                                          

o Yes       o No

If yes, please explain why.

3. Please describe the school where you did the majority of your teaching work.

Number of teachers?..................................................................................................................

o Large centre (pop > 10,000) or approx klms to a large centre (pop >10,000)?...........................................................

Please tick o Primary       o Secondary       o Central School

4. Did the school where you have had the majority of your teaching work have a supportive induction program for 

beginning teachers, including those on contract or casual appointments? 

o Yes       o No

5. Did the school allocate you a mentor? 

Yes o       No o

How could this be more effective?

6. Did you log on to the UNE EdASP program? 

Yes o       No o

If no, why not? If yes, please briefly describe your experience with the program.

If you answered NO to Item 6, please skip to Item 23.

7. Do you perceive the UNE EdASP teacher support program to be effective? 

Yes o       No o

Why or why not?

8. Please rank the UNE EdASP discussion support that you found most effective: 

(1 most effective to 5 least effective): 



(      ) academic subject, (      ) student behaviour, (      ) context knowledge, 

(      ) social discussion, (      ) resource sharing

9. Was the UNE EdASP useful in decreasing your perceived: 

o professional isolation,    o social isolation,    o (apparent) geographical isolation?

(You may tick more than one box)

10. In what ways did the UNE EdASP complement the beginning teacher mentoring program in your 

school/district?

Items 11 – 17 please tick the most appropriate box.

11. I liked the accessibility of the EdASP online environment. 

not at all ooooo a lot

12. I felt that my contributions to the EdASP discussions were valued.

not at all ooooo a lot

13. I felt that I was part of a collaborative endeavour in EdASP.

not at all ooooo a lot

14. I liked the chance to keep in touch with my friends through EdASP.

not at all ooooo a lot

15. I was able to problem solve in the EdASP online environment. 

not at all ooooo a lot

16. I was able to assist others to problem solve in the EdASP online environment.

not at all ooooo a lot

17. The EdASP contributed to my remaining in the teaching profession.

not at all ooooo a lot



18. Were there any incidents or experiences that you were not comfortable bringing to the EdASP environment? 

Please describe.

19. Would it be helpful if the EdASP discussion forums provide opportunity for anonymous contributions? 

o Yes       o No

20. Did you write any messages but not send them? 

o Yes       o No

If yes, why?

21. Did you read messages but not post any?

o Yes       o No 

If yes, why and in what ways were reading the posts of others beneficial to you?

22. Could the UNE Education Alumni Support Program be improved?

o Yes       o No 

If yes, how?

23. Would you be interested in participating in an online UNE Graduate Teacher Keep In Touch (KIT) group?

o Yes       o No

24. Any other comments?

Thank you for your assistance.

The UNE EdASP team: 

Tom,  Howard,  David,  Ingrid,  Jillian,  Jonathon,  Kathy,  Laurence  and  Lynda.


