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Abstract

This pilot study seeks to examine educator perceptions of beginning teacher assistance programs in northern Indiana.  Semi-structured interviews with beginning teachers (defined for the purposes of this study as those with less than five years of teaching experience) allowed the researcher to identify those program components deemed most effective in easing the transition from erudite college scholar to emerging professional educator.  Themes commonly arising from the interview transcriptions include challenges and social issues encountered by beginning teachers, evidence of colleague support, perceived lack of support at the corporation level, reflective practice to initiate improvement, effects of school culture on the induction process, interpersonal issues, and personal resilience when faced with difficulties. The study concluded with implications for improving beginning teacher assistance programs, and recommendations for continuing and expanding the study. 

Introduction

“The first day of school!”  This simple phrase brings excitement to many, apprehension to others—and sheer panic to a few!  Usually, parents experience joy and excitement, while schoolchildren experience apprehension.  Educators often feel a mixture of euphoria and anxiety.  One particular group, however, frequently finds more than a minor amount of sheer panic: beginning teachers.

Making the transition from scholar to educator certainly holds its share of questions and fears, as well as delights.  Moving from the university classroom to one’s own schoolroom marks an important and memorable transition point for every educator.  The extent of the trauma inherent in this transition depends largely on the effectiveness of the assistance provided to beginning teachers.  Research indicates that most beginning teacher assistance programs include both school level and corporation level program components.  However, the degree to which assistance is provided varies from school to school and corporation to corporation.


This study proposes to examine the effectiveness of assistance programs for beginning teachers in the state of Indiana.  My choice to pursue this topic evolved over time, beginning with my research interest in planning effective staff development programs.  As a classroom teacher in several different public school settings, I served as a member of site-based committees charged with the task of planning staff development programs for the entire school faculty.  In addition, I served as a mentor for beginning teachers, and a supervisor for student teachers from local universities.  As a school administrator at the building level, my job responsibilities include placing pre-service university students with skilled classroom teachers for observation experiences in the classroom.  I also serve as a liaison with area colleges and universities for placing student teachers with veteran educators.  My duties as an instructional leader entail interviewing, hiring, placing, and evaluating new teachers, as well as assisting in their transition to effective management of their teaching responsibilities.


Through my interactions with these pre-service educators, I often question the effectiveness of the university programs in preparing future teachers to take their places in the classrooms.  How prepared are they for the day-to-day realities of the classroom?  How effectively will they make the transition from student to schoolteacher?  Specific areas, such as professionalism, ethics, interpersonal skills, and technology expertise become open to both inquiry and reflection.  How can one best close the gap that occurs between stepping out of the university doors and into the schoolhouse doors?  What should schools and corporations do to provide a better beginning for these students-become-teachers?

Thinking back 27 years to 1975, I see myself as a beginning classroom teacher.  Basically, my principal showed me the classroom assigned to me, and wished me “good luck”.  In other words, “Here is your classroom, here is the teacher’s edition, go teach.”  I recall seeking out my own “mentor” teacher, one who became my teaching colleague, and my later best friend.  My mentor showed me the student texts and teacher materials; together, we planned our lessons and activities.  No effective, formal, assistance or induction program existed then.  I question the current quality, and even the existence, of such programs today.

Conceptual Framework

Programs that prove to be effective in successfully assisting student teachers to assimilate into the school culture and to negotiate their first teaching assignment, must  address the characteristics of adult learners.  Joyce and Showers (1982) identify several needs and characteristics of adult learners, which must be addressed in order to assure retention of learning and application of newly learned concepts within the classroom setting.  

Adult learners are motivated to learn, desiring relevance of the subject matter to their working situation.  Adult learners learn best when they are personally and actively involved in the learning activities, with opportunities to apply new ideas to previously acquired knowledge and familiar situations.  Finally, adult learners learn well in groups, in which teamwork, cooperation, and interpersonal interactions are fostered. (Wynn, 2002)

Review of the Literature


According to current research on beginning teacher assistance programs, the scene described in the introduction to this study represents the norm, rather than the exception, in classrooms today. “Research and experience suggest that a third of those who enter the teaching profession leave within three years of service, citing lack of support as the primary reason for their departure.”  (Robbins, 1999, p. 40)  Mentoring, both formal and informal, appears to be the most common, and the most effective, means of beginning teacher assistance, despite state mandates for more extensive programs. (Burch, 1993; Gartner, 1993; Gordon & Maxey, 2000; Hanby, 2000; Heismoth, 1993; Kormanski, 1989; Kutch, 1994; Meyer, 1998; Looney, 1996; Rapp, 1986; Williams, Prestage, & Bedward, 2001). “Mentoring is the cornerstone of many successful beginning teacher assistance programs.”  (Gordon & Maxey, 2000, p. 34)  Few states, with the exception of California, mandate extensive programs for beginning teachers that incorporate a variety of effective components.


Commonly accepted goals for inducting new teachers include improving teacher performance, transmitting the culture of the school system, increasing the likelihood of retaining new teachers in the profession, promoting the personal and professional well-being of new teachers, and satisfying mandated requirements for beginning teacher assistance programs.  Programs designed to assist beginning teachers should not be seen as cure-alls, assessments, or mere assignment of a buddy teacher. (Gordon & Maxey, 2000)
Individuals involved in creating and implementing these programs must understand the purposes and the components of effective programs, as well as the needs and concerns of beginning teachers. 

 “Reality shock” and the overwhelming nature of classroom teaching can become seemingly insurmountable barriers to new teacher success.  Beginning teachers experience apprehensions about many different issues, which are part and parcel of day-to-day existence in the classroom.  These issues include addressing student discipline concerns, understanding school policies and procedures, feeling isolated, locating needed resources, implementing classroom management plans, communicating with other members of the school community, planning for instruction, and adjusting to the school culture. (Brock & Grady, 2001; Gordon & Maxey, 2000)

Gordon and Maxey (2000) indicate that the coaching and mentoring aspect of beginning teacher assistance programs form the basis for most programs. “Like athletes, teachers will put newly learned skills to use—if they are coached.”  (Joyce & Showers, 1982, p. 5)  Mentors and peer coaches serve as on-site individuals who can be available at a moment’s notice to assist beginning teachers by answering questions, becoming a sounding board, solving problems, and listening to concerns. 

Matching beginning teachers with the appropriate mentors provides a key to a successful, supportive relationship.  Not all teachers fit the description of excellent mentors.  The most successful coaching situations involve mentors or coaches who possess these characteristics: commitment to devote personal time and attention to the beginner, consistency, ability to build trust, helpful, caring, patient, able to laugh at themselves, reflective, accepting of many viewpoints, ability to listen, approachable, enthusiastic, and knowledgeable of the teaching profession. (Brock & Grady, 2001; Gordon & Maxey, 2000; Wickman & Sjodin, 1997)  

Other program components provide additional opportunities for development of new skills, or honing of previously learned skills.  These components often include: 

●participating in orientation before the start of the school year

●meeting with the building principal

●networking with other new teachers 

●videotaping lessons

●co-teaching 

●observing other classroom teachers 

●working with study groups 

●reading professional material

●attending seminars and skills conferences

●developing a personal, professional portfolio

(Bramblett, 1999; Brock & Grady, 2001; Gordon & Maxey, 2000)  Although various combinations of these components appear in the literature, mentoring proves to be the most common, and the most effective, method of assisting new teachers in the transition from college student to classroom teacher.

Research Methodology

Participants

This pilot study included a purposeful sample of two beginning teacher participants, both from a northern Indiana urban public elementary school. (Table 1) The school serves a diverse body of between 300 and 500 students in grades K-6, one of 25 elementary schools in an urban school corporation of over 21,000 students.  The participants identified their school as composed of over 50% poverty level students, from low to middle class families. (Code names replace actual participant names, in order to protect the privacy of the participants.)

Bryce described himself as a teacher of 25 fifth graders.  He comes from an African-American heritage, and is between 30 and 39 years of age.  He graduated from a small public college.  Although education is his primary area of certification, Bryce comes to education from a previous career as a counselor in a mental health facility. 

 Lorraine, the second participant in the study, characterized herself as a Caucasian female teacher, between the ages of 20-29.  She teaches 15 special needs students in grades 3 and 5, attended a large public college, and listed education as her primary area of certification and work experience.

Both Bryce and Lorraine began teaching less than 5 years ago, serving in their current school and corporation less than 5 years.   Approximately 20 teachers comprise the faculty, with less than 5 beginning teachers at the school.  

Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews served as the basis for the interpretive approach to this pilot study, allowing both the researcher, and the readers of this study, to enter into the unique perspective and context of the beginning teacher. I serve as a colleague to both of the beginning teachers in this study, as well as a participant observer in the educational setting.  

Prior to beginning the interview, each participant signed an informed consent agreement.  Each participant met with me for one interview, which lasted from 40 to 60 minutes.  The interviews were tape recorded and transcribed; the transcriptions were then returned to the participants for review and validation.  I also kept field notes during and after each interview.  In addition, the examination of alternate data sources contributed to placing the interviews within the school context and establishing internal validity; these data sources included group and candid photos of the teachers with their students, internal and external school public relations documents, teacher lesson plans, classroom observation notes, and print materials related to the beginning teacher assistance program in which both teachers participated.  Multiple perspectives within the same school amplify the validity of findings.

Data analysis was undertaken through coding for emergent themes arising from the interviews, rather than utilizing pre-determined theme categories.  A colleague of mine served as a “critical friend” in order to ensure the internal validity and veracity of my conclusions. Names of participants have been changed in order to ensure confidentiality.

Discussion and Analysis of Data


In analyzing the data collected from this pilot study, I attempted to move from specific, individualistic interpretations and descriptions presented by the participants, to common themes and collective experience.  Eight themes commonly arising from the interview transcriptions include challenges and social issues encountered by beginning teachers, evidence of colleague support, perceived lack of support at the corporation level, reflective practice to initiate improvement, effects of school culture on the induction process, interpersonal issues, and personal resilience when faced with difficulties. (Table 2)  Of these eight themes, evidence of colleague support (mentioned 15 times) and lack of corporation support (mentioned 10 times) emerged more frequently than the other themes derived from the interviews.  Participants identified social issues encountered by beginning teachers the least number of times in the interviews (mentioned 1 time).  Other frequently cited themes include challenges encountered by beginning teachers, effects of school culture on the induction process, and reflective practice to initiate improvement.

Evidence of Colleague Support

Expressions of colleague support flow more strongly than any other theme from the participant discourse of this study.  Both Bryce and Lorraine expressed appreciation for support by colleagues, in both formal and informal mentoring relationships.  This comment appeared more often than any other theme in the semi-structured interviews with both participants. Bryce and Lorraine described ways in which colleagues assisted them, with such varied needs as grading papers, devising appropriate student assessments, solving classroom management problems, and communicating with parents.  

However, the most important ways in which colleagues assisted these two beginning teachers seemed to be in providing emotional and social support.  Of his student teaching supervisor, Bryce states,

She had so much confidence in me that she just handed (her classroom) over to me one day, and she said, ‘Don’t worry, I know you can do it, I’m going to be with you every step of the way,’ and she was”.

As a first year teacher, Bryce believed he could not have made it without the support and encouragement of other teachers.

Without the staff, I probably would have fallen apart.  I had a resource teacher in here with me, I also had a teacher next door. . .the support I received from them was outstanding.  They were there right behind me, pushing and bringing out the best in me.

Lorraine found more comfort and support from the formal assignment of a mentor during her first days as a classroom teacher.

I think just knowing it was somebody’s job to help me out.  More of a natural way to help. . .

 Lorraine also spoke at length of the increased confidence she felt when talking with other teachers, whether they happened to be first year teachers like herself, or veterans of the classroom.

I would say I learned more from other teachers than from the presenters. . .I think it would have been beneficial to have trusted, experienced teachers. . .even younger teachers, second year teachers. . .come in and speak to us.. 

The research literature (Gurule,1995) indicates infrequent support by principals, with variance in the degree of assistance provided.  Interestingly enough, the interview participants mentioned support by the building principal or by other administrators only once in these interviews.  

Perceived lack of support at the corporation level

Both Bryce and Lorraine believed that at the corporate level, new teacher induction left much to be desired.  The school corporation provided meetings and speakers, but Bryce and Lorraine felt these meetings served as “just one more thing” to be added to an already overcrowded school schedule.

Those were helpful, but at times I felt they were a waste of time.  The biggest complaint was after a long day of work, now here we have to come to this meeting for 2 hours, when we could have been planning for the next day. . .

In retrospect, both participants felt that training and orientation prior to the start of the school year would be more beneficial than taking time out of their teaching and preparation to attend meetings during the school year.  In addition, more time to talk with colleagues and share ideas would be preferable, rather than revisiting topics already learned in college coursework.

Challenges 

Teaching as a profession presents a challenge even to veterans of “learning wars”, and even more so to those just entering the profession.  Challenges cited by both participants in this study aligned with those stated in the literature (Gordon & Maxey, 2000) as common to new teachers: attacking the overwhelming paperwork, grading assignments, disciplining students, encouraging reluctant learners, devising lesson plans and arranging schedules.

Effects of school culture on the induction process

Data gathered from the interviews included interesting comments about the culture of the school.  This data agrees with the research undertaken by the Harvard Graduate School of Education, regarding the effects of school culture on the success of new teachers. (Johnson & Kardos, 2002) Collaborative cultures seemed to provide a greater degree of support for new teachers.  Bryce especially spent much of the interview time describing the helpful, supportive, and nurturing school culture, of which he felt fortunate to be a part.

Here, I was treated and welcomed with warm arms. . .I can always go to anyone in the building and talk to them about a problem and they would direct me or listen to me, advise me. . .

However, Bryce quickly pointed out that this culture of “warm arms” was not necessarily to be found in other schools.  He seemed to feel almost guilty, as other beginning teachers related, in the context of informal conversations, their struggles to survive in the “veteran teacher” individualistic cultures at other schools.

Each participant briefly mentioned the overwhelming aspect of committee work and other “little things” which serve to extend the duties of the teacher beyond the regular hours of teaching.  These duties, often taken for granted by veteran teachers, prove surprisingly tiring to new teachers, who see hours of grading papers, in addition to family obligations, stretching before them.

Reflective practice to initiate improvement

I found both Bryce and Lorraine to be mature in their self-reflections and their desires to look inward to find ways to improve.  Most adults find this no easy task to accomplish, yet rethinking one’s approach is the only way to go about the task of re-designing and re-teaching a lesson, in order to capture the minds and imaginations of students.

You’ve got to rethink your approach, and go about it differently the next day.

Both Bryce and Lorraine mentioned spending hours reworking lessons, “spending every night trying to figure out ways of doing things.”  Reflecting upon the ideas, programs, and goals discussed in schoolwide meetings and case conferences, contributed to insights into these programs within the school context.  Reflective practice also involves careful examination of one’s beliefs and ideologies, in order to decide where one stands on issues such as filing grievances and communicating with others.  
Interpersonal issues


“School politics” and relationships between people at the school occurred as a topic of at least passing interest in the interviews.  This area seems closely related to school culture and collaborative settings, although the most congenial of school faculties can turn nasty and argumentative upon occasion.  Lorraine spoke of the need for diplomacy and care when dealing with other faculty and staff members.  Her role in teaching special needs students requires that she interact with other teachers on a daily basis, as she delivers services to her students both inside and outside of the general education classroom.  Devising a schedule to meet the needs of both students and other teachers proved to be an exacting task.

. . .you have to be very diplomatic with everybody.  I have to learn to talk to everyone in the building.  And so I’ve got to learn how to play many different roles throughout the day. . .you have to be very, very, sort of willing to compromise.

Bryce described the interpersonal issues he encountered on several levels: not only with colleagues, but also with students and parents.  His somewhat acerbic comments regarding the “political” aspects of teaching follow:

They didn’t mention about the politics that are involved with teaching, there are a lot of them. . .it makes you think this is all a political game. . .

Bryce continues by describing his uneasiness and need for support when meeting the parents of his students. Bryce felt that he was not quite what they expected, as if gender determines the ability of a teacher to be successful in facilitating student learning.

(parents said). . . “My child has never had a male teacher,” and they were basically concerned how I would be able to teach their kid. 

Interpersonal issues, such as the capacity to communicate effectively, to interact in an appropriate fashion, and to relate well to others, often loom large in the picture of school culture.  These issues seem to be inextricably combined with the ebb and flow of tensions and undercurrents throughout the school day and year.

Personal resilience when faced with difficulties


Resilience can be defined as elasticity, the ability to withstand shock without permanent damage, buoyancy. This ability to “bounce back” and continue in the face of difficulties emerged as one of the most striking features of my interviews with beginning teachers.  Both Bryce and Lorraine used words such as confidence, committed, determined, prepared.  They agreed that in order to be successful as a new teacher, particularly in the urban setting, a person must be “very, very determined”.  Bryce states:

I realized I was doing a good job, so I just kept going. . . now I can do more because I know where I am going with what I am doing.

Social issues encountered by beginning teachers


The school world cannot be disassociated from the outer world .   Life in the school community represents a microcosm of society, presented on a much smaller scale.  However, issues rampant in society cannot be separated from this smaller world of school society, often insinuating themselves into the picture in heartbreaking ways.  


Bryce relates how he learned about these small heartbreaks, encountered by children as the outer world of society intruded into the inner world of school.  Small stuff, such as a school lunch, assumes a different face.

I never thought about coming to work and seeing a hungry child. . .to reach some of these kids in this population we are dealing with, make sure you bring money every day.  I did see it when (her) student aide didn’t have lunch money and couldn’t have lunch

.


Conclusions


Beginning teachers face many challenges as they begin their new careers, including interactions with parents and colleagues, as well as with their students.  Transitioning from student to teacher involves more than just opening a book and planning lessons; although more subtle, the interpersonal and social issues which affect educators within the school setting assume equal importance.  Indoctrination into the profession seems to hinge upon a collaborative school culture, colleague support, and presence of an encouraging mentor.

Successful teachers can be differentiated from those who drop out of the profession through an examination of the personal characteristics of these successful ones.  Resilience and the willingness to enter into reflective practice seem to characterize those who possess the spark to continue in this demanding yet rewarding profession.

I have written a “found” poem to capture how my interviewees felt about their first year at school.  

New Teacher

They never taught us this in college

they did not tell me this in college

you’re fresh, you’re new, 

you are thinking, ok,

watch me go in here 

and make these kids learn.

I realized 

that was not going to happen.

You can do your best

but the rest was up to them.  

They never told us, or 

I never thought about

coming to work

and seeing a hungry child

to reach some of these kids

in this population 

make sure you bring money everyday.  

I’m like, money every day,

yes, you will see why.

I did see it

her student aide 

didn’t have lunch money 

couldn’t have lunch

pizza like the other kids

so you would have to do that.

the student’s needs. . .

they never taught us this in college.

Implications of the Study

This pilot study on beginning teacher assistance programs in northern Indiana provides insights into the thought processes, needs, and challenges of new teachers.  The study holds important implications for university instructors and student advisors, whose responsibilities include preparing pre-service teacher candidates for entrance into the field of education.  In addition, administrators and trainers who plan beginning teacher assistance programs would benefit from these recommendations.  

The inclusion of a mentor or team of mentors for each beginning teacher is essential to promoting a successful start to a new teacher’s career in education. These mentors should work or teach in close proximity to the new teacher for whom they are responsible.  When assigning a mentor, careful attention should be paid to the characteristics of the mentor, and to matching the new teacher to a mentor who will effectively provide support, nurturance, and assistance. 

When planning beginning teacher orientation activities and on-going support groups, trainers, planners, and administrators should carefully examine their plans for beginning teacher assistance programs, including frequent opportunities for interaction with colleagues.   Perhaps a small group setting, with time to share, rather than devoting most of the time to a speaker, would prove to be more beneficial to the professional development of new teachers.  Seeking the input of new teachers in planning the activities would also provide valuable insights into meeting the professional development needs of these teachers.

I plan to continue with and expand this study to include insights from new teachers working under a limited license, and teachers returning to the profession from a different career.  Further interviews with beginning teachers will allow for the emergence of additional themes, or serve to reinforce themes already identified in this study.  Finally, multi-site design will be utilized to enhance the validity and generalizability of the results of this study.
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