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ABSTRACT

This paper is based on the first author’s doctoral research. Existing literature
demonstrates that teachers experience high workloads, significant accountability,
poor mental health, burnout and low job satisfaction. Longitudinal studies which
explore pre-service teachers’ experiences of their initial teacher training and then
subsequently their transitions into, and through, their first year of teaching are rare,
and therefore this study addresses a significant gap in knowledge. This study explored
participants’ experiences of transitions during their initial teacher training year and
first year of teaching. The study adopted a longitudinal design and data were captured
at key points during the training year and first year of teaching. Data were captured
using a focus group, semi-structured interviews, photo-elicitation, and diaries. The
data indicate that participants experienced multiple and multi-dimensional transitions
as they progressed in their careers from pre-service teacher to early career teacher.
These include physical, social, cultural, and psychological transitions. These transitions
also impacted on others, thus illustrating the multi-dimensional nature of transitions.
Implications for theory and practice are drawn out of the data. We offer a modified
framework to support the development of teachers at the early stages of their careers.
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INTRODUCTION
TERMINOLOGY

We have used ‘early career teacher’ (ECT) to describe those teachers who are at the beginning
of their teaching careers. In England, this term is used to refer to teachers who are in the
first two years of their teaching careers. We have used ‘pre-service teachers’ to describe
teachers who are at the pre-qualification stage and undertaking a course of initial teacher
training/education (ITT, ITE). In England, the route to qualification to be a teacher is normally
through a three- or four-year undergraduate degree programme in ITE, or a one-year
postgraduate certificate in education (PGCE). There are also graduate routes which permit
entry into teaching which award Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) only.

THE CONTEXT

Globally, the teaching profession is characterised by high workloads and teachers experience
significant work-related stress (Savill-Smith, 2019). Teachers are consistently reported to
experience an increased risk of developing mental ill health (Kidger et al., 2016; Stansfeld et
al., 2011). Research demonstrates that multiple factors impact on teacher wellbeing, including
workplace culture (Gray et al., 2017), burnout and low job satisfaction (Madigan & Kim, 2021).
In addition, a significant proportion of ECTs leave the teaching profession within five years of
entry. Department for Education data in 2024 reported that 32.5% of new entrants to teaching
did not remain in the profession after five years (DfE, 2024b). Research demonstrates that the
attrition rate of ECTs ranges from 30 to 50 per cent in Australia (Kelly et al.,, 2019), England
(Allen & Sims, 2018), the United States (Sutcher et al., 2019) and Chile (Educar, 2021).

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs demonstrates how factors such as a sense of belonging
and good self-esteem, alongside other physiological and psychological needs, are necessary
to achieve self-actualisation. In addition, Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory
highlights the importance of belonging, connectedness and autonomy in fostering human
motivation. Therefore, if early career teachers fail to flourish in the profession, this raises
questions about the extent to which the basic needs which underpin motivation are being met.

Alarming rates of teacher attrition (Hackman & Morath, 2018; Tickle, 2018) have triggered
research on teacher quality, readiness, resilience, induction, and school culture (Clandinin et
al,, 2015; Curran et al.,, 2019; Dupriez et al., 2016; Glazer, 2018; Trent, 2019; Wyatt & O’Neill,
2021). Teacher wellbeing and teacher attrition are interlinked, with both characterised in ‘crisis’
terms (Falecki & Mann, 2021). They work together to produce a powerful narrative of teachers
experiencing unprecedented levels of stress, being ‘burned out’ (Tapper, 2018) and leaving the
profession ‘in droves’ (Fearn, 2017). These issues are not specific to ECTs. They apply to teachers
at all stages of their careers. However, the exodus of ECTs is particularly concerning given the
cost to the public purse.

Education in England operates within a neoliberal performativity discourse which emphasizes
the need for teachers to perform and achieve good examination results (Ball, 2003). Studies
highlight the damaging effects of increased accountability in teaching, including inducing
anxiety and fear (Nathaniel et al., 2016), fatigue and demoralisation (Buchanan, 2010), and the
adverse impact on teachers’ physical and mental wellbeing (Education Support, 2023; Manning
et al., 2020). Internationally, Lambert and Gray (2021), writing about the Australian context,
have emphasised that ‘The normative construction of quality teaching and the good teacher
in education culture fetishizes over-work’ (p.940). In England, the unrelenting demands of
school inspections have resulted in teachers working longer hours than teachers in most other
countries (Dolton et al., 2018). An interesting contrast is the education system in Finland where
early career teachers work largely autonomously, experience research-based teacher training,
and enjoy a culture of support and trust (Sahlberg, 2010, 2011; Tirri, 2014).

The introduction of the Early Career Framework (ECF) (DfE, 2019) in England might be viewed
as a step in the right direction to address the problem of ECT attrition. The ECF is a structured
two-year package of professional development, designed to support early career teacher
development in five core areas - behaviour management, pedagogy, curriculum, assessment
and professional behaviours. It is aligned to the Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2011) and aims
to build on the knowledge that pre-service teachers gained during the ITE phase. A revised
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framework, the Initial Teacher Training and Early Career Framework (ITTECF) (DfE, 2024a) was
launched in 2024 to provide a seamless thread of content to support teacher development
from ITT to ECT. In England, all new entrants to teaching must complete a two-year induction
programme of structured professional development and mentoring post qualification. The
ITTECF outlines the minimum content knowledge (see Figure 1) which new teachers must learn
through structured professional development and mentoring. The Framework supports Early
Career Teachers to meet the Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2011). Teachers must pass this two-year
induction phase before they are permitted to continue working as a teacher.

High
Expectations

Professional How Pupils
Behaviours Learn

Managing
Behaviour

Subject and
Curriculum

Classroom
Practice

Adaptive
Teaching

Given that the early stages of a teaching career can be overwhelming and stressful, as ECTs
navigate the challenges of the realities of classroom life (Murtagh et al. 2024), and in view
of the fact that they often experience a ‘reality shock’ (Wang & Odell 2002), the framework,
which is underpinned by structured mentoring, training and professional development, can
support the process of enculturation into the teaching profession. In fact, research illuminates
the professional challenges that ECTs experience (Harmsen et al.,, 2018; Hobson et al., 2009;
Pillen et al.,, 2013; Voss & Kunter, 2020) and therefore it is critical that professional learning
and development is relevant to the specific contexts in which ECTs are working, so that
they are supported to learn how to navigate various professional challenges. Training and
development which is decontextualised or simply repeats what they have already learned
during the ITE phase is arguably less beneficial (Murtagh et al., 2024). From a critical standpoint,
it might be argued that the ECF is a regulatory tool which places early career teachers under
increased surveillance (Glazzard, 2023). Arguably, it decreases their professional autonomy
and produces technical teachers (Glazzard, 2023). It is reductionist in that it privileges specific
pedagogical approaches and forces ECTs to engage with government-approved research
(Murtagh et al., 2024).

TRANSITIONS

In line with Jindal-Snape et al. (2021), we view transitions as a process of adaptation rather
than the change itself. Although we acknowledge that transitions can be normative (i.e., they
are expected to happen at fixed times, for example the transition from pre-service teacher to
qualified teacher, to school leader), we think that more recent perspectives, in which transitions
are conceptualised as synchronous, offer a more accurate account of people’s lives experiences
of transitions. In line with this conceptualisation, we draw on Jindal-Snape’s (2016) Multiple
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and Multi-dimensional Transitions (MMT) theory to underpin the experiences of the participants
in this study. MMT theory proposes that transitions are co-occurring, ongoing and multi-
dimensional. Thus, transitions for an individual can trigger transitions for other individuals and
organisations, including those that the individual is connected to. According to MMT theory,
individuals inhabit social, cultural, psychological, and physical domains. A transition in one
domain can trigger a transition in another domain and transitions experienced by individuals
can trigger transitions for others (Gordon et al., 2017; Jindal-Snape, 2016).

It is important to note that this research was conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic,
which triggered multiple transitions which were experienced by people globally. For teachers,
changes to approaches to teaching through transitioning to online learning or working with
smaller groups of vulnerable students in schools resulted in a process of adaptation. Kim and
Asbury (2020) found that Covid triggered identity transitions for teachers through prioritizing
an ethic of care. Maitland and Glazzard (2022) found that during the pandemic, teachers had
increased opportunities for reflection in addition to experiencing feelings of loss.

In the context of this study, we were interested in the extent to which Early Career Teachers
had agency within their roles. We were also interested in how they negotiated their identities,
and how they navigated the transition from being a pre-service teacher to an early career
teacher. We were particularly interested in agency. Professional agency refers to teachers’
ability to manage their learning (Pyhalto et al, 2012). It is not linear (Darling-Hammond,
2008) and can dip and spike at various points during a teaching career. Teacher agency can
be restricted by policy frameworks from central government and from policies which operate
in schools. However, despite these restrictions, teachers can still exercise degrees of agency
through mediating policies. Additionally, given that self-esteem (Mruk, 1999) and resilience
(Greenfield, 2015) can act as buffers to negative transitions (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2010), we
also wanted to explore these constructs.

IDENTITY

A strong teacher identity can help ECTs to navigate key professional challenges and ultimately
facilitate smoother transitions into teaching. We have argued elsewhere that development
as a teacher involves a considerable degree of identity work (Glazzard & Coverdale, 2018).
Becoming a teacher is complex, messy, and non-linear (McKay, 2013). Critically engaging with
research and reflecting on their own values and beliefs will support professional growth and
foster the development of a teacher identity (McKay & Manning, 2019). Literature highlights
that strong teacher identities help teachers to navigate policy change (Dassa & Derose, 2017)
and address key professional challenges (McKay & Manning, 2019). However, the complex
temporalities of teacher identity (Henderson, 2019), caused by fluctuating policy discourses,
expectations of mentors and the uneasy relationship between teachers’ personal values
and the socially assigned imputed identity of the ‘good teacher’, mean that the process of
developing a strong professional identity is a continuous process of becoming (Mayer et al.,
2017). Teacher identity is not a stable entity but continually reconstructed as a product of
conflicting discourses and practices (Day et al.,, 2003; Sammons, 2006; Sikes et al., 1985). It
is ‘always deferred and in the process of becoming- never really, never yet, never absolutely
there’ (MacLure, 2003, p.131).

Following a review of the literature, the following gaps were identified. We were not able to
source studies that specifically focused on participants’ longitudinal transitions during ITE and
throughout the first year in teaching. We also did not source studies which used photographs
and diaries within this particular field of enquiry.

We were interested in exploring the following research questions:

1. What transitions did participants’ experience during their ITE/ITT and ECT phases?
2. How were these transitions experienced?

3. What factors facilitated or hindered specific psychological constructs in participants
(for example, resilience and self-esteem)?
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METHODS

This study used a longitudinal design to capture the participants’ ongoing transitions during
their initial teacher education programme and throughout their first year as ECTs. Inclusion
criteria required that participants were: (1) undertaking a postgraduate programme of initial
teacher education in the primary age-phase, (2) intending to commence employment as a
teacher immediately upon completion of their initial teacher education programme and (3)
willing to continue participating in the study during their first year of employment as an ECT.
Male (n = 2) and female (n-5) participants were recruited. The participants were all training to
be primary school teachers at the point of recruitment. They had completed two placements,
each of 12 weeks’ duration, in contrasting schools (urban and rural) during the ITE phase.

Participants were recruited using purposive sampling. They were all training to be teachers at
the first author’s university on a one-year programme in the north of England. The first author
had supported these participants during their school placement as a university link tutor. In
England, the link tutor is responsible for quality assuring the support that pre-service teachers
are provided with. Tt is therefore acknowledged that there was a power imbalance between the
researcher and the participants. This was mitigated because the first author had established
good relationships with the participants and was not responsible for assessing them against
the teachers’ standards.

Several research methods were used to capture data on participants’ ongoing transitions during
their time as pre-service teachers and ECTs. These included a focus group, semi-structured
interviews, photo-elicitation, and diaries.

FOCUS GROUP

The focus group was conducted at phase 1 in the summer term (Date: June, 2019). At this
phase of the research, the participants were pre-service teachers. Questions were designed
to explore participants’ transitions and experiences during their initial teacher training year.
The decision to use a focus group was guided by our belief that we felt the participants would
benefit from sharing their experiences with each other. The focus group was held in-person on
the university campus. It lasted approximately 40 minutes. Data were captured using a voice
recorder and audio data were subsequently transcribed. Due to competing priorities only three
participants attended the focus group.

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS

Semi-structured online interviews took place online at phase 2 and phase 3 of the research.
Phase 2 took place at the beginning of the academic year and phase 3 took place at the end
of the academic year. These time points marked the beginning and end of the ECT phase.
Questions addressed the same foci that had been addressed at phase 1, but participants
were also provided with opportunities to share information which they also considered to be
pertinent.

PHOTO-ELICITATION

The use of photographs to elicit information is becoming increasingly popular in qualitative
research (Gibson et al., 2013). The method involves constructing meaning from photographs
(Dunne, 2017). Photo elicitation supports participants to express their emotions and feelings
and provides researchers with useful insights into sensitive topics (Lopez et al, 2005).
Photographs have been used within transition studies to explore children’s perspectives on
transitions (Jindal-Snape, 2010; 2011). We were unable to source longitudinal studies which
utilised this method for exploring the experiences of ECTs. Participants were invited to submit
photographs between phases 2 and 3 to capture their transitions throughout the ECT phase,
although they were not obliged to do so. Participants were informed that photographs must not
include people’s faces or other identifying features and that objects and other non-identifying
visual content were acceptable. Participants were invited to either take their own photographs
or to use stock photographs that were available online and which best represented their
experiences during their first year of teaching. Participants were provided with a password
protected electronic folder to upload their photographs. Participants were asked to provide
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brief commentaries to support the images and they were asked to date stamp each image.
Participants were asked to submit images which reflected their ongoing experiences as
ECTs. Some participants chose to submit images that were already available on the internet.
Participants were not given a limit on the number of photographs that they could submit and
participants were not obliged to take photographs.

DIARIES

The diary method was used as it is flexible and can yield rich qualitative data (Williamson et
al.,, 2015). Diary methods can provide ‘a continuous thread of daily life’ (Bernays et al., 2014,
p. 629) and they can capture a ‘record of the ever-changing present’ (Elliott, 1997, p.2). For
this reason, the method was deemed to be particularly suitable for this longitudinal study. In
addition, it has been argued that diary methods provide access to aspects of daily life which are
unobservable and private (Milligan et al., 2005). Consequently, some researchers have argued
that diaries provide high social validity because they provide access to time, space and contexts
that researchers would not have access to (Stopka et al., 2004). They are useful in capturing
changes over time and in creating opportunities for the participants to record salient points
away from the presence of the researcher (Bernays et al., 2014). Participants were invited, but
not obliged, to keep diaries to document their experiences during phase 2 and phase 3 of the
research. Participants were asked not to include content which might breach anonymity. No
limit was placed on how many diary entries could be submitted. Participants uploaded their
diary entries to a password protected electronic folder. They were asked to date stamp each
diary entry.

Data were collected at several time points. These are shown in Figure 2.

Phase 1: Focus Group

(during ITE phase: June 2019 after
the ITE placement)

Phase 2: Semi-Structured Interview 1

(beginning of ECT phase: October
2019)

Phase 3: Interview 2

(end of ECT phase: June 2020)

Between phase 2 and phase 3, participants were invited to document their ongoing
transitions using diaries and photo-elicitation. This was intended to ensure that contact with
the participants was maintained, thus facilitating positive relationships, but also to capture
participants’ ongoing transitions during their first year of teaching. It should be acknowledged
that between phase 2 and phase 3, the global Covid-19 pandemic and particularly the ‘closure’
of schools resulted in unexpected transitions for participants. Participants were required to
navigate the transition to online learning and support their schools and communities through
unchartered territory.
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DATA ANALYSIS

Our approach to analysis was closely aligned to Braun and Clarke’s (2019) reflexive thematic
analysis. They argue that ‘Quality reflexive [thematic analysis] is not about following
procedures ‘correctly’ (or about ‘accurate’ and ‘reliable’ coding, or achieving consensus
between coders), but about the researcher’s reflective and thoughtful engagement with
their data and their reflexive and thoughtful engagement with the analytic process’ (Braun
& Clarke, 2019, p. 594). After reading and re-reading the interview transcripts, we identified
provisional codes and themes. Both researchers followed this process independently
before engaging in a joint reflexive process. Once the broad themes were identified, we
then independently categorised the data under each theme. We then jointly participated
in a second reflexive process of engaging with the data, in line with Braun and Clarke
(2019) who argue that ‘If more than one researcher is involved in the analytic process, the
coding approach is collaborative and reflexive, designed to develop a richer more nuanced
reading of the data, rather than seeking a consensus on meaning’ (p.594). We analysed
the photographs separately to the interview data by sorting the photographs manually
into themes. We grouped photographs together with similar visual content, for example,
photographs which depicted heavy workloads were grouped under the theme of ‘workload’.

The themes identified from the interview and diary data are shown in Figure 3.

Physical
Transitions

Psychological Identity
transitions Transitions

Social Cultural

Transitions Transitions

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Ethical approval was granted from the institutionin which the first authoris employed. Participant
information letters and consent forms were issued and completed by all participants. Data
were transferred to the password protected electronic university storage system and deleted
from the recording device. Transcripts were redacted to remove identifying data. Participants
were signposted to university student support systems and the national charity, Education
Support, if they required emotional or psychological support after taking part in the study.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The interview data were analysed to identify different types of transitions that the participants
experienced. This was deliberate so that we could align the data to MMT theory.
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PHYSICAL TRANSITIONS

During their training year, participants had to adapt to physical transitions because they were
required to undertake their placements in different schools. This provided them with a range
of different teaching experiences, including teaching different age-phases and teaching in
contrasting school contexts. During their first year of teaching, the participants all remained
in schools that were locally accessible to them. This meant that they did not need to ‘uproot’
and secure new accommodation. This was partly due to financial reasons, but also due to
the fact that some participants were career changers and had family commitments and thus,
relocating was not possible.

IDENTITY TRANSITIONS

Participants reflected on their identity transitions as they gradually adapted into the teacher
role. Their identities were shaped by their own values and also influenced by other colleagues
in school, including their mentors.

There are obviously people that you meet along the way that you take ideas from,
and you think oh I like that, or I don’t like that, I don’t want to be that kind of teacher.
(Female, Focus Group, ITE).

During their training year they were acutely aware of the influence of the performativity
discourse on their emerging teacher identity. For some, the neoliberal, performativity culture
which permeates education had already started to constrain their teacher identities.

I feel like it sometimes like limits you becoming the teacher you want to be because
you're getting all these extra pressures placed on you and the things that you find
important, you’re probably going to put on the back burner because you need to get
these results out. (Male, Focus Group, ITE).

However, there was also evidence that even during their training year, participants
demonstrated a strong sense of the type of teacher they wanted to be.

You look at these teachers and you think that’s what I want to be, that’s where I want
to be, and I want to stand there and teach and make children feel good and be happy.
(Female, Focus Group, ITE).

She’s [mentor] done a lot of modelling for me, so then I've written notes. I want to be
nurturing, really nurturing, approachable. I want my classroom to be interesting, so
they want to learn in it, like eye catching, and I want the children to feel safe. (Female,
Focus Group, ITE).

During their first year of teaching, some participants had constructed and reconstructed their
teacher identities more in line with their values and beliefs. Their identities were therefore
dynamic rather than static. In addition, the Covid-19 pandemic triggered identity transitions
for some participants who chose to prioritise children’s personal, social and emotional
development above their academic development.

I think you need to find who you are as a teacher rather than trying to do what other
people do and I think that first term I was trying to do stuff that I knew would please
people, but weren’t necessarily the best choices for me. But now I’'m doing what’s best
for me. (Male, interview, ECT).

ECT, Diary, Autumn Term, Female

I have found that I am doing things that I think will impress others, rather than what I
believe in for myself. I think this may be a bit of a comfort blanket and I’'m sure that as I
progress further through my NQT year, I'll become my own person and teacher. This term has
been more about getting used to my surroundings, making decisions, and having my own
class, that isn’t shared or dictated by anyone else. Following others and not being myself has
been one of the challenges of my first term as it’s battled with my moral obligation to do
what I believe in, but I am striving to change this, as I don’t actually agree with a lot of things,
but haven’t quite got the confidence to stand up and be different, yet.
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ECT, Diary, Summer Term, Female

We are currently in lockdown, but I am still in school caring for the key worker children. As
well as this I have been supporting parents in helping them access resources and online
learning. Also, I have made weekly phone calls and provided daily tasks on dojo. I now
feel like I am supporting more with the children and their parents’ mental health and
wellbeing than providing lessons. Parents are struggling to motivate their children, which is
understandable under the circumstances. I am proud of how I have supported other staff
members who are at a higher risk than me. This challenging time has made me realise that
Iam a very supportive teacher, and my teaching style will always value making relationships
and supporting personal, social, and emotional wellbeing. I know that as a teacher my
responsibility is to provide a secure and safe place where children feel cared for.

CULTURAL TRANSITIONS

Participants had, even during their training, internalised the performativity discourse which
pervades education, They accepted that they were accountable for securing good results and
the possible adverse consequences if their pupils did not achieve in line with expectations.

[ think it is the kids working for the school rather than the school working for the kids
isn’t it sometimes? I knew there was a big push for results, but I didn’t realise just how
important. Your head is on the chopping block isn’t it, if you’re not getting the results
you need. Its scary (Male, Focus Group, ITE).

During their first year of teaching, participants gradually adapted to the cultural norms of
school life. They had accepted that their responsibilities as a teacher extended beyond simply
preparing and delivering lessons. They had adapted, to varying degrees, to the pressures
of the job, including managing heavy workloads, the general busyness of teaching and the
need to be organised. They had developed strategies to help them navigate some of the
‘cultural norms’ of teaching by developing approaches for reducing workload and viewing
the apparatus of performativity (pupil progress meetings, book scrutiny) as supportive and
developmental rather than as a form of surveillance.

I feel like I have settled in well in school. I think that kind of school suits me. It’s
[an dffluent] school, the parents are tough, the children are tough. But I do enjoy
it and I'm really happy to stay another year, at least, and see what happens.
(Female, Interview, ECT).

Having full responsibility over the class and actually parent meetings, especially in your
first SEND reviews, they were pretty nerve-wracking. But at the same time if you know
your children, they are, they are fine (Female, Interview, ECT).

ECT, Diary, Summer Term, Male

I am constantly working and somehow need to find a balance. I am still developing my
subject knowledge, which takes a great deal of my time. Another area I have found time
consuming is marking literacy books. I have managed to balance marking with other
subjects such as maths by marking with the children. Pupil progress meetings this term were
quite daunting but I felt as though I knew the children inside out - making it easy to talk
about their progress. During this term we had a book scrutiny. I found this useful to receive
feedback and be given the time to talk and discuss presentation of books with other teachers
in school.

One male participant left teaching during his ECT year. His transitions into teaching were not
smooth, as he struggled to adapt to the performativity culture which is entrenched in the
education system.
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ECT, Diary, Spring Term, Male
10.01.20

Although the tone of this diary may not come across in that way, I do consider myself to be
an optimist and I do enjoy being an educator. However, as cynical as this may sound, the
longer I remain within teaching the more jaded I find myself becoming. To clarify, this is not
in relation to teaching and interacting with children; that has undoubtedly been one of the
bright spots of my professional career to date. My passion and enthusiasm for that part of
the profession remains resolute and unwavering. I am not referring to issues pertaining to
my current school specifically. My pessimism stems from the wider educational system and
trends in educational policy as a whole. Although it was covered during my ITT year, I feel
that I was in no way prepared for just how deep the veins of the culture of performativity
run throughout the entirety of the education system. I do understand the importance of
holding teachers and educational settings to account for the academic prosperity of pupils
and we should have covered this in greater depth during our training. However, I feel that
learners are now too often seen as data points and targets on spreadsheets as opposed to
individuals with differing strengths, interests, talents and needs. In essence, learners are
driven to achieve for the benefit of the school and the standing of the school as opposed
to the school working for the direct benefit of the individual child and their bespoke needs.
Perhaps my extreme lack of experience heading into my ITT year led me to hold a naive view
of the educational system. Perhaps I held a romanticised view due to my own rose-tinted
memories of my own time within the educational system as a child. I do still love my job and
I may be labouring the point slightly, but I do feel that I have been disillusioned during my
[ECT] year thus far, at least to some degree by educational policy and direction.

06.03.20

Today marks my final day with my current class and within my current position of
employment. I see this transition out of my current role as an opportunity for self-reflection
and growth. I see this not as an impasse but as a multi-forked path of potential career
aspirations and goals.

SOCIAL TRANSITIONS

Participants developed effective relationships with their mentors during their training year
and they had begun to understand that critical feedback from mentors was intended to be
developmental rather than damaging.

My mentor especially at the start in September, he said to me ... look I’'m not going to
sugar coat. He said, whatever I see, whatever I see I'm going to say it. So, if it’s bad,
I’'m going to tell you it’s bad. If it’s good I’'m going to tell you it’s good (Male, Focus
Group, ITE).

During their training year, the male participants adapted well to social transitions because they
largely valued the friendships that they established with other male teachers.

We’ve got four lads in my school, but we get on really well. I don’t think I'd have
survived my ECT year without those lads because it was just like having someone to
have a laugh with and sometimes because we’re all the same you’ve got that same
sense of humour when you can joke about the same stuff (Male, Interview, ECT).

Yeah, my family definitely, they’re just always there for me. (Male, Interview, ECT).

Some participants valued the opportunity to develop social networks with other teachers
who were similar to them in age. For others, working in a large Multi-Academy Trust (MAT)
provided opportunities for teachers to develop social and professional connections with other
teachers. Some participants had harnessed the power of social media to establish social
connections. However, it is pertinent to note that although the participants clearly valued the
social networks that they had established with colleagues, some were reluctant to establish
meaningful social relationships with school leaders. Rather than perceiving a ‘them/us’ divide,
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participants recognised that school leaders were often extremely busy and they were reluctant
to create additional demands on their time.

I rely on John and Nathan quite a lot, people I work with. With them being quite
new to teaching as well, it was quite nice to ask them because they have been in my
position recently. (Female, Interview, ECT).

I've tapped into other people as well, like within [other schools] in the Academy Trust.
(Female, Interview, ECT).

I've got personal and professional friends at work. So, there was one colleague in
particular who if I needed to vent, I know I could go to her and do it. So luckily, I've got
a strong sense of community around me. I didn’t want to bother the [leaders]. We’ve
just formed a little WhatsApp group and we just message each other. [For example]
Are you alright? Have you seen the risk assessments? Do you feel okay about returning
to work? It’s just a safe space where, you know, it might be questions that we might
not want to ask [leaders] (Female, Interview, ECT).

PSYCHOLOGICAL TRANSITIONS

During their first year of teaching, participants’ emotions were in a state of flux. For some, their
mental health was adversely affected after receiving critical feedback from more experienced
teachers. For others, the pressures of school inspections had resulted in participants becoming
unwell.

She [mentor] came in, she came in to watch one of my maths lessons...then she spent
forty-five minutes giving negative feedback. I got quite upset during it, but she kept
going. (Female, Interview, ECT).

I'mean I know I'm a typical bloke, I don’t really talk [mental health], but yeah it was
dffected. (Male, Interview, ECT).

Yeah, we got Ofsted in. I was on a training day, so I had to go back to school. I went
into school the next day. I was being sick all day and people just thought it was nerves.
The Inspector came in. I was sick in my classroom in a bin and passed out. (Female,
Interview, ECT).

PHOTO-ELICITATION

The photographs were accompanied by commentaries from the participants but due to word
count limitations, it has not been possible to share commentaries for every photograph. The
photographs in Figure 4 were from a range of participants. The following clear themes emerge
from the images: (1) Workload (2) Mental health challenges and (3) Strategies employed to
manage their mental health and prioritise work-life balance.
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Figure 5 shows the relationship between the themes shown in Figure 3 and the themes in
Figure 4. The themes from the photo-elicitation are shown in the circles and the themes from
the interviews and diaries are shown in the boxes.

Workload Strategies

Psychological Psychological Social
transitions transitions transitions
Cultural
Transitions

Physical transitions and identity transitions did not emerge through the analysis of the
photographs.

Figure 6 demonstrates the ongoing transitions experienced by one participant during a time of
two weeks which coincided with the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. In this example, the
participant describes positive and negative transitions that were triggered as a result of the
global pandemic. Psychological transitions (feeling upset and worried), academic transitions
(moving to online learning and home education), physical transitions (changing the physical
location of the participant’s workplace) and social transitions (spending more time with her
family) were all experienced synchronously rather than sequentially. For this participant, some
of these transitions were positive, while others were negative. The transitions also interacted,
for example educational transitions (school closures) resulted in social transitions (spending
more time with their family) and these social transitions triggered psychological transitions
(being happy to spend more time with her children, at the same time as experiencing a sense
of loss for the children that she was responsible for teaching).

09/03/2020: This picture represents how I felt at the
beginning of the Spring term. My year group part-
ner was extremely worried about the Coronavirus
and was following it closely. However, I had my
head in the clouds a little and probably didn’t fully
realise the devastating impact it was going to have
on our country.

16/03/2020: This picture represents how I was feel-
ing (and still am) in the final week before the deci-
sion was taking to close schools to the majority of
children. It was just so upsetting thinking that we
don’t know if we are going to see our classes again
this school year.

23/03/2020: I am currently both working from home
and taking care of Holly and Eda. I love spending
time with my children, but I am really missing my
class and the routine of school life.
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Figure 6 Ongoing Transitions
of a Single Participant during
the Covid-19 Pandemic.



During their training year and first year of teaching, participants experienced multiple and
multi-dimensional transitions. These included physical, social, psychological and cultural
transitions. Their transition into teaching also triggered transitions for their families, who
needed to adapt to this change. Unsurprisingly, participants experienced significant workload
pressures, although they made deliberate attempts to strike a work-life balance to minimise
the impacts on their families. In line with Greenfield’s (2015) social-ecological framework of
teacher resilience, the participants experienced challenges which adversely affected their
resilience. They were forced to quickly adapt to and accept the performativity discourse which
impacted on their teacher identities, although this resulted in identity conflict for some as they
struggled to reconcile their personal values and beliefs about teaching with the social identity
of the good teacher which was imputed on them. In line with Mruk’s (1999) two-dimensional
model of self-esteem, participants’ self-efficacy was adversely affected by negative and
critical feedback, and this resulted in defensive self-esteem. The Covid-19 pandemic was
an opportunity to reflect on their developing teacher identities and, for some, enable them
to invest their energies into supporting children’s social and emotional wellbeing. One male
participant became so disillusioned with the performativity culture that he decided to leave
teaching, although his commitment to teaching remained strong.

Although this study was conducted prior to the introduction of the ITTECF (DfE, 2024a),
nonetheless, it offers some valuable insights into what support ECTs need. This framework, with
its emphasis on subject knowledge and ‘evidence-based’ pedagogical approaches does not
address the concerns that the participants in this study addressed. All participants experienced
transitions which they could have been more adequately prepared for before they occurred.
In addition, they spoke about the ongoing reflection that occurred in relation to the types
of teacher they wanted to be, within a challenging neoliberal and performative educational
context. Wellbeing, mental health and workload were frequently mentioned by the participants
and were also reflected in their photographs. Their reflective diary accounts often referred to
broader educational policy and its adverse impacts on their pupils and on them. The current
ITTECF (DfE, 2024q) is reductionist and technicist due to its emphasis on subject and
curriculum knowledge and prescriptive pedagogical approaches. It does not address day-to-
day challenges that the participants in this study experienced. We offer a tentative revised
framework to support early career teacher development which more accurately reflects the
issues that our participants raised. This is presented in Figure 7.

Maintaining motivation

=

Broader aspects of the teacherrole (parents' meetings, report
writing, data management, leading assemblies etc)

—_—

Subjectand pedagogical knowledge

=

Promoting resilience

—_—

Teacheridentity

Protecting self-esteem

—_————

Navigating transitions (physical, cultural, social, psychological)

Wellbeing and mental health

\
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The framework is based loosely on Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs. The early career
teacher’s basic needs are positioned at the bottom of the pyramid. Moving through the
framework from the bottom to the top of the pyramid enables the early career teacher to
achieve self-actualisation. The framework covers the key components of the ITTECF in the
strand which addresses ‘subject and pedagogical knowledge’. Wellbeing and mental health
is the foundation for the framework because without good wellbeing and mental health,
teachers cannot flourish. Transitions has been purposely included as a focus to prepare ECTs
more adequately to navigate the multiple and multi-dimensional transitions that they are likely
to experience. Opportunities to reflect on teacher identity and to learn about strategies for
nurturing resilience in line with Greenfield’s (2015) model were also important aspects that our
participants discussed. In addition, learning about the wider role of the teacher (for example,
parents’ evenings, data management, report writing, leading assemblies) were also evident in
our data. Finally, given that one participant decided to exit teaching, professional discussions
about motivation may have helped him to remain in the profession and therefore we have
included this in the framework.

CONCLUSION

The participants in our study experienced a range of transitions as they moved out of the ITE
phase and into, and through the ECT phase. Participants valued the social connections that
they established, and they drew on these to navigate the challenges associated with teaching
(for example, demands of workload and accountability). Some participants experienced
adverse effects of their mental health and one chose to exit the profession. Participants were
largely unprepared for the expectations which schools placed on them and which they were
made accountable for and felt that more emphasis should have been devoted to this during
the ITE phase.

We have offered an original tentative framework which will support early career teacher
development. This is the first longitudinal study to explore the transitions from pre-service to
early career teacher. We recognise the limitations of the study. Firstly, it was small-scale and
therefore the findings lack generalisability. Secondly, all participants were White British. Thirdly,
all participants were located in the same region. Nonetheless, we believe that the framework
that we have offered is worthy of further discussion, piloting and evaluation, particularly in
relation to its capacity to reduce teacher attrition.
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