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Abstract 

The seeming disconnect between what novice teachers learn at university and what their first year of teaching 

demands has been described and lamented for decades. Researchers, teachers, and school managers often blame 

teacher education programmes for not preparing novice teachers for the realities of school. However, blaming 

student teachers’ initial teacher education (ITE) programme is reductionist and ignores that this is only one of 

the complex systems that shape their practice. I argue that a more productive way to understand novice teachers’ 

experiences is through a systems approach that engages with four nested systems that shape their practice—the 

system of the teacher (that encompasses their personal and professional identities and their knowledge and 

competences), the classroom system, the school system and the macro-educational system. In this paper, I 

present interview data generated from 30 novice teachers after they had been teaching for 18 months. The data 

shows that many challenges faced cannot be addressed by the ITE curriculum because they are grounded in 

other sub systems. I engage with what ITE programmes can do and suggest that the main influence of ITE is in 

developing student teachers’ ethical commitment, professional identity, competences, and professional 

knowledge and in providing practical teaching experiences in different schools. I also highlight what aspects 

need to be addressed by the macro levels of the schooling system.  
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Introduction 

The experiences of novice teachers’ reality shock when they start teaching is well-

documented around the world. In South Africa, the challenges of novice teachers are 

heightened by the bifurcated schooling system that has unequally resourced schools, and poor 

learner achievement. Blame is often placed on initial teacher education (ITE) programmes for 

not preparing teachers well enough to enable them to be resilient in their first years of 

teaching. In contrast, in this paper I argue that a systems perspective based on complexity 

theory provides a more nuanced account of the factors that influence the work and practices 
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of novice teachers. It also enables us to see more clearly how different system levels can 

respond to the challenges.  

While there certainly are aspects that ITE can do better, the combined effects of poorly 

resourced schools, weak parental support of learning, poor co-ordination between and among 

the many layers of education bureaucracy, external regulation of policies, and dysfunctional 

school management have made teachers’ work very difficult (Morrow, 2007; Shalem & 

Hoadley, 2009; Soudien, 2007). The state’s response to poor learner achievement has been to 

increase teacher accountability by demanding stronger pacing, regulating curriculum 

coverage, and standardizing assessment practices (Bertram et al., 2021; Shalem & Hoadley, 

2009; Spaull, 2015). From this perspective, the teacher is seen as the key lever in achieving 

better learner achievement.  

However, Allais et al. (2019) have argued that it is the high levels of poverty that sustain and 

reinforce unequal learner achievement in the schooling system. From this perspective, the 

structural constraints of the education system and a grossly unequal society cannot be easily 

overcome by the agency of the individual teacher, or even a group of teachers, no matter how 

knowledgeable, well-prepared, and committed they are. This is the age-old question of 

structure and agency that highlights the question of what novice teachers can do in schooling 

structures that often constrain more than they enable. The focus here is how initial teacher 

education can compensate for the unequal and often dysfunctional schooling system and 

enable novice teachers to be more resilient in their first years of teaching.  

The Initial Teacher Education Research Project (ITERP) conducted case studies of five ITE 

institutions between 2012 and 2015 with the aim of better understanding how education 

faculties were preparing student teachers, particularly maths and literacy teachers in the 

Intermediate Phase (see Bowie & Reed, 2016) and how novice teachers experienced their 

first school placements (Deacon, 2016a). As part of the large-scale ITERP study, 30 newly 

qualified Intermediate Phase/Senior Phase teachers were invited to participate in the three-

day symposium held in Johannesburg in July 2015. Here, I analyse their reported experiences 

and perspectives after they had been teaching for 18 months.  

The ITERP case studies were conducted at a time when teacher education policy was 

governed by the Norms and Standards (Department of Education, 2000) and the institutions 

were in the process of re-designing their curricula to meet the requirements of the Minimum 

Requirements for Teacher Education Qualifications (MRTEQ) (Department of Higher 

Education and Training, 2015). This policy signaled a shift from a competence-based 

curriculum to a knowledge-based one for ITE (Rusznyak, 2015). Thus, the data cannot make 

claims for current teacher education curricula. 

This paper is not a summary of the findings that are reported by Deacon (2016b). Rather, I 

analyse the data to examine how the work and practices of these newly qualified teachers are 

shaped by the state at the macro level (external regulation), the school system and the 

classroom system (internal regulation), and by the teacher system (their own values personal 

qualities, and beliefs about teaching as well as their competences and knowledge that have 
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been shaped in part by their ITE). I then engage with the question, “How can teacher 

education prepare novice teachers better for teaching when many of the challenges they will 

face are located in spheres that are outside the influence of the teacher education 

curriculum?” 

Studies on the experiences of novice teachers 

There are many studies that show that novice teachers feel unprepared for their first years of 

teaching and the consequent reality shock of being in schools is well documented around the 

world (Avalos, 2016; Caspersen & Raaen, 2014; Strom et al., 2018). Some of the findings 

from studies show that novice teachers find the administration and marking tasks 

overwhelming, they underestimate the varied and incessant demands on their time, they find 

it difficult or impossible to apply the teaching strategies learned at university, they find 

classroom management difficult, and they experience the power relationships and micro-

politics of the school as challenging.  

The data from South African studies on beginning teachers show similar findings as Botha 

and Rens (2018) have pointed out. A study by Arends and Phurutse (2009) collected 

quantitative data from 530 novice teachers in five provinces, namely Gauteng, Mpumalanga, 

Free State, KwaZulu-Natal, and Western Cape that were selected since they have the highest 

number of beginner teachers who are in their first four years of teaching. There was also a 

qualitative element to this study since they visited four or five schools in each province and 

interviewed the principals and beginner teachers. The main findings of this study showed that 

the biggest challenge faced related to discipline and classroom management. Most of the 

beginner teacher respondents found the practical component rather than educational or 

assessment theory of their ITE most beneficial. The respondents noted that there was very 

little school-based support provided for beginner teachers. Participants expressed high levels 

of confidence regarding the quality of their teaching practice. This seems to be at odds with 

the general learner achievement data but there is some evidence (see Armstrong, 2015) from 

the 2007 Southern and East African Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality data that 

learners who were taught by younger teachers (aged 19–29 years) achieved better than 

learners taught by older teachers.  

In a study conducted for the Gauteng Education Department, Henning and Gravett (2012) 

collected data from 71 questionnaires completed by school principals and from 38 interviews 

conducted with school principals, teachers, Heads of Departments, and district officials. 

Some of the key findings show that a quarter of the new teachers surveyed were allocated to 

teach in a phase for which they had not been trained. B.Ed students said that they were more 

confident about the acquisition of skills than did the Postgraduate Certificate in Education 

(PGCE) students. Close to two thirds (59%) of participants said that they were partnered with 

an experienced mentor in their first year of teaching; this means that 41% of the new teachers 

had no mentoring. 
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A qualitative study of 10 Foundation Phase teachers in Gauteng (Petersen, 2017) also showed 

that the novices struggled to settle into the practice of managing a school classroom and 

blame, largely, the inadequacy of their teacher education programmes. Many of these novice 

teachers were overwhelmed by the immense expectations of monitoring and tracking 

learners’ progress using many different assessment tasks and were daunted by the minimal 

mentoring support they received and by the power dynamics in the classroom, along with the 

difficulty of actually using in their classrooms the teaching methods that they were taught at 

university. Petersen (2017) argued that novice teachers are in a stage of liminality and require 

good support and mentoring from senior teachers as they traverse their rite of passage 

towards emerging as professional teachers.  

These studies show that the novice teachers experienced challenges with classroom 

management and discipline (see Arends and Phurutse 2009; Petersen, 2017), and many did 

not experience consistent and sufficient school-based support through mentoring (see Arends 

and Phurutse 2009; Henning and Gravett 2012; Petersen, 2017). This is supported by a survey 

of 56 PGCE students who graduated in 2018, of whom only a third said that they were 

formally allocated a mentor in their first year of teaching (Ncayiyana, 2022). In addition, 

novice teachers reported that they struggled with the fast pace of the official curriculum, and 

experienced as overwhelming the load of administrative and assessment tasks they were 

given.  

A systems framework to locate novice teachers’ work  

I have generated a conceptual framework that maps the various system levels that give rise to 

the experiences and challenges faced by novice teachers. The purpose is to move beyond a 

dominant linear explanation that tends to blame ITE for poorly preparing students to face the 

rigours of school life. I draw on work by Hoadley (2002) and by Strom et al. (2018) on the 

regulation of teachers’ work and on Strom & Viesca (2021) on complexity theory to create a 

conceptual framework from which to analyse the data.  

Strom et al. (2018) drew on the work of complexity theorists to consider first year teaching 

practices as part of a complex set of systems that include, but go beyond, the nature of the 

ITE programme and of the teacher as autonomous actor. They argued that complexity theory 

enables researchers to understand “novice practices as arising from interactions occurring 

between the teacher and other elements within a larger network” (p. 3). Complexity theory 

understands the systems as nested: the teachers and learners are nested within the classroom, 

which is nested within the school, which is nested within the school district and the national 

policy frameworks (see figure 1). The boundaries between and among these subsystems are 

porous and overlapping rather than solid and fixed (Davis & Sumara, 2006) but they provide 

a useful heuristic with which to analyse the data. 
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Figure 1 

System levels that influence and shape teachers’ practice and professional identity (adapted from Hoadley, 2002 and Strom 

et al., 2018). 

 

The micro-level system is comprised of the novice teacher. They bring their personal and 

professional experiences and identity, beliefs, commitment, knowledge, and skills 

(professional judgement) to inform their teaching practices. The classroom that serves as

immediate environment for their practice represents the meso

system includes the teacher, the learners, and the available resources. The classroom is, of 

course, nested in the school where the teacher works. The school sys

management team, administrators, other teachers, mentors, and parents with whom they 

interact as well as the overall school culture and organisational structures. This perspective is 

supported by Flores and Day (2006) who argued tha

organisational culture of a school has a big influence of the practices of novice teachers. This 

is what the macro-level system is comprised of. At the super

educational system that includes d

the subsystems nested within it (and the staff who work at these levels) to shape first

teaching practices and experiences. These policies are themselves informed by historical 

processes and compromises (Sayed, 2016)
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While Strom et al. (2018) focused on the sub-systems that specifically shape the practices of 

novice teachers, Hoadley (2002) argued that the work and identity of any teacher is regulated 

at the three levels of state, school, and teacher). These three levels can be plotted onto the 

levels suggested by Strom et al. (2018). Hoadley (2002) reviewed the literature aimed at 

understanding how teachers defined who they were and what they did as teachers. She argued 

that teachers’ work is regulated externally by the state’s specific education project in that a 

teacher has a pact with the state to fulfil the state’s policy requirements. Teachers’ work is 

also regulated at the school level; Hoadley calls this internal regulation. This refers to how 

the school is organised and managed since these institutional cultures and material resources 

constrain or enable certain ways (for example, collaborative practices) of being a teacher. The 

third level of regulation is core regulation that refers to the teacher in relation to values about 

the purposes of education, motivation, commitment, their professional knowledge base and 

notions of acceptable professional practice developed through ITE, and their beliefs about 

their ability to enact agency. At this level the rewards of teaching are psychic or intrinsic (see 

Lortie, 1975) and the teacher’s work is influenced by their own internal accountability. 

Methodology 

The five universities who participated in the ITERP study provided details of all B.Ed. 

students who specialised in the Intermediate Phase (IP) and/or Senior Phase (SP) and had 

graduated in 2013 (Deacon, 2016b). These 357 teachers were contacted telephonically and 55 

agreed to attend the symposium held in Johannesburg in July 2015. Ultimately only 30 

arrived because of logistical issues. Participants had been teaching in schools for 18 months 

when the data was generated through one-on-one interviews and through focus group 

interviews whose participants were grouped according to the five ITE institutions that they 

attended) that were conducted by a range of experienced field workers using the same 

structured interview schedule. The questions focused on what participants would change 

about their ITE programmes, what they would not change, and what kinds of challenges they 

faced as novice teacher. The participants self-selected so their views cannot be said to 

represent a larger sample of IP/SP graduates from even the five institutions that were 

represented. While data was collected in 2015, it would be safe to surmise that the resources, 

organisation of schools, mentoring support, and state policy requirements have not changed 

much since then. However, the ITE curriculum experienced by currently enrolled students 

will have changed to a more knowledge-focused one given the requirements of the new 

MRTEQ policy (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2015). 

Of the 30 participants,16 were teaching in fee-paying schools (Quintile 4 or 5) and 14 in no-

fee schools (Quintiles 1, 2, or 3). Thus at least half of these respondents were teaching in 

fairly well-resourced schools in South Africa; this is not surprising given that eighteen of 

them were teaching in the Western Cape and Gauteng, both of which have a high percentage 

of Quintile 4 and 5 schools.  
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Findings 

In this section, I organise the interview data according to the four sub-systems described by 

Strom et al. (2018) in order to provide insight into how the factors that have an impact on 

novice teachers’ experiences are located at different system levels. I note, too, how this then 

has implications for the role of ITE programmes.  

Super macro level: The education system at national level 

At the super macro level, the national curriculum policy, the Curriculum and Assessment 

Policy Statements (CAPS), is strongly regulated and there are Annual Teaching Plans that 

teachers need to follow every day. With regard to how the state’s regulative frameworks 

influenced their work as newly qualified teachers, several respondents noted that the pacing 

required by CAPS was challenging. They said that this fast pacing constrained their desire to 

teach for learners’ understanding. The challenge to meet the CAPS requirements was 

exacerbated by the slowness of some learners to grasp concepts. In order to meet the pacing 

of CAPS, teachers said that they had to be constantly moving on, even though some learners 

had not yet mastered the concepts; in turn this meant that teachers in subsequent grades often 

had to try to teach what should already have been learnt (Deacon, 2016b). In other words, 

many of the novice teachers stated that there was a tension between their desire to ensure that 

the learners had properly understood a concept, and the strong external regulation in the form 

of the monitoring of CAPS coverage. As two participants noted,  

Time constraints are a major factor, yet what is more important is that the learners 

need to grasp the concept. It is important for the learner to know and apply what they 

have learned because application is a skill. 

. . . teachers [should] make sure that the learners can apply what they have been 

taught; it is not useful to rush through the curriculum while learners don’t understand 

and they can’t apply that knowledge. 

The fast pacing is at odds with the reality of learners who were in the novice teachers’ 

classrooms. The curriculum implicitly assumes an ideal learner who is able to keep pace with 

the curriculum requirements, while the actual learner is not able to do so. This is clearly 

shown by data on learners’ ability to read for meaning (see Howie et al., 2017; Spaull, 2016). 

A participant said, 

The Department requires that you cover a range of methods/approaches to problem 

solving but there is too little time. The learners are slow and to cover all the CAPS 

content is highly pressurised. 

And another explained, 
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The CAPS policy doesn’t enable us to teach—it tries to monitor, and teachers no 

longer have any autonomy, our professionalism has been stripped from us, we are 

micro-managed. The size of the class, and the fact they [learners] come to grade 4 and 

can’t read and write—it’s not possible to be this ideal teacher. A lot of learning 

happens in the home in your own language. The kids in my school are not exposed to 

language, they don’t have the conceptual frameworks that they need to learn new 

things at school. 

Four participants said that the requirement to complete the CAPS curriculum for each year 

prevented them from planning lessons that differentiated strong from weak learners. One 

commented, “Learners come with so many gaps it does not matter what method you use as 

you can’t build. There is no time to consolidate so when do you fill gaps?” 

Two respondents who were teaching English noted that the CAPS document makes demands 

that are impossible to meet, particularly with regard to the language assessment tasks. They 

said, 

We struggle with the workload. We are required to do ten formal tasks per term [that 

leaves] no space in the two-week cycle for lesson preparation and preparation of 

resources. 

CAPS is very extensive [and] there is not enough time to focus on each of the four 

components [reading and phonics, writing, listening and speaking, and handwriting]. 

One novice teacher said that while she had been trained to use a text-based approach to 

promote whole language development, this was not always feasible because 

CAPS wants us to teach one language skill (e.g. reading or writing) separately. The 

Department workbook doesn’t allow us to do everything all together—we are 

required to ensure that children complete four entries per week in the Department 

workbook, so we can’t always use a text-based approach. 

A novice teacher in a Cape Town school (where half the children in her class were part of the 

school nutrition programme) said she was not able to be an “ideal” teacher because of the 

onerous assessment demands. As she put it, 

An ideal teacher spends her time on teaching. But I just do management, 35 

assessments, 40 kids in my class times 6 subjects, the CAPS policy says books must 

be marked daily. I was teaching to assess, and just managing the assessment. For 

example, if CAPS said it was diary writing, then I would teach them to write a diary 

entry, and then had to assess that entry. . . The size of the class, and the fact they come 

to grade 4 and can’t read and write—it’s not possible to be this ideal teacher. 

Thus, the data shows that the curriculum and assessment policies and administrative 

workloads both shaped the participants’ teaching practices and prevented them from teaching 
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in a differentiated way to meet learners’ needs and use the teaching strategies they had been 

trained to use, such as a text-based approach to literacy.  

A participant who was teaching at the Further Education and Training (FET) phase in a rural 

school found herself teaching boys aged 18 to 20 in her Grade 8 and 9 classes. She noted that 

the age of the children in her class caused huge problems with both discipline and motivation 

since these learners knew that their promotion to the next grade would be condoned. This is a 

result of the promotions policy that allows a learner to fail only one grade per schooling 

phase.  

Macro level: The school  

At the school level, the organisational culture, management practices, and resourcing of the 

school in which a teacher works, shape the practices of novice teachers. There are vast 

differences between schools depending on their Department of Education affiliation pre-

1994, and their geographical location (suburban, township, or rural) in relation to resourcing, 

school organisational culture, and the socioeconomic status and cultural capital of the 

learners’ parents (Chisholm et al., 2005; Soudien, 2007). The participants noted several 

school-level aspects that shaped their teaching: the allocation of teachers to teach phases/ 

subjects in which they had not specialised; the presence or lack of induction and mentoring; 

and the organisational culture and management of the school.  

Teaching out of phase 

One of the key aspects that shapes the practices of novice teachers is their confidence and 

competence to teach the class to which they are assigned. Arguably, confidence and 

competence are strongly linked to the knowledge acquired during their ITE studies. In this 

study, six novice teachers were teaching entirely outside of their phase specialisation, three 

each in the Foundation and in FET. This made up 20% of the sample; this is similar to 

Henning and Gravett’s (2012) finding that 26% of their sample was teaching out of the phase 

for which they were qualified. Ncayiyana’s (2022) study of PGCE graduates from the 

University of KwaZulu-Natal indicated that 30% were teaching subjects for which they were 

not qualified. However, the ITERP survey of 776 novice teachers in their first year of 

teaching in 2014, showed that a much higher percentage, namely 65% of newly qualified IP 

teachers were teaching out of phase (Deacon, 2015). 

A teacher commented on how teaching out of phase impacts on her work when she said, 

I teach Foundation Phase learners, [and] I sometimes feel like I am failing the learners 

because I was not trained to teach Grades 1 to 3, so I have to adjust to their level with 

whatever knowledge I found at [university]. 

Another noted, “I had been looking forward to using my [first years’ worth of] experience to 

improve the way I taught maths to Grade 6 [but] the school said, ‘You’re a primary school 

teacher and must be able to teach all subjects,’ and allocated her to teach social science and 

creative arts in her second year instead of maths. 
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It is often the case that novice teachers are not deployed to teach subjects for which they are 

qualified. The ITERP survey showed that 43% of all newly qualified English specialists were 

not teaching English and 28% of all newly qualified mathematics specialists were not 

teaching mathematics (Deacon, 2015). In this study, 16 participants had specialised in 

teaching IP English during their university studies but only eight were currently doing so, 

seven were teaching English in another phase, and one was not teaching English at all. Of 

these novice teachers, regardless of whether they had specialised in the subject, 25 were 

teaching English in one or another phase (Deacon, 2016) whether or not they had the 

knowledge and pedagogic content knowledge (PCK) to do this. 

Induction and mentoring at school 

Only half (15) of the participants indicated that they were inducted into their school (that is, 

provided with an orientation to the school buildings, policies and procedures, and introduced 

to their colleagues). Of these, nine were inducted by the principal of the school, with the 

remainder being inducted by a Head of Department or another senior teacher. Of the 19 being 

mentored, 10 had also been inducted. This means that 11 of these particular participants 

received no mentoring or induction support in their school and this also clearly shaped their 

experience. 

The overwhelming nature of school administration is a common finding in studies on 

beginning teachers. With regard to the kinds of assistance that respondents had asked for, the 

largest single proportion (22) had sought help with administrative tasks and responsibilities. 

Similar numbers had requested assistance with subject planning, setting assessment tasks, 

managing learners’ behaviour, and dealing with parents. Of these respondents, 12 stated that 

they had been partly or completely unprepared for the various kinds and quantities of 

administrative tasks that they as teachers were required to undertake. These tasks included 

preparing and taking registers, creating and maintaining a whole range of files, managing the 

distribution of learning and teaching support materials, developing and using various 

assessment rubrics, diagnostics and moderations, writing reports, and completing the 

Integrated Quality Management System (IQMS) and various other forms required either by 

the school or by the province, as well as entering data into the Centralised Educational 

Management Information System (CEMIS) and the School Administration and Management 

System (SA-SAMS). 

That the novice teachers were mostly seeking help on the administrative aspects of teachers’ 

work indicates that this core contextual knowledge is essential when one is starting out as a 

teacher. It seems that these novice teachers needed an understanding of these urgent 

requirements before they could focus on the substantive aspects of teaching such as planning 

worthwhile lessons and learning activities, preparing high quality assessments, and thinking 

deeply about how to make conceptual connections between and within topics.  
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School organisational culture and management 

A number of studies show how school culture impacts on teachers’ work and professional 

learning (Flores & Day, 2006). Schools that are most successful at retaining beginning 

teachers are highly collaborative, value the knowledge of all teachers (including beginning 

teachers), and focus on what is most educative and worthwhile for students (Long et al., 

2012; Wynn et al., 2007). 

Many of the respondents expressed concern about the organisational culture and management 

in their school. Of the novice teachers, nine wished that their schools had more consistent, 

more systematic, and better communicated school management and discipline practices. 

Many felt that some school management decisions (particularly those related to 

appointments, timetables, and workloads) seemed to favour vested interests, foster 

inequalities between teachers based on gender, race, age, or even the institution where they 

had studied, or were just poorly thought through. There were two negative references to 

staffroom politics and four to some principals and school management teams being so 

autocratic, rigid and unsupportive that “even the unions and the Department of Education 

can’t help you.” One novice teacher objected to being treated by other teachers as, in her 

words, “a minor”; another said she was bullied by the older teachers into “taking their lessons 

even if it is not my class or teaching period” and into “marking their work if they are absent.” 

A third, as the youngest staff member in a school said, “There is no communication between 

members of the staff. I don’t speak to anyone.” This novice teacher clearly felt that the school 

management and organisation had a detrimental effect on her ability to teach. She went on to 

say, 

The [ITE] course can train us to teach maths, but no course can train us to cope with 

poor school management and the problems we experience with the way schools are 

run . . . In a good environment we’d be thriving as maths teachers. 

With regard to the attitudes of their fellow teachers, several novice teachers expressed a level 

of disquiet. Of these, 12 said that they sometimes felt pressurised by other teachers not to 

give of their best in their teaching. Their comments included, “I expected there would be 

more working together for a common goal.” Of these, two were “surprised by the varying 

work ethic of the teachers” and two agreed that “some teachers didn’t seem to care about 

their teaching” with some teachers deemed to be “just doing the minimum” or, according to 

another two, even acting unprofessionally.  

It was clear that the novice teachers had developed a level of motivation and commitment 

from their ITE studies to teach all learners and had assumed pedagogic responsibility for 

enabling learning. They were concerned that many of their colleagues did not share the same 

commitment. A participant teaching Grade 4 in a Cape Town school said, 

I wasn’t expecting for teachers to be so apathetic about the kids, about the kids’ 

progress. They complained about the parents all the time. I thought I would run 

programmes with the parents but the other teachers said, ‘Don’t be silly.’ If the child 
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struggles, the teachers in the school don’t see it as their problem, it’s the child’s 

problem, or the system, you just make them pass the grade. 

Meso level: The classroom 

While a teacher has some autonomy over her practices in her own classroom, her teaching 

practices are strongly influenced by the nature of the learners in the classroom (Strom et al., 

2018). In addition, the classroom environment that includes the available resources, the 

number and placement of desks, and the number of children also enables and/or constrains 

practices. While two thirds of the teachers said that there were generally enough learning 

materials, such as textbooks, available for their learners, most noted that they experienced 

challenges with regard to the learners’ level of knowledge and proficiency in the Language of 

Learning and Teaching (LOLT) that is typically English or Afrikaans from Grade 4. On the 

whole, the novice teachers felt that they were not prepared to teach English to learners who 

were unable to speak or read the language after having completed Grade 3. The Intermediate 

Phase curriculum is premised on the assumption that children have learnt to read by the end 

of Grade 3, and from Grade 4 are able to read to learn, but this is most often not the case in 

South Africa (Spaull, 2022).  

Over a third of these novice teachers noted that their learners struggled with speaking and 

understanding LOLT. Several respondents noted that “language is a huge problem.” They 

said that many learners “struggle with answering comprehension questions because they 

don’t have good basic English understanding and learning.” One graduate currently teaches 

English as first additional language at a school in a deep rural area in KwaZulu-Natal where, 

she said, learners “never speak English outside the school” and were also taught all their 

other subjects in isiZulu. She added, “Learners have no competence in English, they cannot 

speak or read or construct a basic sentence in English.” Another respondent found not only 

that “many children don’t like to read,” but they also did not want to read in English as their 

first additional language. She said, “They are scared and they don’t want to try, and don’t 

practise English at home.”  

This challenge was echoed in various ways across the focus groups when participants were 

asked what they wished they had learned in their B.Ed programme. The respondents replied 

that they wished they knew “how to teach learners who don’t understand English at all” and 

“how to teach learners to read” along with “how to teach Grade 6 and 7 learners who simply 

do not know how to read or write.” One of the respondents teaching in a rural school noted, 

They didn’t tell me that I would find a learner in Grade 12 who cannot read. With a 

syllabus to finish, I have no time to help the learner to read from scratch. There is 

nothing much I can do for them. 

Of the participants, 16 said that their learners took time to grasp concepts and that the 

learners could not yet comprehend what they read, with 13 indicating that many of the 

learners in their classes experienced challenging home circumstances. For eight respondents, 

most of the learners were in this position while 18 said that at least some of their learners had 
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short attention spans or emotional/psychological problems and 15 had learners who were not 

yet able to write sentences on their own.  

A teacher from a no-fee school in Mitchell’s Plain (Western Cape) noted, 

What I didn’t see coming was the learners, their weak learning level was a shock. 

Teaching Practice is not a fair reflection of what really happens in class, as you just 

teach isolated lessons. 

Micro level 

At the micro level, teachers’ practice is shaped by their values, beliefs, knowledge (including 

knowledge of the learner, subject content knowledge, and PCK,) as well as how they 

understand their responsibility as teachers and their professional identity that is based on 

what they think professional practice is. Asked to describe how they imagined an ideal 

teacher, 21 (over two-thirds) of the interviewees mentioned the term knowledge, which 

included reference to subject content knowledge as well as to general knowledge and to being 

knowledgeable, learned, or well-studied. The teacher as a role model, someone for learners to 

look up to and be inspired by, was mentioned by a third of the participants, while almost as 

many emphasised that the ideal teacher is organised, structured, and one who plans well and 

has good time management. Of these novice teachers, five thought that it was not possible to 

be like their ideal teacher in their context that included, for some, large class sizes, overly 

prescriptive curricula (referring to CAPS), school micromanagement, unhelpful colleagues, 

and having to teach subjects or in phases for which they had not been trained. 

A novice teacher from a Cape Town school said he could not be an ideal teacher because a 

primary school teacher was expected to have such a wide range of knowledge. He explained, 

I think if I taught only one or two subjects, I would be able to do that. Teaching all the 

subjects, it’s just unrealistic, very difficult to have this knowledge. I think there 

should be more subject teaching in the primary school. . . I find it overwhelming. I 

think I am failing the kids. That is my biggest fear. As a professional, I am trying to 

master my career. I want to be good expert teacher. 

An overwhelming majority (27) said that they were pleased they were teaching, thus 

indicating that they were not experiencing the low morale sometimes felt by more 

experienced teachers. Over two-thirds (22) felt motivated to stay in the teaching profession 

for the foreseeable future. Their expectations of being a professional teacher show that 

principled conduct, or ethical action, defined the professional teacher, in conjunction with 

being knowledgeable and prepared. It was clear that the respondents wanted to teach in such 

a way that their learners understood concepts and were able to apply these concepts. For 

them, it was not enough to just cover the curriculum.  
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Discussion 

I now engage with the question of what teacher education can do to compensate for the 

reality shock faced by novice teachers. This is a universal experience, but is exacerbated by 

the huge schooling inequalities and learners’ weak literacy and numeracy levels in South 

Africa. I make three key arguments: first, that teacher education can influence teachers’ core 

regulation most directly and specifically. This can be done through the curriculum that must 

prepare student teachers for the reality that many South African children are reading, writing, 

and calculating at three or four grade levels below their actual grade (Schollar, 2018). I also 

suggest a stronger focus on designing and grading worthwhile assessment tasks, and on 

teachers’ agency and professional judgment in the face of policy requirements. ITE can play 

a role in preparing and supporting student teachers for varied classroom realities by ensuring 

that they do teaching practice (work-integrated learning) in a range of schools. Second, while 

teacher educators cannot engage directly with school-level (meso) and broader issues 

concerning the external regulation of teachers’ work, they can raise the vital agenda of good 

school mentoring in national policy platforms and work to create good school-university 

partnerships through providing a wide range of teaching practicum experiences to student 

teachers. My third argument is that the two key issues that impact on novice teachers’ 

experiences—teaching outside of their specialisation and the strong pacing of the official 

curriculum—must be engaged with at provincial and national department levels.  

Regarding the first argument of how ITE can impact on the core regulation of novice 

teachers’ work at the micro level, it appears that the five ITE institutions where the 

respondents were qualified have been successful in instilling a sense of teacher 

professionalism in these students that includes a commitment to principles of teaching for 

understanding, of supporting all learners, and recognising the importance of having deep 

subject knowledge. They were obviously keen to make a difference in the lives of their 

learners and were frustrated by the teachers in their schools who had given up and were 

apathetic. It seems that these novice teachers clearly understood their role as necessarily 

being knowledgeable, preparing well, and focusing on teaching. Clearly, they were 

embracing the formal elements of teachers’ work, “the organisation of systematic learning” 

(Morrow, 2007, p. 14).  

The incorrect assumption behind CAPS and teacher education curricula is that learners have 

learned to read in the FP and that they are able to learn in English as LOLT in Grade 4. At 

least half of the novice teachers in this study noted that their learners were not able to 

comprehend what they read in English and thus could not learn independently from any text. 

Additionally, many of the respondents noted that they had neither knowledge nor strategies 

for how to teach children to read. This makes sense since they were trained as intermediate or 

senior phase teachers. They also did not have time to do so if the learner was already in an 

advanced grade. The reality of learners’ literacy levels contributed to the reality shock of 

being a novice teacher.  
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As mentioned above, there is now overwhelming data that indicates that the majority of 

South African learners do not learn to read with meaning by Grade 4 and thus cannot read to 

learn in later grades (Howie et al., 2017; Spaull, 2022; van der Berg & Gustafsson, 2019). 

This reality must inform the teacher education curriculum. All primary school teachers (not 

only FP teachers) need both theoretical and pedagogical knowledge so that they are able to 

teach children to read so that they know how to decode and make meaning from a text. If we 

do not make this a priority, newly qualified teachers will not be able to address the literacy 

crisis in South African schools and will continue to experience a massive chasm between 

their expectations of their primary school learners and the reality. Taylor (2016) suggested 

that in the next ten years, teacher educators commit themselves to developing effective 

literacy and numeracy programmes for initial teacher education. This work has been started 

by the Primary Teacher Education Project (PrimTEd) programme, which ran from 2016 to 

2020.
1
 There are now Knowledge and Practice Standards for Primary Teacher Education 

Graduates: Language and Literacy (PrimTEd Literacy Working Group, n.d.) which provides 

guidelines regarding what all primary school teachers should know and be able to do with 

regard to teaching learners to read and write.  

Regarding the internal regulation at the meso school level, the school culture and 

management at school level obviously regulates novice teachers’ work in vital ways that 

cannot be addressed directly by initial teacher education. The distribution of well-qualified 

teachers is uneven across schools given the bi-furcated education system as Hoffman et al. 

(2016) have noted. Fee-paying schools tend to have better-qualified teachers whose 

organisational assets bring better mentoring possibilities for novice teachers as a well as a 

reservoir of specialised knowledge, skills, and dispositions (Chisholm et al., 2005; Sayed, 

2016; Shalem & Hoadley, 2009). So, the experience of novice teachers who start teaching in 

Quintile 4 and 5 schools is most likely to be different from those who start teaching in 

Quintile 1 and 2 schools. Teachers who teach in fee-paying schools are more likely to teach 

learners who are cognitively better prepared for schooling, have homes that function as a 

second site of acquisition, and have a school management team that mediates the bureaucratic 

demands of accountability (Shalem & Hoadley, 2009). These inequalities cannot be 

addressed by ITE, but ITE programmes can made this reality more explicit to their students.  

One way to do this is to ensure that all student teachers do work-integrated learning in a 

range of different schools, followed by structured, well-mediated reflections on their 

experiences of the mentoring, school organisation, and management culture, and how this 

supported or hindered their professional learning in that school. Student teachers also need to 

understand the policies and histories that inform the reality of the bi-modal schooling system, 

understand the sociological and social justice implications of this, and engage with how they 

can take agency in the light of these realities. ITE curriculum must teach student teachers 

about the importance of professional judgement and agency, not only as an individual act but 

as a response from a professional community (see for example, Long et al., 2017). 

                                                           
1  https://www.jet.org.za/clearinghouse/projects/primted/about 
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Teacher educators can engage with school-level factors through partnerships with schools 

regarding the mentoring of student and novice teachers. South African studies on novice 

teachers indicate that in-school mentoring is provided to only about 50 to 60% of the novice 

teachers (Arends & Phurutse, 2009; Deacon, 2016b; Henning & Gravett, 2012; Petersen, 

2017). This is a huge gap since proper mentoring and supportive learning communities is a 

vital way of supporting novice teachers through the shock of teaching in schools (Wynn et 

al., 2007). The respondents in this study wanted support regarding preparing and taking 

registers, creating and maintaining the required range of files, managing the distribution of 

textbooks and workbooks, developing and using various assessment rubrics, diagnostics, and 

moderations, writing reports, and completing IQMS and various other forms required either 

by the school, the district or by the province, as well as entering data into CEMIS and SA-

SAMS. Many of these administrative and record-keeping tasks (data-base records, 

completing forms and registers, managing textbook stock) are context-specific and technical. 

It is not the place of initial teacher education to train teachers to do these tasks since they 

require an understanding of a specific school context. School or district managers must 

undertake to systematically explain these requirements to novice teachers. 

However, it is not enough for mentoring to be focused only on administrative and technical 

tasks and procedural policies in schools. Mentors should be supporting novice teachers in 

lesson planning, choosing appropriate resources and activities, designing worthwhile 

assessment tasks, and helping them to see the pedagogic reasoning that lies behind the 

choices that teachers make every day (Rusznyak & Bertram, 2021). The Department of Basic 

Education’s desire to encourage mentoring is reflected in two recent documents about being a 

mentor (Department of Basic Education, 2019a, 2019b). This is a good start, but it does 

appear that these documents focus on the organisational and planning aspect of the process, 

with little emphasis on the substantive aspects of the mentoring relationship.  

With regard to assessment, ITE curricula need to ensure that student teachers acquire PCK 

and content knowledge so that they can make judgements about the key conceptual 

relationships that are worth assessing in a particular subject (Winch, 2017). They need to 

learn how to design valid and reliable tests and meaningful assessment tasks, how to mark 

these, and how to provide worthwhile feedback to learners. There is growing research that 

highlights the importance of formative feedback as a mechanism to support learning (see 

Hattie & Timperley, 2007). There is a national initiative that focuses on assessment for 

learning for teachers (Department of Basic Education, 2020) and it makes sense for ITE 

programmes to also work on this area.  

Two major challenges raised in this study are that novice teachers are being allocated to teach 

outside of the phase and specialisation for which they were educated and that the official 

curriculum is so rapidly paced. My final argument is that the first needs attention from district 

officials and principals, and the second from the national Department of Basic Education. 

There appears to be a belief among many school managers that a primary teacher should be a 

generalist and should be able to teach in any phase or discipline. This does not dovetail with 

the ITE curriculum that carefully makes distinctions between phase and specialisation. One 
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way out of this dilemma is that TE institutions shift their specialist stance and require that all 

primary school teachers should specialise in both mathematics and English, since it is likely 

they will all be required to teach in both these subject areas. The other option is that primary 

schools change their generalist stance, and employ, for example, two or three specialist 

teachers to teach all the maths classes within a phase, rather than expecting every class 

teacher to be an effective maths teacher.  

At the level of external regulation by state policies, many participants in this study felt that 

they were not able to teach for conceptual understanding because the strongly regulated 

curriculum does not allow sufficient time for learners to grasp the concepts. For some, this 

created a clash with their core regulation since their professional judgement was to ensure 

that all learners had grasped the key concepts, but there was not sufficient time to do so. 

There is growing evidence that many teachers experience this tension (Bertram et al., 2021). 

We are faced with the conundrum between the need for a more structured curriculum and 

more thorough curriculum coverage on the one hand and the teachers’ experience that the 

curriculum pacing is too fast for many of their learners, on the other. Teaching learners who 

do not have the knowledge and competences required for their grade level is probably one of 

the biggest challenges faced by teachers. It needs more robust engagement since external 

regulation and monitoring of coverage and pacing can simply create a culture of compliance 

by teachers and fail to support meaningful learning.  

Conclusion 

In response to the blame often placed on ITE for not preparing novice teachers for the reality 

shock of starting to teach, I have teased out the various levels of the system that impact on the 

work and practices of beginning teachers and have suggested which actors are able to 

influence these different sub-systems. It is clear that ITE curricula must do more to ensure 

that novice teachers have the content knowledge and PCK to teach the learners that are in 

their classrooms, with the understanding that PCK takes many years to “come to fruition” 

(Winch, 2017, p. 89). However, the school organisational culture and management decisions, 

particularly regarding supportive mentoring, collegial learning communities, and 

subject/class allocations, has a huge impact on the work of novice teachers. Similarly, the 

national policies of curriculum and assessment monitoring and administrative reporting 

impact on teachers’ work and their autonomy. Thus, it is clear that ITE alone cannot 

compensate for the reality shock experienced by novice teachers. We need a systemic 

understanding of the issue that involves teacher educators, school managers, senior teachers, 

and the Department of Education to interrogate the role they can play in supporting the 

professional learning of novice teachers.  
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