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Abstract

Thefirst yearsof teaching experience arecrucial for beginning teachersasthey face
numerous challenges. Moreover, the way novices succeed in handling challenges
during their first year of field work isakey determinant of their decisionto continue
working in the system or not. In this respect, a notable theme within the literature
considers the experiences and challenges of beginning professionals, as more and
more researchers talk about the “praxis shock”, “reality shock” or “transition shock”
to better depict the process through which new teachers pass in order to get
accustomed to their new professional context. Our study seeks to investigate the
challenging experiences that novice kindergarten teachers encounter, aswell asthe
strategies they adopt in order to overcome them. The participants of the present
study are beginning teachers (n=16) with a maximum of three years’ teaching
experience from six public inner-city kindergartens. By making use of a
phenomenological qualitative inquiry, data was collected through participating at
semi-structured interviews, focus groups and by filling in logbooks. After the data
was recorded and transcribed, five main themes were identified. The key findings
indicate that anew professional context can often lead to uncertainty and discomfort.
Moreover, beginning teachers’ “challenging moments” descriptions generally
emphasize their struggles concerning their own professional development, the
school organizational aspects, aswell astheir rel ationshipswith students, colleagues,
principals and parents. The results of the study show the need to restructure the
collaboration process between novices and kindergartens, in order to improve
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collaborative relationships and provide the appropriate context for the professional
development of kindergarten teachers at the beginning of their careers.

Keywords: challenging experiences, novice teachers, qualitative study, teacher
education.

Rezumat

Primii ani de experienta didactica sunt cruciali pentru profesorii incepatori,
deoarece acestia se confrunta cu numeroase provocari. Mai mult decat atat, modul
n care debutantii reusesc sa gestioneze provocarile n primul lor an de munca
este un factor cheie in ceea ce priveste decizia lor de a continua sa lucreze in
sistem. Tn acest sens, o tema importanta din literatura de specialitate exploreaza
experientele si provocarile educatorilor debutanti, Tntrucat tot mai multi
cercetatori vorbesc despre ,,socul practicii”’, ,,socul realitatii”” sau ,,socul de
tranzitie” pentru a descrie mai bine procesul pe care noii profesori 1l parcurg
pentru a se obisnui cu noul lor context profesional. Studiul nostru investigheaza
experientele solicitante pe care le intdmpina profesorii Tncepatori din gradinita,
precum si strategiile adoptate pentru a le depasi. Participantii studiului sunt
cadre didactice debutante (n = 16) cu o experienta de predare de maximum trei
ani, din sase gradinite de stat. Tn cadrul unei investigatii calitative de tip
fenomenologic, datele au fost colectate prin interviuri semi-structurate, focus
grupuri si prin analiza jurnalelor completate de participantii la studiu. Dupa
prelucrarea si analiza datelor, au fost identificate cinci teme principale. Cele mai
importante constatari indica faptul ca un nou context profesional poate duce
adesea la incertitudine si disconfort. Mai mult, descrierile ,,momentelor
provocatoare” ale debutantilor se refera, in general, la experiente legate de propria
lor dezvoltare profesionald, aspecte organizatorice, precum si relatiile cu elevii,
colegii, managerii scolari si parintii. Rezultatele studiului arata necesitatea
restructurarii procesului de colaborare intre debutanti si gradinite, in vederea
Tmbunatatirii raporturilor de colaborare si oferirii contextului adecvat pentru
dezvoltarea profesionala a educatorilor aflati la Tnceput de cariera.

Cuvinte-cheie: experiente solicitante, formarea profesorilor, profesori debutanti,
studiu calitativ.
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1. Introduction

The successful retention of teachers has been on the international agenda
for many years (OECD, 2005). A great deal of research has been dedicated
to studying the effects of teachers’ practices on student achievement
(Darling-Hammond, 2014; Goe, 2007; Hattie, 2009) and consistent evidence
suggests that teacher effectiveness actually contributes a great deal to student
learning (Blomeke et al., 2016; Kunter et al., 2013). Evidences of both
qualitative and quantitative analyses indicate that quality of teachers is
undoubtedly the strongest correlate in student performance enhancement
(Darling-Hammond, 2014).

Nevertheless, in spite of strong evidence that teacher quality is key to student
success, there is no general agreement on which teacher characteristics
have a significant contribution to student learning outcomes (Hattie, 2009;
Rivkin et al., 2005; Scheerens, 2016). Student achievement has been linked
to diverse factors from teacher’s personal characteristics, such as verbal
intelligence, self-efficacy and locus of control (Scheerens, 2016) to attributes
which refer to professional’s years of teaching experience, certification status
or educational background (Darling-Hammond, 2000, 2014; Goe, 2007).
Nonetheless, research which connects the educator’s attributes to pupils’
learning results is still relatively scarce.

In the context of quality teaching and learning, the current policy debate is
focused on hiring and retention of teachers with major emphasis on
professionals working with kindergarten children, as early childhood education
plays a paramount role in children’s development, learning, and well-being
(OECD, 2019). It is a well-known fact that the first few years are decisive
for teacher retention, as high quality professionals are expected to exit the
system due to diverse factors. The body of literature which addresses why
teachers leave the profession attributes the following reasons to the
unsuccessful retention process, apart from personal reasons: lack of
administrative support (Liu & Meyer, 2005; Tye & O’Brien, 2002), weakly
organized or insufficient mentoring (Gratch, 1998), low salary (Tye &
O’Brien, 2002) or accountability issues (Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003).
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In the present study, we will investigate in-depth the challenging experiences
that novice teachers encounter during their work in kindergarten, as well as
the strategies adopted in order to overcome them.

2. Literature review

The way novice teachers succeed in handling challenges in their first year
of field work is a key determinant of their decision to continue working in
the system or not (Sézen, 2018).

In this respect, a notable theme within the literature considers the experiences
and challenges of beginning professionals. Kelchtermans and Ballet (2002)
take notice of the “praxis shock” endured by novices when entering the
new profession. On a similar note, Gordon and Maxey (2000) talk about
“reality shock”, and Corcoran (1981) refers to the “transition shock” to
better depict the process through which new teachers pass in order to get
accustomed to their new professional context.

Learning the ropes requires great effort on the novice’s part, as he/she
struggles with getting to know the students and learning the school’s policies
and procedures. Contrary to popular beliefs on the teacher’s roles, beginning
teachers spend a large amount of time on classroom management and
administrative issues and less on teaching and learning (OECD, 2005). Being
a teacher involves multiple and demanding tasks that most of them had not
been adequately prepared for in their pre-service training (Nieme, 2002).
Therefore, their expectations are not met and often frustration takes control.
In addition, a newly graduate teacher cannot have the same competences
as an experienced one. In spite of this, research shows that beginning
professionals are expected to perform like their more experienced colleagues
(Smith & Sela, 2005); for instance, it is expected from them to handle the
same workload as their more qualified fellow teachers, implement classroom
activities efficiently, contribute substantially to their students’ development
progress, contribute to school development, etc.

The first years of teaching experience are crucial for beginning teachers as
they face numerous challenges. According to prior research, novices need



Revista de Pedagogie/ Journal of Pedagogy ¢ 2020 (1) « LXVIII 119

to find strategies to adapt to a new professional environment, interact with
their colleagues, their students and their students’ parents, efficiently organize
their time, manage their class, organize their lessons, etc. (Cakmak et al.,
2018).

Taking into account that they find themselves in unfamiliar conditions in
which immediate decisions are required, it is imperative to find customized
solutions to every particular problem which arises in practice. But their
situation is not to their advantage: they have limited repertoires gained during
pre-service practicum which translates to a lack of relevant experience to
successfully cope with all the challenges. They often rely on their
competences developed through their pre-service teacher training
programme, but most of the time those are just not enough.

The educational literature of recent years is rich in scientific attempts to
explore the complex process through which beginning teachers pass in order
to successfully meet work demands. An expansion of interest has specifically
been given to investigating newly qualified teachers” experiences related to
stressful work contexts (McCann & Johannessen, 2004; Veenman, 1984).

Due to the nature of the topic, most of the studies deployed qualitative-
focused research. For instance, McCann, Johannessen and Ricca (2005)
analyze through structured interviews the challenges beginning teachers face,
as well as their coping strategies. In their research, data shows that there
are major categories that lead to novices’ concern: relational problems (with
students and their parents, fellow workers and supervisors); understanding
of subject/curriculum, workload; evaluation of students’ performances;
autonomy and authority; appearance and teacher identity. As part of the
research, the authors advance some possible solutions to the problems they
are confronted with: carefully designed mentoring programs, the expanding
of the network of teacher contacts or realistic teaching assignments.

On asimilar note, Aarts, Kools and Schildwacht (2019) discuss the complex
difficulties graduates experience in their first years of teaching. The
researchers conducted a study on 35 secondary school teachers in their first
and second year of employment. Even though the results show a shift in
their challenges between the less experienced group and the more experienced
one (one year apart), their major tension is attributed to the teaching process



120

itself. More specifically, early-career teachers are confronted mainly with
choosing the best teaching strategies for their students, concentrating on
student’s learning process, objectively assessing students’ performances,
efficiently managing the group of students or combating discipline issues.
Other areas of tension for novices are related to workload and organizational
aspects of the school (i.e., multitude of non-teaching tasks).

Pillen, Beijaard and den Brok (2013) carried out a study with the aim of
assessing 141 novice teachers’ daily uplifts and hassles, as well as their
well-being. By using a diary method, the researchers gained a deeper
understanding of the work-related stressors in the early-graduates’ transition
to their profession. Data shows that daily stressful moments are related to
the teaching process and relation with other colleagues. At the same time,
the study investigates the uplifting moments, which bring satisfaction to
beginning teachers, as compared to other studies which direct their attention
to the negative picture of the novices’ professional life.

The complex nature of teaching was also depicted in a study conducted by
Britt (1997) in which she investigates the new teachers’ perceptions of their
first teaching experiences. The findings show that these experiences are
not all positive, many new graduates facing stress as they try to navigate the
new work context. The problematic aspects perceived by novices fall into
the following themes: class and school discipline, time management,
preparation for lessons and parental involvement.

3. Methodology

As we already stated, this study’s main objectives are to explore the
challenging experiences that novice teachers encounter during their work in
kindergarten, as well as the strategies adopted in order to overcome them.
In this direction, we will discuss the meaning of these experiences and its
significance in the process of building their professional identity. To
accomplish this aim, the study is designed as a phenomenological qualitative
inquiry. The phenomenology design was chosen because the focus is on
comprehensively understanding the participants’ experiences on a particular
phenomenon. The particular phenomenon under study is explored through
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collecting data (qualitative methods) and discovering commonalities between
the participants’ perceptions (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Thus, the
phenomenological design contributes to the real-life experiences of novice
teachers about challenging experiences in public kindergartens in the
Romanian educational system.

3.1. Research participants

In the case of beginning teachers, the person who is not yet experienced in
teaching is called “novice”. Although this term refers to a professional who
is just at the start of his/her teaching career, there are still debates on whether
this stage lasts for one, two or five - year period. For instance, according to
Haynes (2011), teachers cease to be called novices after two or less years
of teaching experience. Contrary to this opinion, Kim and Roth (2011) argue
that newly qualified teachers can be called this way up to five years of field
work. Another relevant study (Davis et al., 2006) defines a beginning teacher
as pre-service professionals as well as those in their first year of work.
Even though the literature defines distinct novice teacher profiles, for the
purpose of this paper, beginning teachers are considered the professionals
who have been working for less than 3 years.

In the present study, the participants were selected based on availability (or
convenience sampling; i.e. collecting samples that are conveniently located
and willing to be involved in the study) (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). As Patton
(2002) pointed out, convenience sampling is extensively used in qualitative
research for analyzing cases that can yield richness of information related
to the phenomenon of interest. Therefore, the selection of participants
resorted to a convenience sample of individuals, and was based on certain
criteria, such as: professional experience of a maximum of three years of
teaching experience, teaching the same age group (teaching in kindergarten),
recently completed Bachelor degree studies in Pre-School and Primary
Educational Pedagogy, as well as availability and eagerness to participate.

The participants of this study are novice teachers (n = 16) meeting the
above written criteria, alumna of the Pre-School and Primary Educational
Pedagogy programme in the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences,
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part of the University of Bucharest in Romania. Moreover, they are between
ages of 22 and 31 years old, and work in similar contexts (6 inner-city
kindergartens).

In the first phase of the sampling process, we contacted 28 novice teachers
and gave them an extensive explanation of their future involvement in the
research process. Only 16 of them agreed to take part in the study. The fact
that almost half of the initial group decided to be out can be explained by the
demands of keeping record of various experiences in a logbook. The logbook
serves to keep record of important events and must be filled in daily for two
weeks. It seems that this was the main constraint as perceived by the
beginning teachers.

3.2. Data Collection

Since data gathering process is an essential part of a research, careful
consideration had been given to developing data collection procedures,
choosing the most suitable methods to gather qualitative information on
specific variables and building a robust monitoring strategy of the entire
process. Specifically, novice teachers were requested to use logbooks for
the first two weeks of their practice in kindergarten. The participants had to
write in the logbook on a daily basis about their most challenging experiences
during their teaching. This autobiographical tool was not filled in thoroughly
with their field experiences by all teachers, the reason being its time-
consuming nature. Therefore, because this technique did not work out as
expected, two other qualitative instruments were employed in order for the
teachers to elaborate on their field experiences: semi-structured interviews
(with the 5 teachers who did not successfully complete the logbooks) and
focus groups (3 focus groups which involved all participants).

The logbook was selected as a methodological tool so the teachers could
describe their subjective perception of challenging moments in their teaching.
As evidenced by numerous authors (Clemente et al., 2017; Romano, 2005),
this narrative tool has descriptive purposes through which the researcher
can explore and better understand the person’s experiences about a
phenomenon.
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Prior to this research, a study employing the phenomenological approach
was conducted by Romano (2005), in which she explored “bumpy moments”
in teacher education as a way to analyse pre-service teachers’
understandings of their teaching experiences. In our study, the investigative
tools (logbook, interview and focus group) were designed based on the
methodological instruments developed through Romano’s study. The logbook
and interview items were the following:

(1) Please describe the challenging experiences you encountered during

your teaching.

(2) How did you deal with it?

(3) Did you need anyone’s help in handling it?

(4) Do you feel you have learned something from this experience? Please

elaborate on your answer.

The semi-structured interview was chosen as a data gathering instrument
as it is one of the most applied tools for generating information in educational
research and gaining insight into people’s thoughts and experiences
(Denscombe, 2010). The focus group was selected as an appropriate
methodological tool in the context of the present study based on its potential
to elicit information and view sharing between participants in a short period
of time (Kuckartz & Radiker, 2019). The semi-structured interviews and
focus groups lasted approximately 20-30 minutes and 60-70 minutes,
respectively. The teachers agreed to be audiotaped for a further analysis of
their answers.

3.3. Data analysis

The logbook, interview and focus group data were analysed using qualitative
content analysis (Bernard & Ryan, 2010; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) in order
to delve more into the data. The data was transcribed verbatim and then
analysed. The first phase consisted of identifying codes, then the codes
were divided into different 15 categories across the data. Finally, these were
listed under five main themes:
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Table no. 1. Teacher challenges — Coding Scheme

Theme Category

Professional autonomy

Professional identity

Workload

Bureaucracy

Teaching commitments

School and classroom resources
Motivating students

Individual differences

Classroom management

Dealing with undisciplined students
Collaboration with other teachers,
principal, other kindergarten workers
Feedback and guidance

Mentoring

Interaction with parents/child’s family
Relationships with parents Parents’ involvement in kindergarten
activities

The teacher

School organization

Relationships with students

Relationships with colleagues and principals

4. Findings
4.1.  The teacher — identity and autonomy

Veenman (1984) explains that the first-year experience of teaching can be “a
dramatic and traumatic one” (p. 143), as most novices experience the transition
frominitial teacher training period to teaching profession with emotional distress
and many struggles. The wide-ranging demands are also reflected in the category
concerning the teacher’s identity and autonomy. During the last few decades,
the teacher’s professional identity has become a prominent area of research
(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Olsen, 2010), as it can be used as a resource for
researchers to analyze teacher’s learning and development.

In our study, reality shows that all beginners had experienced tensions
regarding their professional identity. Most of them characterized the first
few weeks of kindergarten as a “struggle”. As the shift between faculty
and workplace is a very dynamic and complex process, the novice is often
in the situation where she/he has to count on the others’ experiences and
advice or their own (from practicum period). The tensions are caused when
all these sources are experienced as conflicting or clashing.
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Researchers have agreed that tensions can have a considerable significance

in professional identity development, as stressful experiences force the novice

to question his/her own beliefs and practices (Alsup, 2006; Olsen, 2010).

Nevertheless, some experiences could lead to profound emotional

consequences for their development and functioning, as a novice explained:
“I feel at a loss right now because | was taught in a, let’s say,
constructivist teaching approach, and in my kindergarten, my mentor
has a very traditional approach. | just feel it isn’t right. | know it
because the children are not happy, are not satisfied. 1 am afraid |
will become like the teacher | had when | was young.” (Participant
with 2-years teaching experience)

Teacher autonomy is perceived as a pivotal element in quality teaching and
learning (Huang et al., 2019). Researchers stress the importance of teacher
autonomy, since a sense of powerlessness among newly qualified teachers
could potentially lead to stress and anxiety (Aoki, 2002; Billett, 2001). In
terms of describing the autonomous teacher, different views can be identified,
the most prominent being the one belonging to Gabrys$-Barker (2017): “fully
competent, motivated by having a calling and a positive attitude to his or her
students, which allows him or her to facilitate the learning process by creating
a favorable classroom atmosphere” (p.175).

In our study, the majority of newly graduates (13 out of 16) have emphasized

their struggles regarding the need to keep a balance between their work in

the classroom and the organizational aspects of the kindergarten. Not

surprisingly, many have confessed that they find all the demands confusing:
“There are so many tasks every single day and | always leave the
kindergarten drained of my energy. And | find perplexing that there
are more and more tasks (not all concerning my class).” (Participant
with 1-year teaching experience)

4.2. School organization

All novice teachers reported that bureaucracy represents a major constraint
on their teaching-related assignments. Moreover, factors such as workload
and limited amount of time cause many beginning teachers to feel a sense of
unfulfillment. Such situations could lead to weakened morale and job
dissatisfaction, as some participants have reported:
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“| feel taken aback by all the assignments that are not related to
teaching. | really wanted to be a teacher, but these days | really
struggle with motivating myself to go to work.”” (Participant with 1-year
teaching experience)

In line with our findings, other studies (Butt & Lance, 2005; Naylor & White,
2010) also confirm that all teachers, irrespective of their seniority, are assigned
complex tasks, many unrelated to teaching. Some study participants even
described that at the end of the day, during their personal time, they still have
to keep up with the demands and this interferes with their family time:
“In trying to fulfill all my work responsibilities, | find it very hard to
keep a balance between my work and my private life. Needless to
say that some parents call me on weekends... | know that | am their
children’s teacher and | have a huge contribution to their
development, but this is just too much.”” (Participant with 2-years
teaching experience)

4.3. Relationships with students

Novices found it challenging when they dealt with individual differences among

students. This was a pervasive mentioned problem, as all the teachers found it

difficult to cope with. Addressing the needs of a diverse student population is a

challenge even for experienced teachers, but sometimes early-graduates are

expected to take on special needs students since their first day of kindergarten.
“I have 2 children with special education needs in my class. One is
diagnosed with Asperger syndrome and the other with ADHD.
Sometimes it is really difficult for me to handle a class of 20 five-
year olds.”” (Participant with 1-year teaching experience)

In order to successfully manage this kind of situation, beginning teachers

make an effort to establish their own strategies, with the help of their

colleagues. Some of them even contact their professors at university or

former faculty colleagues to get as much professional help as possible:
“From my first year in kindergarten until now | have talked regularly
with other former colleagues at faculty and to one of my professors
whenever | find myself in a difficult situation.” (Participant with 2-
years teaching experience)
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Another great source of stress is represented by the undisciplined students.
Many research participants have highlighted the fact that they are struggling
to handle the situations when children misbehave towards the teacher or
their colleagues. Discipline issues can be hard to handle, even more so for
novices. Also, novices could get frustrated by challenging moments such as
the ones where they cannot keep the class quiet. Most of the times, especially
when they meet a new group of children, unexperienced teachers find it
hard to manage a group of 15-20. One teacher wrote the following in her
logbook:

“My first day was chaotic. | did not know where to look, because

every time | was getting distracted by a child or a group of children.”

(Participant with 2-years teaching experience)

In this kind of situation, some novices found help by asking other colleagues
for support, reminding themselves the strategies they learned in their initial
training or observing how other teachers manage thier own group of children.
One teacher explained:
“Seeing that I cannot manage my group properly, | tried to notice
how other teachers succeed in handling their classes. | decided that
I have to be more firm when | ask them to do something. Also, | have
to decide together with the students a set of rules that everyone has
to abide by. I need more structure and so do they.”” (Participant with
2-years teaching experience)

4.4. Relationships with colleagues and principals

New teachers have different needs in comparison to the more-experienced
ones. In order to grow professionally, there have to be efficient induction
programs in helping newcomers to the kindergarten. Unfortunately, reality
shows us that, most of the times, novices persevere and struggle to adjust to
the new environment without asking for help. Moreover, they sometimes
receive insufficient, inconsistent or no feedback and guidance from colleagues
and principals.

“I remember that in my first week | was overwhelmed by everything.

I thought of asking my colleagues of better ways of managing the

group of children, designing my lessons and communicating with
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parents, but | did not receive any response. [...] It might have been
because they were as overwhelmed by activities as much as | were.”
(Participant with 1-year teaching experience)

Support from colleagues can help newly-graduates in assessing their
practices and experiences, as well as help them become more confident in
their own career development:
“I remember that in my first year of teaching, one of my colleagues
that | greatly respected told me that | should be always asking for
help when I find myself lost because it is normal to feel like that in
the beginning. With her help, | learned a lot, the mistakes | made.”
(Participant with 2-years teaching experience)

Encouragement from principals and older colleagues is much appreciated
from the novices’ part, but constructive feedback is much more valued.
New teachers feel the need to learn and improve, and genuine support gives
them a sense of confidence in their own practice. As a teacher with one
year of teaching experience noted:
“| feel that my principal believes in me and my ideas to improve the
lessons. | know that | am just starting to get the hang of it, but it
helps a lot to know that someone is willing to answer your questions
when you need a trustworthy answer.”” (Participant with 1-year teaching
experience)

4.5. Relationship with parents

A major area of dissatisfaction was represented by the problematic
relationship with parents and families which covered several aspects. On
the one hand, some of the novices complained about the lack of interest on
behalf of the parents, as well as the insufficient support for their plans for
sustaining the children’s learning development. On the other hand, other
novices described the challenging situation where some of the parents were
overeagerly involved in the classroom life, by imposing their own rules (e.g.,
special emphasis on order and quiet in the classroom, and best pedagogical
practices in their perspective), or displaying an overprotective behavior by
staying in class and nursing their child for several hours a day, even though
the institutional rules do not allow this.
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Moreover, early graduates reported that some parents placed tremendous
pressure on teachers through comments made during kindergarten visits or
angry phone calls, this being a result of the lack of trust of parents in the
novices’ abilities to manage the class and provide valuable learning
opportunities for their children.

One of the kindergarten teachers wrote the following in her logbook:
“Teaching is a wonderful profession, but I encountered daily so
many difficulties with parents that it is starting to get me annoyed.
Lately, parents have been giving me lots of suggestions, and some
of them sound ridiculous (e.g., to let his child sit in my lap all day
long because he dearly misses his parents, even if this is his child’s
2" year in kindergarten and | have other 18 children to take care
of; also, | do not have another colleague with me in class). It is
really exhausting. | have never believed it could be this tiring to
work with parents.” (Participant with 1-year teaching experience)

Failing in consolidating a successful parent-teacher relationship could be
very discouraging and stress-provoking for novices. Confronting themselves
with this kind of challenge, some novices have already asked their more
experienced colleagues for advice:
“After the first few days, | observed that | am failing in trying to
communicate well with all the parents. [...] Therefore, | asked for
help and my more experienced colleagues taught me some strategies
and talked about their own experiences with parents. It also helped
that | have other first-year colleagues with the same problem. [...] |
admit I am glad that I am not the only one who has this problem,
because it would have been harder to keep it to myself.”” (Participant
with 1-year teaching experience)

5. Discussion and conclusions

Starting a career in teaching brings about substantial change in one’s life,
both professionally and personally. In the process of taking control over
their teaching, novices pass through several experiences and encounter diverse
internal and external factors which shape their understanding of the new
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work context. Clark accurately describes the beginning stages of working in
kindergarten as “an emotional roller coaster filled with nerves, exhilaration,
and uncertainty” (Clark, 2012, p. 197), as the teacher is now not solely
responsible for his/her own learning, but for the children’s development and
well-being. Moreover, the stressful situations can have a strong impact on
the teachers’ professional performance, as well as on student outcomes, as
highlighted by Arens and Morin (2016).

The experiences reported by kindergarten teachers as challenging, often
result in emotional stress or even burnout, leading some of the novices to
exiting the profession (Dicke et al., 2015). There is wide agreement that the
transition from university to the kindergarten/school setting is often associated
with feelings of helplessness or frustration. The demands of a new
professional context can often lead to uncertainty and discomfort.

This qualitative study, which includes a total of 16 participants, offers some
insights regarding the type of situations novice teachers encounter in their
daily practice at kindergarten and the strategies they develop in order to
handle them successfully. Our findings indicate that beginning teachers’
“challenging moments” descriptions generally emphasize their struggles
concerning their own professional development, the school organizational
aspects, as well as their relationships with students, colleagues, principals
and parents. These results were not surprising since most of the studies that
investigate novices’ concerns come to the same conclusion (Aarts et al.,
2019; Cakmak et al., 2018).

The newly graduates often talk about the support and guidance they received
from their more or less experienced colleagues, principals and even former
faculty colleagues. In most cases, these people are considered to be the
most protective factors in the novices’ professional development. On the
other hand, our research indicates that the attitude of some of the novices’
colleagues and children’s parents, as well as their lack of solidarity was
perceived by some of the beginning teachers as a constraint on their
professional development. Oftentimes, seeking help from another person
who may provide another perspective can help greatly in dealing with their
own struggles. Thus, it is paramount for principals and more experienced
teachers to be aware they play a pivotal role in professional support and
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guidance, as well as in building and maintaining relational trust within the
teachers’ group so the novice feels he/she is part of a trustworthy community.

The situations reported by beginners were perceived as challenging because
they used strategies from their own limited repertoires gained during pre-
service practicum. Also, some even relied on their intuition to solve problems,
which of course can be of value at times, but not always. A mentorship
program might prove to be helpful for the novices, as some studies show
(Gratch, 1998; Haynes, 2011). In the current study, only some beginners
benefited from mentoring program, but even in those cases, the relationship
was not very structured and handled very well at all times. Our findings
illustrate that six of our teachers sought help when confronted with
organizational aspects or managing individual differences among students,
but they could not get any support. Unfortunately, in these situations the
teacher is left to handle all instructional, organizational and emotional
difficulties on his/her own.

Some of the literature on novice teachers focuses on blaming initial teacher
education for the problems and struggles newly graduates face in
kindergartens and schools. While teacher training can indeed have some
deficiencies, it is unrealistic to expect such a short period of time (i.e., 3
years) could adequately equip and prepare the new teacher for all the diverse
experiences he/she will encounter in daily practice. Also, theoretical courses
and initial practice cannot simulate every single future problematic situation.

Therefore, we believe that criticismin this regard is only partly justified and
bigger emphasis should be placed upon a well-designed collaboration process
between novice and the educational workplace, with the help of principals.
Nevertheless, connection with other novice professionals should be
encouraged, as they support each other while gradually developing practices.
Designing a high-quality mentorship or collaboration program should be based
on studies which investigate novice teachers’ voices, their successes, as
well as their fears and struggles. All these aspects need to be taken into
account in order to provide the novice (mentee) — experienced teacher
(mentor) relationship a framework for enhancing meaningful collaboration
and support.



132

With regards to the limitations of our study, we consider that, although we
tried to carry on a thorough research on the novice teachers’ struggles, this
is a small-scale study mainly based on collecting data from 16 beginning
kindergarten teachers through qualitative instruments. Furthermore, the
results cannot be transferred to other situations (e.g., higher grades or
kindergartens in rural areas), and there is an evident limitation of gender
parity, but this situation is a consequence of the fact that there are only a
few male educators in the whole country. However, individual experiences
and reflections on the most challenging moments newly graduates are
confronted with can communicate to us a great deal about the type of
situations these professionals encounter on a daily basis and the way they
succeed in managing them. Our findings are consistent with those of other
studies and nuance them to some extent.

Although there are some limitations of the study, such as the involvement of
different ages of novice teachers and a small sample size, these findings
contribute to some extent to shaping the future of education. Furthermore,
we must be aware of the impact of novices’ experiences on their decision to
continue or end their teaching journey. Nevertheless, further studies are
necessary in order to deepen on what novices, kindergartens and universities
can develop and put into practice to foster novices’ professional development
and well-being.
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