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Abstract

Our pan-Canadian research study examined the differential impact of teacher induction and
mentorship programs on the early career teachers’ retention. This article details the stories from
our interview participants (N=36) in relation to what their lived experiences were during their
first years of teaching and how they dealt with the requirements, expectations, and challenges.
Their narratives were analyzed through the lenses of Early Career teacher attrition, retention, and
development. Our findings showed that despite geographic, contextual and policy differences,
there were striking similarities in teachers’ lived experiences and in the impact of these
experiences on their decisions to stay or leave and predispositions towards personal and
professional development as teachers.
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Attrition, Retention, and Development of Early Career Teachers:
Pan-Canadian Narratives

Good teachers are known to be a critical link to effective student learning. Teachers’ qualities
and abilities represent the most significant school-based factors contributing to student
achievement and educational improvement (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Rivkin, Hanushek, &
Kain, 2005). Therefore, much attention must be given to the development of teachers, and
especially novice teachers. New teachers’ development is far from being complete upon their
graduation from respective teacher preparation programs (Barrett, Solomon, Singer, Portelli, &
Mujuwamariya, 2009) and only enters into a new phase as these Early Career teachers
experience transition into the workforce, become acculturated into school contexts, and
encounter the complexities of professional expectations. All of these new phase experiences
affect and characterize Early Career teachers’ socialization (Howe, 2006; Kauffman, Johnson,
Kardos, Liu, & Peske, 2002).

Teachers choose their noble profession for different reasons. For many, this choice is
coupled with desires to make a difference, to bring about positive changes, to inspire students, or
to provide our societies with productive and well-educated young people (Ewing & Smith,
2003). Yet, teaching is not an easy, nor a stress-free, occupation (Joseph, 2000), and new
teachers often experience pressures and challenges during their initial inroads into the profession.
In differing ways, they experience multi-layered and often complicated expectations for
teaching, evaluation, and professional learning from their employers, school administration,
colleagues, parents, and students (Guardino & Fullerton, 2010; Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007;
Whisnant, Elliott, & Pynchon, 2005). The analysis of extant literature revealed beginning
teachers’ stories about facing immense challenges related to the egg-crate structure of schools,
isolation, reality shock, cultural adjustments, realization of inadequate resources and supports,
lack of time for planning and interaction with colleagues, difficult work assignments, unclear and
the inadequate expectations, intergenerational gaps amongst staff members, adverse physical,
emotional, and behavioral consequences of stress, lack of orientation and information about the
school system, and institutional practices and policies that promote hazing (Andrews & Quinn,
2004; Anhorn, 2008; Johnson & Kardos, 2002; Patterson, 2005). On the contrary, the same
literature highlights stories about the purposeful, well-organized, robust, and ongoing support in
the first years of teaching that can and did help novices to not only successfully overcome these
tantamount challenges and stay in the profession, but also to develop and grow as professional
educators.

Context of the Study

Education in Canada is a provincial/territorial responsibility. Therefore, due to the existing
variations in school systems and policies, responses to attrition and retention as well as
development efforts tend to be compartmentalized and contextualized to jurisdictional settings.
Our multi-phase, multi-year pan-Canadian research study examined the differential impact of
teacher induction and mentorship programs on the early career teachers’ retention, as perceived
across all provinces and territories. In addition to exploring the broader trends affecting the
Canadian early career teachers, one of the research phases aimed to elicit the lived, concrete, and
situated experiences of the participants through the phenomenological analysis (Van Manen,
1997) of their perceptions, descriptions, and discussions in individual interviews. In this article,
we report findings gleaned from telephone interviews (N=36) with early career teachers from
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nine provinces and three territories. Similar to work of Schaefer, Downey, and Clandinin (2014),
we studied the phenomenon of participants’ stories about their experiences using narrative
inquiry methodology. Because people shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others
are and because they interpret their past in terms of these stories (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006),
narrative inquiry offered us a lens through which to understand teachers’ thinking about their
early career experiences. Using the narrative inquiry approach, we present the stories from our
participants in relation to two critical questions:

* What are the lived experiences of the early career teachers across Canada during
their first years of teaching?
 How do they deal with the requirements, expectations, and challenges of early
career teaching?
Upon reviewing the literature with respect to teacher attrition, retention, and development, we
describe our research methodology and share the qualitative analysis of the responding Canadian
beginning teachers’ stories. We conclude with the discussion of research results and implications
for individuals and organizations that support novice teachers.

Literature Review

In this section, we briefly review literature on teacher attrition, retention of new teachers, and
teacher development.

Teacher Attrition

Despite the fact that teaching is considered to be one of the helping professions, early years
of teaching can sometimes be akin to a “make or break,” “sink or swim,” “trial by fire,” or “boot
camp” experience. Not surprisingly, teachers who do not feel effective or do not receive
adequate support in the first years often leave schools and abandon teaching in favour of other
professions (Moir, Barlin, Gless, & Miles, 2009; Scherff, 2008). Difficult working conditions
and cumbersome policies can exacerbate teacher attrition (Borman & Dowling, 2008). In
addition, exogenous factors of organizational and workforce economies are coupled with the
individual factors and experiences of many beginning teachers who may be required to persist in
temporary contract arrangements for a number of years before actually securing full time and
regular teaching contracts. Often called tient crisis of teaching (Rinke, 2008), attrition
comes at a cost to individual teachers, schools, community and is detrimental to student learning
(Guarino, Santibafiez, & Daley, 2006; Schuck, Aubusson, Buchanan, & Russell, 2012).

” i

Due to the lack of teaching experience and uncertain job stability, among other factors,
new teachers are a vulnerable population. Teachers who examine their own vulnerabilities and
then embrace these may develop their capacities as teachers, whereas others may feel that they
are running the gauntlet through a dangerous obstacle course with both visible and invisible
pitfalls. Therefore, despite their initial enthusiasm, many beginning teachers abandon the
profession, depressed and discouraged (Boreen, Johnson, Niday, & Potts, 2009).

Teacher attrition spans international boundaries, with data showing that many teachers quit
the profession in their first two to five years; however, the attrition phenomenon is experienced
globally with varying intensities (Schaefer, 2013). There are no conclusive statistics about the
attrition rates in Canada; however, researchers have found that early career attrition rates vary
from high to low across provinces and territories (Clandinin et al., 2012; Clark & Antonelli,
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2009) and across certain segments of teaching profession (Karsenti, Collin, Villeneuve,
Dumouchel, & Roy, 2008; Valeo & Faez, 2013) and findings suggest that this attrition occurs
mainly within the first five years (Karsenti & Collin, 2013). Insofar as Canadian-specific
knowledge of teacher attrition, more research is needed.

Retention of New Teachers

Stemming from the above, the first three to four years after initial training are considered
to be the most crucial for a teacher’s decisions with respect to remaining in or leaving the
profession (Jones, 2003). A growing consensus acknowledges the value of some kind of support
for beginning teachers to help mitigate the issue of attrition (Le Maistre, Boudreau, & Paré,
2006). Given the fact that many new teachers make tremendous improvement during their first
years of teaching, then the attrition issue is not best addressed by new recruitment but, rather, by
retention of high-quality teachers and by teacher development (Farrell, 2012). Clandinin et al.
(2012) further urged our increased focus on how to sustain new teachers throughout their
teaching careers, rather than upon merely retaining them in the profession.

Teacher induction is a long-term, comprehensive, coherent, and sustained professional
development process, organized by a specific jurisdiction to acculturate, train, support, retain
new teachers, and help them develop a lifelong learning program (Wong, 2004). It takes a long
time for teachers to develop their identities as teachers, which in turn affects their development
(Brindley & Parker, 2010). Most often, mentorship is an integral and crucial component of
induction programs, intended to support individual beginning teachers’ needs (Hobson, Ashby,
Malderez, & Tomlinson, 2009).

We know that mentoring programs do not benefit all teachers (Towers, 2012); however, we
also know that strong induction programs and high-quality mentoring programs have positive
impacts through increased teacher effectiveness, stronger self-confidence, higher levels of
satisfaction, motivation, and commitment, reduced stress, improved classroom instruction and
student achievement, and early career retention of novice teachers (Glazerman et al., 2010;
Guarino et al., 2006; Henry, Bastian, & Fortner, 2011; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Wynn, Carboni,

& Patall, 2007). Furthermore, new teachers who see themselves as more efficacious are more
likely to remain in teaching than those who do not (Swanson, 2012).

Having supportive school leaders is also essential for long-term sustenance of beginning
teachers (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010). School administrators’ commitment to the development
of new teachers either supports and promotes the retention of novice teachers or undermines the
success of induction and results in teacher attrition (Jones, 2002; Wechsler, Caspary, &
Humphrey, 2008). Equally important are interpersonal supports (Friedrichsen, Chval, &
Teuscher, 2007) and organizational climates that enable trusting relationships between teachers,
students, and school leaders and set the stage for a safe, thriving learning environment
(Tschannen-Moran, 2009). A supportive and encouraging school culture appears to be a critical
variable for helping new teachers to cope with the rigours and challenges of their new careers
(Schuck, Brady, & Griffin, 2005).

Teacher Development

Sustainable development of novice teachers has the potential to increase the quality of
teaching and improve learning experiences in schools. However, there is little research that
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focuses specifically on teacher development with respect to beginning teacher attrition and
retention; this sparsity exists despite the fact that professional learning is often part of the
research on induction, mentoring, and collaboration with colleagues (Schaefer, Long, &
Clandinin, 2012).

Lovett and Cameron (2011) suggested that three categories of conditions have impact on
the effectiveness of earbareer teacher learningculturesthat promote conversations
about learning and teachirggructuresthat make it possible for teachers to have these
conversations, and thielesthat more experienced teachers play in hindering or promoting the
professional learning of earbareer teachers” (p. 90). Researchers have indicated that teacher
eagerness for professional development is greatest in schools that made both formal and informal
learning an integral part of the teachers’ work (Sprinthall, Heiman, & Thies-Sprinthall, 1996).
Ultimately, mentoring, whether formal or informal, has personal learning of the protégé as its
primary goal (Lankau & Scandura, 2002; Portner, 2008). However, sometimes beginning
teachers may be reluctant to make informal approaches to colleagues because they fear that they
may come across as incompetent (Kyndt, Gijbels, Grosemans, & Donche, 2016).

Undertaking self-initiated professional learning activities is also an important aspect of
teacher development (Kwakman, 2003). It is important for novices to eventually replace
dependence on mentors and colleagues with increasing self-reliance in order to enhance
reflective thinking, develop deeper problem analysis skills, and widen repertoire of strategies
(Brock & Grady, 2006). Researchers have shown that when teachers demonstrate a high level of
ownership over their own learning, they then decide what they will learn from what their
workplaces offer them (Admiraal et al., 2016). Different phases of self-directed learning
processes can be distinguished, but they generally include a needs assessment, planning,
engaging in learning, and evaluation (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2015).

Generative relationships contribute to the positive school climate and are a critical means
through which new teachers can develop. Relationships are viewed as the backbone of the
teaching profession and often associated with the foundations of schools’ success (Bryk &
Schneider, 2002); hence, new teachers need to develop and maintain multidimensional
relationships in schools in order to develop. Relationships with peers have been found to help
beginning teachers with socialization into the teaching profession and professional growth
(Achinstein, 2006; Friedrichsen et al., 2007; Nasser-Abu Alhija & Fresko, 2010; Tillman, 2005).
Trust is viewed by some researchers as the most important feature of a supportive school climate
(Dempsey & Christenson-Foggett, 2011; Donne & Lin, 2013). Moreover, positive teacher-
student relationships (Razer & Friedman, 2017) and teacher-school administrators relationships
(Moolenaar, Daly, & Sleegers, 2012) are pivotal for new teachers’ development.

Our Methodology

This article details the qualitative interview phase of a multi-year, pan-Canadian research project
that examined the differential impact of induction and mentorship programs on early career
teachers’ retention across the provinces and territories. As noted above, for this phase we have
adopted a narrative inquiry framework (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) to analyze the stories and
insights that Canadian early career teachers shared with us to explain their particular experiences
and perceptions. As Connelly and Clandinin (2006) noted, narrative inquiry is the study of
experience as story, which “as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use
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narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular view of experience as phenomenon under
study” (p. 375). We attempted to analyze simultaneously three commonplaces of narrative
inquiry—temporality, sociality, and place—to uncover the complexity of the relational
composition of participants’ lived experiences both inside and outside of an inquiry as well as to
imagine the future possibilities of their lives (Clandinin & Huber, 2010). This approach allowed
us to explore the narratives through the past-present-future continuum, focusing on relationships
and interactions and situating them in a particular context (Craig, 2014). To this end, we framed
our interview questions using a strengths-based, positive development approach of an
appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2007; Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran,
2011).

Research Sample

We selected our interview participants from an online survey participant sample (an earlier
research phase) who had expressed their willingness to participate in the follow-up interviews.
The onlineTeacher Induction Surveyas developed by the researchers, based on suggestions
and recommendations from an expert panel of researchers and practitioners, the relevant
literature, and adapted items from related instruments. The invitation to participate in the online
survey for new teachers within their first five years of employment in a publicly funded school in
Canada was widely distributed through various venues (e.g., teacher associations, ministries,
community organizations, social media), across all provinces and territories in the spring-
summer of 2016. With various degrees of completeness, the researchers received over 2000
responses to the survey from all Canadian jurisdictions. From the survey sample, we randomly
selected participants with the purpose of pan-Canadian representation. We conducted telephone
interviews with 36 teachers from nine provinces and three territories in Canada (33 in English, 3
in French; see Table 1 for participant demographic information).

Table 1

List of Participants

# | Pseudonym| Province/Territory | Language| Gender | Age | Teaching Experience
1 | Mike NS English Male 33 | 5Syears

2 | Lise ON French Female 26| 2 years

3 | Maira NL English Female| 27| 5years

4 | Kamille ON French Female 26| 3years

5 | Mackenzie | ON English Female| 24| 2years

6 | Evelyn AB English Female| 26| Lessthan 1 year
7 | Kandace AB English Female| 31| 2 years

8 | Alli QC English Female| 26| 2 years

9 | Stewart SK English Male 29 | 4years

10 | Nick SK English Male 27 | 3years

11 | Ashish NT English Male 32 | 1lyear

12 | Charlotte AB English Female| 38| 4 years

13| Maribelle SK English Female| 39| 1 year

14 | Christina ON English Female| 24| 1year

15| Andrea ON English Female| 28| 3years

16 | Mark AB English Male 31 | Lessthan 1 year
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17| Ken ON English Male 26 | 3years

18 | Lily NS English Female| 24| 2 years

19| Lois NB English Female| 27| 3years

20 | Myles MB English Male 25 | 2years

21| Cassie MB English Female| 51| 3years

22 | Gladys ON English Female| 49| 5 years

23| Tennae BC English Female| 49 | 4 years

24 | Anya NU English Female| 24| 1 year

25| Ruth ON English Female| 33| Lessthan 1 year
26 | Edward ON English Male 42 | 3years

27 | Shana NU English Female| 46| 5years

28 | Jane NU English Female| 36| Lessthan 1 year
29 | Marilyn YT English Female| 32| 5years

30 | Noor BC English Female| 34| 4years

31| Helen BC English Female| 28| 4 years

32| Alessandra| BC English Female| 41| 2years

33| Barbra BC English Female| 55| 4 years

34 | Lebert BC English Male 34 | 5years

35 | Shelle BC English Female| 29| 3years

36 | Francoise ON French Female 27| 3years

Data Collection and Analysis

Most of the interviews lasted approximately 20 minutes. The interviews were recorded and
transcribed verbatim, with all proper names and identifiers removed and changed to pseudonyms.
Participants’ stories were compiled by the researchers and analyzed both deductively and
inductively following standard coding processes for etic and emic approaches to data analysis
(MacMillan & Schumacher, 2006). Five open-ended questions, pertaining to teacher experiences
with development, resilience, mentorship, and leadership in schools, served as the initial
organizing framework for the responses. We have used a sociological approach to the narrative
inquiry analysis of told stories with a focus on specific aspects of early career teachers’ lives
(Chase, 2005). Subsequently, the emergent codes were established according to the recurring
themes. Both etic and emic codes were then combined into categories, and categories into
patterns or concepts (Lichtman, 2010).

Research Findings

The rich narrative data are presented below with select direct quotes from participants in relation
to the themes of retention and attrition of new teachers and of teacher development.

Retention and Attrition of New Teachers

When asked to share a significant story or moment that played a part in convincing them to
remain in the profession, from their first years of teaching, interviewees discussed internal and
external factors for staying and for leaving. These descriptive factors usually entailed a
circumstance, situation, fact, or influence, or a combination of these, which contributed to a
certain result or outcome in their teaching careers. Inductively, we surmised that the intrinsic
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factors had to do with personal values, motivation, thoughts, feelings, and beliefs, whereas
extrinsic factors were related to structures, processes, or other individuals outside of the personal
realm that exerted significant influences on the teachers’ decisions. Below, we have grouped the
stories according to the type of influence.

Intrinsic factors for retention. Passion for teaching was the most frequently mentioned
intrinsic factor that had encouraged teachers to stay in the profession. A strong intrinsic
motivator that kept teachers going, a passion to teach was often threatened by circumstances,
especially for the occasional teachers who were still without fulltime contracts. Ken suggested
that passion wins if teachers “remain patient.” For Ruth and Shana, the passion for teaching was
perennial: they always wanted to teach and still do.

The internalized value of supporting students and the positive impact that teachers can
have on students encouraged teachers to persevere. Barbra, Jane, Lois, Tennae, and Ashish
described a sense ddison d’étrethat comes from having a positive impact upon students. For
example, Tennae said, “The convincing [factor] to stay is the student achievement; when
students, particularly at-risk or high-risk kids, have breakthroughs or stay in school for that
matter, that is—that is significant to me.”

Myles and Francoise experienced mutual support—teachers supporting their students and
students affirming their teachers—which motivated them to persevere. Francoise reflected on
students with special needs. She described her work with a group of students that no one wanted
to teach because they had difficulties with learning. She persevered through many obstacles,
ranging from the demands of her class to a lack of structural supports, and was determined to
create bonds with her students. On her birthday, the students hid under the stairs in order to bring
her a cake and sing happy birthday. At that moment, Francoise realized that she gave them a
challenge and a desire to learn, and that was the biggest affirmation for her.

Experiencing tangible student learning in and through a challenging context appeared to
have fuelled new teachers’ passion. Lois described her experience:

It made me believe in being a teacher to see a student who, when [ first arrived, was having
a very difficult time, didn’'t want to interact as much because he didn't want to say
something wrong but then was starting to take more risks by the time | left that classroom,
and it was just an amazing - it really made me think | want to stay in this profession - this
is why I'm doing this profession.

Lily experienced a similar boost in motivation from observing positive shifts in student attitudes:

The youth would often say, “I can’t do this.” And the youth has become a leader in helping
other kids believe in themselves and say, “I'm having a hard time, but | can try instead of |
can't.” And, yeah. So, that's been a big motivator to continue teaching and continue
working with youth.

Cassie, Kandace, and Anya all commented on the motivational boost they had received from
positive student feedback. When a teacher recognizes that she has been helpful to a child, it can
be profound. Cassie shared, “I had a suicidal student, for example. That was a big one, and |
recognized it and talked to him about it and then got him to some help. In moments like that, you
wonder—if | hadn’t, would, in fact, anybody have noticed?”
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In similar vein, Myles experienced positive feelings of enjoyment when children expressed
their appreciation to him: “There are some nice moments, like when kids give you things, or they
come up and they say oh, you're my favourite teacher ... | feel relaxed and confident in my
skills, and that's always a nice feeling.” Lise observed students learning something new,
demonstrating curiosity, a desire to learn, and being happy in class; it was moments like these
that kept her in teaching. Positive mindset, proactiveness, and patience have been encouraging
factors for new teachers to stay in the profession, keep going, and involved in professional
development.

Extrinsic factors for retention. Factors that encouraged teacher retention included
mentoring relationships; receiving support, encouragement, empathy, appreciation, and positive
feedback; and a positive school climate. These factors were further highlighted when teachers
were faced with difficult situations.

Support that helped these new teachers came in many forms. The most frequent supports
cited were formal or informal mentoring relationships. Other helpful supports came from
principals, school leaders, colleagues (both retired and working, including other new teachers),
students, classmates, union representatives, friends, family and community members. Strong
relationships and supports encouraged teachers to persevere and to overcome barriers
encountered in their early years of teaching. For instance, Noor found that making connections
and receiving mentorship kept her going. Christina credited her mentor for sustaining her
through periods of feeling overwhelmed and unwell. Without her mentor, she said, “I don’t think
| would have stayed in teaching for very long.” Nick expressed gratitude for a retired teacher
who had stepped into guide and supervise his work during a period of procedural fluctuation at
the school board. He appreciated support in the larger context of what he called “an awful lot of
negative feedback.”

Edward shared that the support he had received from his principal had encouraged him not
to quit. He was filling in for a teacher “who went off on a stress leave again” from working with
a very challenging class. One day, Edward was frustrated at a challenging situation that
happened in class, and considered quitting this “whole supply teaching business,” when the
principal stopped by to affirm his work. Edward added that the most positive moments of his job
were the supports received from people who were in his school.

Marilyn had initially decided to leave teaching, based on an unsupportive environment
where collaboration was rare and the lack of motivation was prevalent. The negative climate
threatened her motivation to stay. Rather than leave the teaching profession altogether, she
moved to another province. There, she had experienced a positive, collaborative school climate
where colleagues were “in the habit of helping and you can bounce ideas off them.” Marilyn
noted that her lifestyle improved. She spent more time outdoors with her students and was
supported by the community.

Intrinsic factors for attrition. We interviewed one teacher who had already left the
profession (Andrea), and two who were preparing to leave (Alessandra and Nick). Despite the
fact that only three teachers in our sample represented attrition decisions or inclinations, and this
number might seem small, we found their shared stories to be powerful and have significant
implications for their personal and professional lives. Moreover, their narratives were also
indicative of intentions that many other interviewed teachers had in the past, inducing them to
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consider leaving the profession, especially at times of great stress. Although those teachers had
not made the decision to leave, their stories add to our understanding of potential internal and
external influences for attrition.

Having to personally deal with high levels of stress and anxiety as a result of conflicting
job demands, unsupportive parents, and administration were noted as factors leading teachers at
all career stages towards leaving the profession. Andrea was 28 years old and in her third year of
teaching. At the time of the interview, she had just left teaching because of tremendous stress,
and shared with us some of the grief in her story:

I left a permanent teaching job, which is difficult to get in Ontario, but | was very unhappy.
So, | think the research you're doing is important because figuring out why new teachers
leave the career | think can help with retention.

The combination of intrinsic and extrinsic conditions prompted her to leave teaching, as
her well-being deteriorated, and her sense of happiness decreased: “| was heavily involved with
coaching; putting in 60 to 80 hours a week just took a toll on me.” Another teacher, Alessandra,
who was in the final stages of preparing to quit the teaching profession, shared about occasional
feelings of having a positive impact on students, yet, she added that they “generally have not
overridden the stress and difficulty that [she] faced as a new teacher.”

Nick, 27 years old and in his third year of teaching, was planning to leave teaching for
another helping profession. He shared about working extremely hard in his first years as a
teacher, to the point of even starting to neglect his family, due to incredible stress and impossible
demands placed upon him by other teachers and principals alike: “The anxiety piles up, because,
no matter what you do, there’s always something more they wanted.” Nick desired support to
help navigate the challenges, but instead went unsupported, burdened with responsibility: “It
always falls back on me, so that this differentiation and adaptation is great and ideal but what'’s
happened is it shifted responsibilities to the point where there is a never-ending well of
responsibility on the teacher.” Nick observed high colleague attrition around him: “I see more
and more teachers who are in their 40s or 50s quitting and picking up a different job.... No
teacher quits because they don't like the job, but because they're stressed or overworked.
Teachers are a certain type of personality and that personality profile is a high achieving,
pleasing personality.”

Dealing with stress was noted by others, who had thought about leaving at some point in
their early career. For Alli, stress was a hint at potential withdrawal, but she found help and
recommended that teachers do not pretend to be okay if they are not. She suggested that new
teachers should find “at least one person at the school, | think, that you can hopefully talk to.”

Extrinsic factors for attrition. The key external contributors for Andrea were related to
the facts that the school lacked structure and discipline, class sizes were constantly getting
bigger, and demands were increasing. Lack of a supportive system was the main factor attributed
to teachers becoming frustrated enough to consider leaving their profession. Another important
story came from Alessandra, who is a 41-year-old teacher and in her second year of teaching.
She shared her frustration clearly and said:

| heard when | went to the teachers’ college that ... 50 per cent of teachers didn’t stay in
the profession, and | thought, well, that's impossible ... | thought what would be difficult
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was the kids, working with the kids, and sometimes the parents. And the kids are the best
part of it. It was everything else that was at play ... We're dealing with large class sizes,
class composition that’s not manageable, major lack of supports within the system. And so,
when you combine that systemic problem with a localized problem of a very difficult
administrator, it just becomes impossible.

Some participants mentioned observing other teachers dropping out of the profession because of
certain provincial regulations that are restrictive to new teachers securing permanent jobs.
Several teachers from Ontario and Nova Scotia critiqued regulations affecting new teachers. For
example, Ken discussed the impact of Ontario’s Regulation 274, which mandates that teachers
be hired for permanent jobs based strictly on seniority and not on merit:

| really adamantly think that the regulation is not doing what it was intended to do. It, in
fact, is hurting the teaching profession more than it's helping it, because nepotism still
exists, the need for teachers to improve their skills is no longer there, and great, fantastic
teachers that | know are leaving the profession.

Related to this perception of constricting regulations, Gladys explained that if novice teachers are
frustrated and lack “passion ... then they should consider other employment.” Stewart hoped to
find employment in Ontario but moved to Saskatchewan in order to teach full-time. He advised
new teachers to “be prepared to leave Ontario for the next decade, because the way the
regulations are set up, the deck is extremely stacked against you.”

Teacher Development

We asked our participants to think back over their experiences in their first years of
teaching and tell us what had worked best for them vis-a-vis their development as teachers. Their
perspectives revealed three main sources that had helped in enriching their development: formal
and informal learning from others, collegial school climate, and, self-learning.

Informal and formal learning from others. Similar to the positive role of mentoring
relationships on teachers’ retention, formal and informal mentoring was the most frequently
mentioned factor that was important for teachers’ professional growth. Christina explained:

In my first year of teaching, what | found worked best for my development was just having
a mentor teacher there to ask questions pretty much whenever | needed to, and somebody
with a lot of research that were willing to share those resources.

Evelyn expressed her appreciation for mentoring and said:

| really appreciated having one-on-one time with a mentor or another teacher. Having
somebody to bounce ideas back really benefited me to expand my understanding and just
to gain confidence in the decisions that | was making.

Shelle highlighted similar beneficial experience from formal mentoring: “Initially one-on-
one time with someone in the district to orient me to how everything worked was the best
possible practice for that experience.” Others informally found co-workers knowledgeable,
versed in research, and most importantly willing to share those resources. As Anya explained,
“They weren’t assigned or anything, but they kind of took me under their wing and really helped
me out with procedures, and, if | had any difficulties or any questions, | would usually go to

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



Page 54 in education 24(1) Spring 2018

them first.”

The participants also described co-teaching as an exceptional learning experience, wherein
they were able to co-teach, co-plan, and explore things they planned to do in the classrooms. For
example, Evelyn noted, “that kind of co-teaching and co-planning was awesome ... [my mentor]
let me kind of explore things | wanted to do, but he was there as kind of support.”

Getting help from more experienced teachers was not the only source of help that novice
teachers valued, they also expressed how their interactions with other new teachers allowed them
to feel that they were not alone in the challenges and facilitated their meaningful engagement in
informal professional learning and formal professional development activities. Noting that
working in a school board that supported new teachers was a big difference for her professional
growth, Ruth noted:

About four times a year we would get together as new teachers, and you know, talk about
what we were doing in the classroom. We would talk about things like learning how to
write proper report card comments, sort of classroom dynamics, special needs in the
classroom, things that as new teachers we might not have had a lot of experience with
before.

Shana suggested, “It was good to be able to do professional learning in the school while | was
actually working, because, you know, you can actually apply it and ‘work it’ so that it fits with
your students and your community, your classroom.”

Collegial school climate. Generally speakingschool climate that entailed collegial
relationships between new teachers and colleagues, administrators, and students, allowed
beginning teachers to excel in their development. Experienced teachers played vital roles in the
transitions of novice teachers. Good rapport promoted collaboration and sharing materials among
colleagues where interviewees felt supported and encouraged to ask for help when needed; both
were seen as results of the healthy relationship they had managed to establish in their schools.
The kind of relationships that some of our participants had developed with other teachers, some
of whom ended up playing the role of informal mentors to them, enabled the space for informal
dialogues with more experienced colleagues. When things did not go well for them, the novice
teachers noted that their need for space and the opportunities to share their frustrations were
limited. Under these circumstances, experienced teachers were there to provide novices with
practical advice and help.

At the same time, participants also emphasized the importance of collegial relationships
and networking with other new teachers. Christina elaborated:

In my school, there were also a lot of first year teachers, too. It was very helpful, not just
having everybody who knew what they were doing and not everybody that was always
giving me advice, but there are also teachers in the same boat as me ... | know there’s a big
emphasis on setting up the network of mentor teacher to new teachers, but I think it would
be really great, too, to have just networking in terms of new teachers and sharing what's
gone well and what hasn’t gone well.

Along with colleagues, Ashish explained the importance of developing a collegial
relationship with principals or vice-principals as an asset in his early teaching years. He
portrayed his principal as being patient, sympathetic, and someone who explained things well.
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Others also noted that teachers need supportive principals in order to build beneficial
relationships with them. Good relationship with administrations facilitated their professional
development. Marilyn explained, “I work with the administration who is very open to
professional development opportunities. If an opportunity comes up, then they're very willing to
pay for a sub, and then | can go and do the PD.” Moreover, good relationships with
administrations facilitated teachers’ relationships with parents. Christina noted, “I had to make a
few uncomfortable phone calls [with parents], and she [the principal] was very supportive about
practicing what | could say and making sure that | came off in the most professional way.”
Likewise, Evelyn liked her vice-principal’s proactive approach since he had guided her on how
“to properly answer emails or phone calls. If | ever had to phone home for a parent, he said he
could be there, with me just to be giving me tips and stuff, so | think that was great.”

Finally, having good relationships with students emerged as a significant developmental
aspect for some of our interviewees. Several teachers noted the importance of being patient with
students and maintaining a teacher/student relationship that was based on mutual trust and
respect. Francoise explained that the relational aspects of teaching were the main reasons why
she had chosen this profession in the first place. In her practice, she had benefitted most from
good relationships and strong bonds with colleagues, the department, and students.

Self-learning. Participants’ development also entailed self-learning, based on dedicated
reflection time, acquiring or nurturing a proactive mindset, gaining classroom experiences, and
from independent work that aims at developing knowledge and skills. Some interviewees
described reflection as their best mechanism for improvement. Edward explained:

The best thing for development, | think, is reflection. You have to go through difficult
times, you have to go through good times as a teacher, and you have to be able to think
back and mentally prepare differently for the next time.

However, it was unfortunate to hear that while some of these teachers valued reflection as
an effective technique to progress, others said they had faced the challenge of not having enough
time to reflect. Charlotte described it well, saying, “There isn’t enough time... especially not
enough time to reflect properly on what you’re doing. There’s only enough time to just survive
from day to day, but | don’t think there’s enough time to improve.” In a number of cases,
possessing a proactive mindset had allowed early career teachers to plan ahead and to be flexible.
For example, Ken highlighted the following:

What worked best for me was being very proactive in taking advantage of every
opportunity, and really being flexible ... I think my mindset was just to be very proactive,
to be very flexible, and to be willing to do anything, because anything could eventually
lead to something.

Other interviewees highlighted the importance for new teachers to be good planners, especially
when preparing their curriculum outcomes. They shed light on the development that comes with
experience in the classroom. As Myles noted, "To be honest with you, the development probably
just comes with the experience in the classroom ...” Stewart valued the hands-on experience in
class:

I would say the best thing that worked best for my development as a teacher was falling off
the horse once or twice. | was given a pretty difficult classroom my first go-around. It was
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a grade eight-nine split of 36 kids, and there were moments where my planning was
insufficient to handle that, and rather than just being cast aside and having the next person
in line, | was able to kind of figure that out on my own and figure out what adjustments |
needed to make.

Nick echoed Stewart’s experience and said:

What worked best? You almost had to try things and see if they would work because, no
matter how much you attempted things that you were taught how to do, the trial by fire was
really what sort of set them to—like, they’d work or not in a way.

Some participants shed light on their independent work that had consisted of such activities as
volunteering, attending workshops, acquiring knowledge through reading and by pursuing
further qualifications. Gladys explained:

| felt encouraged to know that there are different ways of doing the same thing and doing it
well, if that makes any sense. And sometimes you find that out from learning and reading
and taking courses, and sometimes you find that out just from talking with other
colleagues.

Anya described the profession as a self-directed one and said:

For new teachers or to people coming into the profession, it's very self-directed profession,
depending on your principal, but it really can be in that you need to find your resources,
you need to look for things that will help you, and you know, there’s always ways you can
find that.

Teachers found publicly available internet resources, as well as those shared on social media
groups (e.g., Facebook, Pinterest, etc.), to be the most helpful.

Discussion: New Teacher Experiences

The generous insights from the stories shared with us through the interview process of a cross-
section of early career teachers across Canada, enriched our learning about their experiences and
ongoing pursuits. Although not generalizable to a broader population of new teachers, our
qualitative findings corroborate and add to the extant literature on early career teaching in
Canada. Chiefly, the factors affecting teacher development, teacher retention and attrition, as
well as some specific yet common needs that new teachers require in order to thrive, are
presented in our findings. The pan-Canadian narratives show that despite geographic, contextual,
and policy differences in the lived experiences of our participants, there were striking similarities
amongst the many teachers’ experiences. We also noticed the common impact of these
experiences on their decisions to stay or leave and predispositions towards personal and
professional development as teachers.

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Influence on Retention and Attrition

According to their narratives, new teachers’ experiences were significantly affected by
intrinsic and extrinsic factors that were either influencing their decisions to stay in or to leave the
profession.
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Retention factors. Teaching is a demanding profession that requires tremendous energy,
commitment, and resilience. The predominant intrinsic influence for retention for our
participants was the high level of passion that teachers felt for their profession, especially
manifested through the strong desire to help students thrive. When teachers felt successful, they
were affirmed in their choice of profession, suggesting a harmonious type of passion that
increases adaptability (Carbonneau, Vallerand, Fernet, & Guay, 2008). For new teachers,
cognition of available supports contributed to pride in their work, a sense of purpose and positive
impact, and feelings of personal satisfaction. Positive affirmation, perseverance, and motivation
to continue for novice teachers in our study stemmed from omnidirectional support system
consisting of peers, administration, parents, and even students, which is critical for capacity
building in early career teachers (Clark & Byrnes, 2012). Overall, personal confidence and
efficacy is built on supportive relationships that help beginning teachers with socialization into
the teaching profession (Fenwick, 2011; Long et al., 2012; Tillman, 2005). According to many
teachers interviewed, being supported helps to maintain a positive mindset, which is critical in
face of the numerous challenges in early years teaching.

The most frequently cited extrinsic factors influencing teacher retention pertained to formal
and informal supports from people and structures in education that had helped, guided, shared,
and assisted in professional and interpersonal ways. The beneficial role of mentors was
prevalent, supporting the value of formal mentorships as part of new teacher induction processes
(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). The quality of the interpersonal relationship between mentor and
mentee affirms that “the value of having a mentor teacher depends greatly on the mentor”
(Andrews & Akerson, 2012, p. 10). Not all of our interviewees experienced a formal mentorship,
and even some who did, chose to seek the support of informal mentor and peer connections,
especially in difficult times and through sharing of resources. Liston, Whitcomb, and Borko
(2006) found that emotional support from more experienced colleagues can determine whether
teachers stay in teaching and what kind of teachers they become. Elfers, Plecki, and Knapp
(2006) noted that support for professional learning through incentives and access to resources
was of importance in retaining teachers in schools with high rates of poverty. Finally, when
novices felt supported by their principals, and not at risk of reprisal or termination, they felt safe
to experiment in their craft in order to master it. The supports of school leaders can be highly
influential in establishing a positive school culture (Certo, 2005; Schuck et al., 2005), which
enhances efficacy in both teachers and students (Ross & Gray, 2006) and has a positive effect on
teacher retention (Brown & Wynn, 2009).

Attrition factors. In contrast, teachers frustrated by personal and systemic obstacles within
the profession spoke of leaving. Challenges new teachers face “may be thwarted and result in
collapse when they become overwhelming,” impeding resilience and “ability to adapt to difficult
situations” (Ewart, 2009, p. 475). We noted that a lack of support resulted in some teachers
battling stress and anxiety over daily school events. Similar to others, we found that when
administrators are unresponsive to teachers’ needs, their emotional health is affected and their
sense of isolation and frustration increases (Brindley & Parker, 2010; Cherubini, Kitchen, &
Hodson, 2008; Frels, Zientek, & Onwuegbuzie, 2013). Neglecting personal well-being may take
a toll, as many of the interviewed new teachers had learned the hard way. Therefore, self-care is
critical for new teachers due to its focus on maintaining a positive mindset and committing to
reflective practices (Wood & Stanulis, 2009). Sometimes, the opportunity to have a frank
conversation about these issues was found helpful to beginning teachers. A teacher (Andrea),
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who had already left her teaching position, was thankful for the opportunity to speak with us, in
hopes that her message might get out and that conditions for new teachers might improve in the
future.

Increasing and unclear demands, lack of resources, insufficient support and inconsistent
communication, all have a cumulative effect upon teachers who feel ineffective and quit as a
result (Moir et al., 2009). When new teachers face challenges from the external environment,
interpersonal supports are most impactful (Friedrichsen et al., 2007). Personal challenges, lack of
support, and policy and legislation obstacles dramatically affected new teachers in our sample,
leading one to leave their profession, two to get ready to leave, and several more to contemplate
leaving. Unfortunately, the stress of trying to become an effective teacher without receiving
adequate support leads many teachers to seek supportive environment elsewhere (Harris, 2015).
We contend that if the external stressors continue without sufficient positive influence to
mitigate them, teachers may give up. Those among our participants who reached this stage,
experienced great frustration at their insurmountable obstacles and grief over a passion for
teaching snuffed out. Beyond the direct role in coordination and establishing of induction and
mentorship structures, we agree with other scholars that school leaders have an indirect impact
on teacher attrition by nurturing supportive school climate (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010;
Catapano & Huisman, 2013; Cherian & Daniel, 2008). Deeper inroads into the leaders’ impact
lie within the systemic culture of a school or school board, which may or may not endorse the
cultivation of positive school climate and trusting collegial relationships.

Teacher Development

Three main sources had helped teachers in elevating their professional development:
formal and informal learning from others, focus on self-learning, and collegial school climate.

Formal and informal learning from others. Effective teacher development efforts
include formal support through structured programs as well as opportunities to talk more
informally as the need arises on a tiaglay basis (Lovett & Davey, 2009). Having a mentor,
both formally and informally, was the most frequently cited factor necessary for the new
teachers’ development in our study. Mentorship support for new teachers is considered a “must-
have resource” (Glazerman et al., 2010; Guarino et al., 2006; Henry et al., 2011; Ingersoll &
Strong, 2011). One-on-one time with a mentor or another teacher had allowed them to expand
their understandings and gain confidence in their everyday decisions. For new teachers, making
independent decisions could be one of the most challenging tasks; with no prior experience, they
might feel vulnerable or hesitant to make choices. Having a mentor, formal or informal, helped
some of our participants make decisions with assurance, thus increasing their self-efficacy
(Fantilli & McDougall, 2009; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009). For our participants,
mentors exhibited positive impact on their learning by being knowledgeable, competent, and
willing to guide, enable, and share resources. These characteristics align with the main roles of
new-teacher mentors found in the literature: (a) guiding, leading, advising, and supporting; (b)
coaching, educating, and enabling; (c) organizing and managing; and (d) counselling and
developing interpersonal relationships (Harrison, Dymoke, & Pell, 2006).

Our findings also suggest that collaboration made a positive impact on our participants’
growth and development. Nieto (2003) argued that collaboration is vital if new teachers are to
solve the problems of their practice because collaborative discourse allows teachers to build

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



Page 59 in education 24(1) Spring 2018

critical and longstanding relationships with colleagues, which in turn, produce a sense of
community. For our participants, co-teaching, co-planning, and asking for help were remarkable
learning experiences in which they were able to incorporate what they learned into their own
classroom practices. Similarly, researchers found that a mentoring environment based on
collaboration and co-teaching allows novice teachers to become reflective thinkers and co-
learners (Hatton & Smith, 1995; Kochan & Trimble, 2000). Furthermore, Eberhard, Reinhardt-
Mondragon, and Stottlemyer (2000) maintained that induction and mentoring programs designed
to develop a reflective teacher enhanced more rapid movements for new teachers along
the learning continuum from survival to maintenance to impact. Therefore, it is necessary to
capitalize upon the fact that teachers collaborate more at the beginning of their career, when they
have higher motivation and eagerness for learning from, and drawing on, the professional
expertise of more experienced teachers (Richter, Kunter, Klusmann, Ludtke, & Baumert, 2011).

Our findings highlight the importance of having formal professional learning and
professional development activities that fit the needs of early career teachers. Not all of our
participants were fortunate to have the professional development opportunities that met their
needs. Darling-Hammond and Richardson (2009) suggested the need for revision of teachers’
professional development to satisfy the learning needs of teachers in relation to three areas:
content, context, and design. They maintained that the content of teachers’
professional learning needs to be centered on student learning and involve active teaching,
assessment, observation, and reflection rather than abstract discussions. Context should integrate
teacher learning with school improvement and design should be active and sustained for greater
teachers’ engagement. Similarly, Campbell (2017) highlighted the importance of new learning
and co-learning that has the potential to be embedded in teachers’ professional needs and can
contribute to changes in their knowledge, skills, and practices. Interestingly, in the absence of
formal professional development opportunities, new teachers in our study learned to be proactive
and more readily collaborate with others when facing problems, thus benefitting from informal
resources for learning and development. In their systematic review of 74 studies on teachers’
informal learning, Kyndt et al. (2016) found that beginning teachers learn more through
observing colleagues and interacting with their informal mentors. As Little (2002) argued, for
collaboration to enable teacher learning and innovations in teacher practice, opportunities to talk
about teaching and learning ought to be evident in the ongoing encounters among teachers.

Self-learning. Self-learning was another developmental venue that enhanced our
participants’ effectiveness as teachers. When confronted with difficult situations, the opportunity
to step back and mentally prepare for the next challenge had helped some novice teachers in our
sample to develop and improve. Practitioners usually engage in reflection as a means of problem
solving, understanding the nature of teaching, and uncovering personal values and beliefs (Lee,
2005); when teachers reflect, they learn from their experiences, build new knowledge, and
develop professionally. Reflection permits teachers to start from their own individual
experiences and perspectives, to consider these in their contextual variations, and to draw upon
the theoretical, professional strategies that they have encountered or plan to explore (Sellars,
2012). However, the alarming finding was that some teachers could not find dedicated time for
adequate reflection on their practice because they were just trying to survive from day to day.
We understand that such lack of time might be related to the teacher’s busy schedule, but it
might also be related to how well teachers were able to manage their time. Planning ahead was
described as an effective strategy by some, and yet, a healthy balance is needed for adequate time
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to plan and to reflect. Sellars (2012) posited that educational change that teachers have the skills
and opportunities to effect is only as reliable and proficient as the teachers’ individual capacities
for reflective practice and the development of self-knowledge.

Proactive mindset was another strategy that allowed early career teachers to plan ahead and
be flexible. Generally speaking, the ability to develop a growth mindset, rather than a fixed
mindset, is viewed as a core element that helps people develop and excel (Dweck, 2006). As
development comes with experience in classroom, reflection then becomes a continuous process
that does not end by analyzing the event effectively, but rather continues to answer the “what is
next” question. The next steps for new teachers entailed independent work, engaging in activities
and groups, volunteering, attending workshops, acquiring knowledge through reading and
pursuing further qualifications. These self-learning strategies demonstrated our teachers’
enthusiasm and eagerness to grow professionally (Kwakman, 2003). For self-learning to be
effective, however, the appropriate professional setting must exist in schools so that teachers are
able to engage in reflection and inquiry about their practices (Ostorga, 2006).

Collegial school climate.Finally, our findings confirmed that positive school climate—
which is largely based on the quality of relationships at school, on strong interdependence and
connections among stakeholders, and on trust and shared values—is of significant impact on new
teachers’ development (Castro, Kelly, & Shih, 2010; Gardiner, 2012; Hoy, Smith, & Sweetland,
2002; Perry & Hayes, 2011). School climate is the quality and character of school life based on
patterns of people’s experiences of school life and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal
relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures (Cohen, McCabe,
Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009, p. 184).

In our study, two dimensions of relationships with colleagues were evident in the novices’
experiences, with experienced teachers and with other new teachers, each with specific
advantages. Experienced teachers offered them the necessary support and advice, especially in
challenging professional situations and when they needed space and the opportunities to share
their frustrations. The second segment, relationships with other new teachers in their schools,
seemed to offer our participants the emotional support they had needed. Effective interpersonal
relationships amongst colleagues have been found to lead to greater satisfaction, ability to
develop professionally, more effective and confident decision making, and increased sense of
belonging and efficacy (Grodsky & Gamoran, 2003). Overall, good relationships with colleagues
enabled new teachers to operate within the culture of open access to knowledge and expertise,
collective problem solving, and trusting school climate, particularly reflected in their courage to
share their frustrations (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001).

Two other relational dimensions emerged from the narratives, namely relationships with
students and with school administrators. Having good relationships with students was of
significant benefit to those new teachers who measured their effectiveness in terms of creating a
positive impact. Importance of building positive teacher-student relationships was found strongly
related to effective classroom management and instructional quality of beginning teachers
(Kwok, 2017). Similarly, effective teachers have been described as “those who develop
relationships with students that are emotionally close, safe, and trusting, who provide access to
instrumental help, and who foster a more general ethos of community and caring in classrooms”
(Wentzel, 2012, p. 19). Positive relationships with administrations facilitated novices’
development, increased their efficacy, and enhanced their capacity to deal with parents.
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Researchers found that principals’ personal interactions with individual teachers tended to
promote a healthy school climate and student outcomes, whereas unsupportive or negative
interactions may lead to teachers’ dissatisfaction, attrition, or move to a different school
(Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; Guarino et al., 2006; Scherff, 2008). In addition, Moolenaar et al.
(2012) noted the relational reciprocity in which principals maximize teachers’ skills and
knowledge, and teachers in return seek out their principal more often for work related and
personal advice, and thus benefit from their knowledge, resources, and expertise.

Overall, our findings provided evidence for two of the four essential dimensions of school
climate evident from extant researaielationshipsand teaching and learningCohen et al.,
2009, p. 184). Within the relationships dimension, our participants highlighted the need for a
mutual support and ongoing communication in the school community and collaboration sub-
dimension, and positive student, parent, teacher, and administrator interpersonal dynamics within
the morale and connectedness sub-dimensions. In doing so, they also emphasized support for
learning and continual improvement in the professional development sub-dimension and
administrative accessibility, support, and honoring of people in the leadership sub-dimension
within the teaching and learning dimension of school climate. On the contrary, our findings
confirmed that beginning teachers’ learning may be hindered by unsupportive climate or limited
collegial relationships, leaving teachers with the feeling that they lack the power to change those
conditions (Flores, 2004).

Research Implications

A number of explicit implications might be generated from these findings for individual teachers,
school leaders and organizations. There are a number of insights that warrant the attention of
early career teachers, their peers, and their school leaders, in particular. While neither
generalizable nor contextually prescriptive, the findings indicated highlight and reinforce a
number of requisites new teachers need that, if satisfied, are likely to enhance their thriving and
result in less attrition and improved circumstances for everyone. These insights will resonate
with early career teachers and focus on those who mentor them, either directly or as
administrators. We think that an awareness of these expressions of needs by school leaders and
teacher mentors will result in an affirmation of any and all initiatives designed for the sake of
teacher wellbeing and the facilitation of beginning teacher success.

School leaders will see themselves implicated in the clear messaging of this small sample
of teachers who have said that their decisions to stay in or to leave the profession were complex
but affected by a number of intrinsic and extrinsic factors. To be quite clear, the positive,
omnidirectional affirmation and support of peers, mentors, and administration are critical factors
for beginning teacher retention. Teacher-peers and school leaders do make a positive difference.
Any efforts (i.e., sharing resources or providing timely emotional support by listening) offered
by peers and school administrators are likely to encourage new teachers’ confidence, positive
mindsets, and socialization. As well, careful and timely efforts to bolster teachers’ adaptive
capacities for the challenges of particular contexts are important. Well-fitted mentors, need-
sensitive leaders, and the positive qualities of interpersonal relationships are factors that afford
and make positive differences for beginning teachers.

We reiterated that when teachers felt supported by their principals, these instances were
highly influential in establishing them in positive school cultures and this specific support

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



Page 62 in education 24(1) Spring 2018

enhanced their perceptions of their own efficacy. The opposite behavior frustrated early career
teachers and contributed to their leaving the work of teaching. This research reminds teachers,
their peers, their mentors and school leaders that everyone in the constellation of beginning
teachers need to remind these new teachers to attend to their self-care plans.

There are findings from this study that reinforce the salience of early career teachers’
formal and informal learning from others, of a focus on self-learning, and of efforts to sustain a
collegial school climate. Programmatic support through coaching, educating, enabling,
organizing, managing, and through counseling are important. As indicated, our participants
learned to be proactive and to more readily collaborate with others when facing problems. The
provision of safe environments to take proactive and other risks and experiment, issues another
set of responses to meeting the needs of neophyte teachers. When confronted with difficult
situations, teachers learn from their experiences, build new knowledge, and develop
professionally. However, some teachers have difficulties finding dedicated time for adequate
reflection and planning. Together with enthusiasm and eagerness, a proactive mindset was seen
as crucial to professional growth for new teachers. School administrators may be able to
facilitate effective strategies and time for this planning and proactivity. Working in schools
where positive relationships with colleagues were encouraged seemed to provide specific
advantages; thus, school leaders are encouraged to foster the same. School administrators and
experienced teachers can offer new teachers the necessary support and advice, especially in
challenging professional situations and when space and opportunities to share frustrations and
find trusted emotional support are needed. From this and other cited research, relationships with
students and with school administrators have been shown to provide significant benefit for
novice teachers’ development, their increased efficacy, and their enhanced capacity to deal with
parent, student, and workload challenges. Principals will be affirmed in their positive and
supportive personal interactions with individual teachers as they seek to co-promote the elements
and qualities of a healthy school climate and of enhanced student outcomes.

Conclusion

Our study invited selected early career teachers from across Canada to talk about the
inspirational moments and challenges of their first years of teaching. There was a general
collegial sense of sharing for the greater good among the teachers interviewed. As we reflect on
the realities of early years teaching and ponder how the outcomes of early teaching can be
improved, we see many parallels between our study results and the extant literature. These data
open up complexities within the field to be further explored. For example, we see the need to
improve the supports for new teachers, to purposefully develop new and existing induction and
mentoring programs, and we see a call for a holistic, caring, collegial approach to developing our
educational systems. Although we have delimited our discussion to the key insights from teacher
narratives that related to attrition, retention, and development, we also noted that some of the
more specific findings, such as the significance of positive school climates and the limitations of
restrictive provincial policies, require further inquiry.

How these teachers struggled on the paths of retention and attrition behooves further
research so that we might better understand about each pathway. In addition to large-scale
guantitative studies, longitudinal qualitative studies that commence with participants in their
teacher training programs and continue through the first 10 years of their teaching development
are needed. Such studies might yield deeper understandings of the transitional phases new
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teachers go through, the critical life moments that impact their development, and the pivotal
factors leading to retention, attrition, and development. When teachers who have a rich history of
experiences and reflections narrate what they have needed along the way, we are in a much
stronger position to support them and their new teacher colleagues in their most critical early
years of teaching.
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