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Exhilarated and exhausted, hopeful and cynical, fulfilled and dejected—these 

adjectives depict the emotional spectrum characterizing teachers’ first year experiences.  

Narratives of teachers’ initial years speak to the gritty reality of “really learning to teach.” 

Their stories tell of the challenges experienced as they come to understand the depth and 

texture of their students’ lives and their unique developmental needs. They work to 

develop humane, yet efficient, routines to manage the daily business of classroom and 

school life. They struggle to design engaging curriculum and to build knowledge of 

rigorous and fair standards for student work. They try to fend off fatigue, seeking to 

balance career demands with activities and connections that rejuvenate. They grapple 

with the absurdities and paradoxes of school bureaucracies, choosing when to critique 

and resist ill-framed policies and practices. They stumble in some interactions with 

colleagues, administrators, and parents. They wonder why their trying work and hard 

won accomplishments are viewed with such low regard by the general public. In short, 

narratives of first years pivot between epiphany and disillusionment (e.g., Johnston, 

2002; Kane, 1991; Michie 1999). 

The challenges brought to life in these narratives are persistently documented in 

the research literature (Fuller, 1969; Veenman, 1984; Roehrig, Pressley, & Talotta, 

2002). Difficulties in the first years of teaching have implications for both practice and 

policy, particularly because the estimated financial cost of teacher turnover is $2.6 billion 
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children. Feiman-Nemser’s discussion of a professional learning continuum also suggests 

that learning these central tasks takes place in different contexts and with different 

supports. As such, it underscores that “no single institution has the expertise, authority, or 

financial resources to create the necessary structures and learning opportunities” (p. 

1037) to foster a teacher’s complete development along this continuum.  

Teacher Education and the First Years of Teaching 

Given what we know about the nature of new teachers’ learning and development, 

how might teacher education respond to the challenges of the first years of teaching?  To 

address this question, we need some understanding of the sources of beginning teachers’ 

struggles. We offer three common explanations: First, new teachers say the theoretical 

grounding learned in teacher preparation does not equip them sufficiently for the 

demands of daily classroom life; second, they wrestle with the emotional intensity of 

teaching; and third, they often teach in workplaces that are not adequately organized to 

support their learning. 

The problem of theory. 

One explanation for the difficulties beginning teachers experience is that the 

curriculum in university-based teacher preparation programs does not prepare them for 

the specific tasks they must accomplish. This criticism goes beyond the typical concerns 

with classroom management; the basic argument is that teacher preparation programs 

devote too much attention to theory and not enough to the practical skills of teaching. A 

variation of this argument is that teacher educators teach the wrong theory.  

Consider the dilemmas new teachers face with curriculum. These teachers, like 

their veteran colleagues, have responsibility for daily decisions about what and how to 
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teach. District policies on standards, curriculum, and induction play a role in what 

materials and supports are available to beginning teachers (Grossman & Thompson, 

2004; Kauffman, Johnson, Kardos, Liu, & Peske, 2002). Yet, even when these resources 

are plentiful and strong, many beginning teachers report spending significant time finding 
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teachers are still integrating and consolidating their knowledge of teaching and learning, 

and they lack the wisdom of experience held by veteran teachers to trust their choices. 

Third, moments of disillusionment often punctuate the first year. Individuals choose 
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A third explanation for challenges in the first years has to do with whether 

beginning teachers land in workplaces that support their development and learning. 

Research on induction and professional development shows organizational contexts vary, 

and some are much better places for new teachers to continue their development. The 

Project on the Next Generation of Teachers, led by Susan Moore Johnson and colleagues 

(2004), outlines the following features of schools that are organized for teacher and 

student learning: They have principals who are instructional leaders and who develop 

personal relationships with new teachers; they give new teachers appropriate and 

reasonable assignments; they provide sufficient supplies and equipment to support 

student learning; they have reasonable and consistent policies and infrastructure; they use 
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teacher preparation. Over the last thirty years scholars have articulated a knowledge base 

for what teachers should know and models for how they learn to teach (Borko & Putnam, 

1996; Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Shulman, 1987; 

Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 2005). When critiques are put forward, teacher educators need to 

speak out and present the evidentiary base for the knowledge and skills candidates learn 

in our programs and for how individuals learn to teach.  

For example, in response to the NCTQ study finding that most elementary teacher 

candidates do not learn the science of reading, teacher educators should speak out about 

what is taught in reading courses and the broad research base informing that curriculum 

(Snow, Griffin, & Burns,2005). Few in the reading community discount the National 

Reading Panel (NRP) Report evidence supporting the five components of effective 

reading instruction. However, some scholarly appraisals of the Report argue that the 

criteria used to include studies were too stringent; as a result, it excluded important 

empirical evidence about how children learn to read and write, and classroom practices 
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Second, using technology resources, they can establish virtual networks that allow 
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during their first years of teaching. All teachers were graduates of a “specialized teacher 

education program” that prepares urban teachers, ,and the professional development was 

offered either through that program’s Urban Educator Network (UEN) or their schools. 

The authors offer suggestions for how universities might build strong linkages that 

support program graduates to develop long and rewarding careers. Pardo's study, “The 

Role of Context in Learning to Teach Writing: What Beginning Urban Teachers Need to 

Know” examines the impact of three beginning teachers' varied knowledge sources and 

instructional contexts on their writing instruction. “Effective Teaching/Effective Urban 

Teaching: Grappling with Definitions, Grappling with Difference” by Anderson and 

Olsen consider the contrasts between novice teachers’ definitions/descriptions oerd 
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