
Chapter 7.   Focusing on the Future 

Introduction 

This book originates from a firm conviction that supporting beginning teachers is 

critical to the long-term well-being of those teachers, the profession and education 

more broadly. Teachers of today work in an education system beset by ongoing 

change and a rapidly evolving technological context for learning. Additionally, they 

work with learners who may be faced with a range of social issues, such as those 

of poverty, domestic abuse and racism (Maloney et al., 2019). Teachers need to 

be able to critically re/consider new ways of working with their students and 

schools in response to the technological, societal and political influences impacting 

their work (Flores, 2020).     

Professional learning is key, particularly at the commencement of teachers’ 

careers, a period described by Thomas et al. (2019), among others, as especially 

intense and challenging, when the complexities and demands described above 

can be experienced as highly stressful (Harmsen et al., 2018, 2019). Professional 

(educative), emotional and social support in the form of induction and mentoring is 

essential to the beginning teachers’ capacity building, well-being and sense of 

professional satisfaction (Harmsen et al., 2019; Thomas et al., 2019). Both in 

Australia and internationally, the availability of professional learning opportunities 

for beginning teachers has understandably become a focus.      

For the purposes of this book, we have focused on the need to support 

beginning teachers in ways that take us beyond the provision of professional 

learning. There is little doubt that the availability of timely, quality professional 



learning is highly beneficial (Harmsen et al., 2019), and work should continue to 

ensure such provisions. At this time, it is acknowledged, however, that there is still 

much work to do to achieve equitable access to professional learning for all 

beginning teachers. In addition, it has become increasingly clear that not all 

beginning teachers feel able to avail themselves of professional learning 

measures, such as via induction and mentoring programs and processes, and in 

some instances do so without the intention of building their capacity (Thomas et 

al., 2019).  

Professional learning that transforms, capacitates, guides and supports 

teachers in enduring and meaningful ways requires a way of thinking and being as 

a learner. It requires that teachers are able to construct identities whereby 

professional learning is valued, prioritised and enacted for the purpose of their 

professional and personal growth. When we think about professional learning and 

being a professional learner in this way, we are driven to consider what kinds of 

policies and practices need to be incorporated into our ways of working with 

beginning teachers to support this far more complex and transformational goal. 

Beginning teachers need supports that moves beyond a functional focus on how to 

increase their participation in professional learning, or accountabilities to ensure 

that professional learning activities are available to them.  

The implementation of teachers standards in countries such as Australia, 

the United States and the United Kingdom, as a means of ensuring teachers 

undertake professional learning, has been criticised for reinforcing a functional 

conceptualisation of professional learning (Flores, 2020). Such an approach to this 

important part of teachers’ work is seen by many to reinforce professional learning 



as an activity rather than as a way of being as a teacher. Flores (2020, p. 220) 

talks about the “technicisation” and “fragmentation” of teachers’ work that runs 

counter to what it means to be a teacher powered by motivation and commitment. 

Mockler (2020, p. 2) similarly draws attention to the “mismatch between ideas 

about effective and generative professional learning and the preferred version of 

professional learning advanced in the standards”. Drawing on the findings from the 

empirical research central to this book, we have endeavoured to demonstrate how 

understanding the ways in which first-year teachers construct their own meanings 

about their work experiences is fundamental to assisting them in shaping their 

sense of identity as learners. 

Using attribution theory (Weiner, 1985, 1986, 2000) as a framework to 

elucidate the ways beginning teachers make sense of, and respond to their 

experiences, we have been able to highlight the significance of beginning 

teachers’ attributions to the kinds of perceptions and attitudes they develop as 

professional learners. In doing so, we shift the conversation from the 

disproportionate focus on professional learning as a behaviour that shapes what it 

means to be a teacher (Mockler, 2020), to foreground the attitudinal, intellectual 

and affective aspects of teacher identity (that is, what we think, what motivates us, 

what we believe). In turn, this understanding offers the opportunity to expand on 

the kinds of support we offer these teachers, beyond the more narrow 

conceptualisations of professional learning support often encapsulated in 

education policy.  



The book in review 

The key purpose of this book has been to respond to the question that both 

motivated and shaped our work: How do first-year teachers’ responses to their 

experiences influence the development of their professional learner identities? The 

following  summary and discussion considers potential decisions around policy 

and practice that could prove significant to future cohorts of beginning teachers 

and the educators who work with them.   

In Chapter 1, we described the complexities and challenges faced by those 

commencing in the teaching profession, the importance of professional learning as 

a means of addressing these complexities, and the politicisation of professional 

learning in countries such as Australia. Demands placed on beginning teachers to 

“hit the ground running” (Veasey, 2012) from the start of their professional careers 

can be overwhelming as they grapple with putting into practice what they have 

learned in their university programs (Caspersen & Raaen, 2014), as well as doing 

so in ways that respond to cultural norms of practice and ways of working at their 

particular school site (Gaikhorst et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2019).  Charged with 

effectively managing behaviour, developing relationships with multiple 

stakeholders, understanding the needs of diverse students and planning and 

teaching in ways that will ensure positive student achievement, beginning teachers 

are required to work hard and build capacity rapidly. Their work, despite their 

inexperience, is the same generally speaking as that of their more seasoned 

colleagues (Schuck et al., 2018).  

It stands to reason that beginning teachers can therefore require strong 

support mechanisms to be in place as a means of assisting them through these 



challenges, to build capacity and enable them to maintain positive attitudes to their 

chosen profession - all important to assist with retaining teachers in the profession 

(Björk et al., 2019). Professional learning has been well documented as a critical 

mechanism to this end. A plethora of research has advocated the need for 

beginning teachers to have access to quality professional learning through 

induction and mentoring (see, for example, Harmsen et al., 2019; Mansfield & Gu, 

2019). Policy has responded through guidelines and in some situations mandated 

requirements that schools will provide beginning teachers with professional 

learning, in the form of induction programs and teacher mentors. For example, in 

Australia (the context for our study), schools are charged with the responsibility of 

providing induction and mentoring for all beginning teachers, articulated in policy 

documents such as the Australian Charter for the Professional Learning of 

Teachers and School Leaders (Australian Institute of Teaching and School 

Leadership [AITSL], 2012) with further recommendations outlined in subsequent 

reports such as The Teacher Education Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG) 

Report (2014) and the Through Growth to Achievement: The Report of the Review 

to Achieve Educational Excellence in Australian Schools (Department of Education 

and Training, 2018).  

Moreover, beginning teachers in Australia (AITSL, 2014) and elsewhere 

such as the United States are also required to demonstrate their active 

participation in professional learning, which is subsequently measured to ascertain 

compliance with state and national requirements (AITSL, 2014; National Board for 

Professional Teaching Standards, 2018). In this chapter, we raised the argument 

that teachers need to develop orientations as professional learners, or their sense 

of learner identity, whereby they consider engagement with professional learning 



as more than a requirement of the job and instead as an appropriate and 

empowering response to their teaching experiences.  

In Chapter 2, we introduced the notion of teacher identity as constitutive of 

teachers’ beliefs, values and aspirations about their work in the profession. As 

such, their identities influence those aspects of their work to which they commit, 

and those ways of working that they prioritise (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). It 

therefore stands to reason that the construction of a teacher identity that prioritises 

professional learning as a crucial aspect of the work of the profession is of vital 

importance to both the immediate needs of beginning teachers, and their long term 

professional growth. We refer to this as professional learner identity, an important 

aspect of teacher identity. In this chapter, we moved from the well expounded 

focus on providing professional learning to beginning teachers, and what form that 

professional learning can take, to the importance of teachers’ mindsets and 

attitudes toward being professional learners.   

Teachers that develop positive motivations as professional learners can act 

purposefully and proactively, taking ownership of their actions as learners. They 

both take and make professional learning opportunities, becoming involved in 

professional learning that may be accessible to them, for example, at the school 

site through mentoring and induction, as well as proactively seeking out 

professional learning at the school site and beyond.  By doing so, they can 

demonstrate their belief that professional learning is necessary as a means of 

growing and developing in the profession, and their willingness to take an active 

role in enacting this aspect of their identities. These expansive dispositions 



(Feeney, 2016) empower beginning teachers to positively manage their early 

careers across a range of differing school contexts.  

Unsurprisingly, not all beginning teachers develop these kinds of positive 

attitudes and motivations as learners. While some beginning teachers can adopt 

expansive dispositions and act as agentic, self-initiating learners, this is not the 

case for all. Beginning teachers may take on a survival stance (Thamar & Kunter, 

2020) to their work, deprioritising professional learning as a practice that to them 

has no immediate bearing on the day to day demands they face early in their 

careers. In fact, it simply adds to their workload. Others take a deficit view of 

professional learning, perceiving that the need for professional learning might 

equate to an admission that they are not up to the job. They consider such action 

to be risky when they are trying hard to impress and gain acceptance as a teacher 

professional.  

Less is understood about why this variance in disposition occurs. In this 

book, we have focused on the ways in which beginning teachers’ (first-year 

teachers more specifically) particular responses to their early teaching 

experiences can be a significant influence on the kind of professional learner 

identity they develop. By investigating the “why”, we are better positioned to 

support beginning teachers across diverse contexts to be able to adopt a more 

proactive and positive stance toward their professional learning, and in doing so, 

construct identities constitutive of the belief that professional learning is necessary, 

relevant and manageable.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

In Chapter 3, we describe and explain Weiner’s (1985, 1986) theory of 

attribution. In this book, attribution theory provides a way of thinking about the way 



teachers develop their identities, and more specifically, their professional learner 

identities. That is, attribution theory provides a means of conceptualising the ways 

in which the first-year teachers’ personal interpretations and subjective 

understandings of their experiences impact the ways in which they feel they 

should and are able to enact their work as professional learners. Through 

attribution theory, Weiner explains how individuals inherently try to make meaning 

of their experiences (that is, they try to work out why things happen the way they 

do). Weiner goes on to explain that the decisions they make to explain the “why” 

then influence their attitudes, actions and feelings. From a professional learner 

focus, once individuals think they have worked out the cause/s for their 

experiences, they will have varying responses to determining the value of 

professional learning for them as a beginning teacher.  

In this chapter, we also detailed the methodology of the research study that 

we refer to throughout this book.  Using firstly an online survey adapted from a 

pre-existing attribution tool, the CDS-II (McAuley et al., 1992), and then face to 

face interviews, first-year teachers working at that time in independent schools in 

Queensland, Australia, provided rich insights into their work experiences. They 

shared accounts of experiences they deemed to have been positive, and those 

considered to be more negative. Further to this, they elucidated the ways in which 

they came to understand the reasons for the way their experiences turned out the 

way they did, and the subsequent impact this thinking had on their identities as 

professional learners. The 57 survey participants and 16 interviewees represented 

a diverse group of first years teaching across the full range of year levels and 

working in schools from geographic locations across the state of Queensland.  

These schools were culturally diverse and were reflective of the kinds of schools 



that offer comprehensive professional learning programs for their new teachers 

through to those only in a position to offer limited support  Study participants 

offered a rich source of information that we have drawn on and discussed. 

In the remaining three chapters we shared research findings and provided a 

discussion of the ways in which beginning teachers respond to their complex work 

experiences, and the kinds of professional learner attitudes and motivations that 

ensue as a consequence of their attributions of causality (that is, how they decided 

to explain the cause or causes for the way they teaching turned out). In Chapter 4, 

we considered those first-year teachers from our study found to develop strong 

and self-initiating professional learner dispositions who were able to maintain their 

commitment and belief in the value and relevance of their work as professional 

learners. In some cases, this was despite working in contexts where professional 

learning was not readily available and/or culturally embedded.  

Significantly, these teachers recognised the complex mix of factors inherent 

in their experiences. They acknowledged that their own work has an integral 

influence on the outcomes of their teaching as they see them; yet they also 

understand that in a school context, there are multiple variables at play in the ways 

their teaching takes place. These teachers accepted the unpredictability of the 

school environment as something  outside of their control. They recognised that 

such a multiplicity of influence is inescapable in a place where so many people, 

such as leaders, colleagues, parents and students, are all working closely together 

in a complex web of interdependence. In the views of these teachers, it is only to 

be expected that when things go right, it is most likely to be the outcome of many 

different factors and influences; alternatively, when things do not go well, this is 



often beyond the control of any one factor or person (including themselves). By 

balancing causality, these teachers can see where professional learning is 

relevant, and maintain the kind of well-being and self-efficacy that empowers them 

to sustain their work as professional learners.  

In Chapter 5, we turned to a group of teachers that struggled to maintain 

their positive outlook on their work as professional learners and, in some 

instances, their careers as teachers more broadly. These teachers developed 

perceptions of professional learning as unmanageable and in many ways, a risky 

pursuit that could expose them to adverse judgement from others. Experiencing 

what they perceived to be persistently negative experiences, they felt mostly, if not 

solely responsible. They found it very difficult over time to see their way clear to 

take on professional learning that, in their eyes, had not yet had a significant 

impact on their practice. Furthermore, they felt that to seek assistance and support 

in such circumstances could well  underscore to others the fact that they were 

experiencing problems. Worn down by this burden of self-blame, and without the 

assistance of others to help them take a more measured approach to 

understanding their experiences, these teachers were at risk of failing to develop, 

or at least sustaining, their commitment and motivation as professional learners. 

In Chapter 6, we discussed the professional learner motivations of those 

first-year teachers who, rather than blaming themselves for the way their teaching 

turned out during the year, turned outward to others, often to lay blame and 

responsibility, particularly when things did not go well. These teachers felt that 

when things went wrong (from their perspective), it was due primarily to the 

actions/inaction of others. By deflecting responsibility, these teachers went some 



way in preserving their sense of self-efficacy, making them better able to sustain 

their belief in themselves as  competent and capable teachers. In the process, 

these teachers, through abdicating responsibility to other people and events were 

prone to dismiss the value of professional learning; for them, it was up to others to 

fix up what was going wrong. Rather than engaging in professional learning in the 

belief that it would have a positive impact on their work and professional growth, 

they were more motivated by the knowledge that teachers are expected and 

required to undertake mandatory professional learning. Research has 

demonstrated that compliance-based participation of this kind has questionable 

impact on teacher practice (Calvert, 2016; Korthagen, 2017). 

A profile of professional learner identities 

This book provides insights that help to explain why and how teachers develop 

and sustain positive attitudes and motivations toward their work as professional 

learners in their first year in the profession. Clearly, how first-year teachers 

respond to their teaching experiences strongly impacts their sense of personal 

responsibility for, and motivation to, proactively and purposefully engage with 

professional learning both in and beyond the school context. That is, first-year 

teachers’ attributional behaviours serve to shape and reshape their identities as 

learners.    

In brief, individuals’ attributions of causality act as a corollary for their 

subsequent thoughts, feelings and actions as professional learners. Throughout 

this book, we have demonstrated that, in response to their teaching experiences, 

first-year teachers seek to understand the cause/s for their teaching outcomes. 

They develop perceptions of how they and others have contributed to their 



teaching (that is, attributing to both internal and external loci), the extent to which 

they feel that they and others have agency to influence a particular situation 

(personal and external control) and whether their teaching experiences are likely 

to change in the future (that is, the stability of outcomes). As a consequence, they 

perceive their actions as professional learners to have varying value, relevance 

and achievability in their lives as teachers. 

Balanced attributional behaviours (namely, responding to experiences using 

what would be considered to be both negative and attribution styles) are most 

likely to lead to positive attitudes to professional learning. Balanced attributions 

best reflect the complex interplay of causal factors in the teaching context, with 

individuals perceiving responsibility and control over the events occurring in that 

setting as shared, at different times, between themselves and others. They also 

believe the outcomes of their experiences to be, on occasions, open to change. 

This measured style of attributing causality moderates the potentially adverse 

effects of negative attribution styles, such as a lowered sense of self-efficacy and 

agency, on individuals following times of challenge. Moreover, balanced 

attributions can assist individuals to mitigate against feelings of complacency and 

limited motivation to take further action, which may arise after they have made 

positive attributions in times of success. Individuals are thereby able to remain 

focused on the fact that there will be other situations where taking individual action 

– that is, using personal agency – is a necessary way of responding. In this way, 

they are more likely to remain optimistic about teaching, staying open to accepting 

some responsibility for resolving the problems they may encounter. 



Habitual attributions of causality (that is, the tendency to use similar 

attributions of causality, such as attributions that are predominantly negative or 

predominantly positive) can undermine first-year teachers’ positive attitudes and 

constructive approaches to professional learning. Those who regularly attributed in 

negative ways in our study were shown to develop increasingly low levels of self-

esteem and a diminishing sense of personal agency in their everyday work, 

leading them to question how professional learning could be of benefit to them. 

They began devaluing professional learning to the point where they were quite 

dismissive of it as a meaningful part of their work. Interestingly, those who 

consistently attributed in positive ways were also prone to losing their enthusiasm 

and motivation for professional learning – but for different reasons. Feeling 

optimistic about and in control of their work, these individuals tended to see such 

limited value in professional learning that they only participated when required to 

do so. They were inclined to conclude that, when things were going so well, 

professional learning was unnecessary and rather superfluous.  

While we have used to some extent a form of typology to share various 

identity profiles, we understand professional learner identities to be located along 

a continuum of attitudes and motivations from those that enable beginning 

teachers to build identities as professional learners that are proactive and driven 

by the desire to build professional capacity, through to those that may 

compromise, or indeed paralyse, their work as professional learners.   

Implications for schools 

As the year progresses, some first-year teachers experience a dissonance or 

tension between their envisaged identities as professional learners and the ways 



in which they engage in professional learning. Similarly, other research speaks to 

the identity tensions experienced by newcomers to the profession (Pillen et al., 

2013; van der Wal et al., 2019). As novices to teaching, many anticipate that they 

will think and act as professional learners as a means of developing their expertise 

and effectiveness in the classroom. They are often excited and enthusiastic to 

commence their first job as fully qualified teachers and keen to take on this aspect 

of their work. However, not all first-year teachers find themselves able to enact the 

characteristics of these envisaged professional learner identities in the lived 

experience.    

In some instances, there is a dearth or of professional learning 

opportunities to support comprehensive professional learning programs in the form 

of, for example, induction and mentoring (Kearney & Boylan, 2016; Kidd et al., 

2015). Many schools continue to work in this space to improve the level and 

quality of professional learning available to their beginning teachers in response to 

externally driven accountabilities and the ever-expanding body of research that 

advocates for the importance of professional learning for beginning teachers. 

Regardless, many beginning teachers commence their work lives in schools that 

offer quite limited levels of support for their work as professional learners. Even 

where such opportunities do exist, beginning teachers need to be motivated to 

engage in such learning (Larsen & Allen, 2016).  

It is therefore necessary for schools to consider their approaches to 

supporting beginning teachers from multiple perspectives. First-year teachers who 

develop the kind of self-regulation and commitment that comes from a positive 

attitude towards professional learning can find ways to work towards who they 



aspire to be as learners across a range of contexts, even in contexts where 

professional learning may not be right at hand. They are motivated to participate 

actively in professional learning initiatives and activities provided by their school 

and, if they believe they need more or different types of learning, seek out 

additional resources and tap into other sources of learning beyond their immediate 

context. They proactively look for ways to overcome perceived barriers to 

accessing professional learning and take ownership of their learning.  

  Directed teacher participation in professional learning through compliance 

measures of teacher and school accountability will do little to develop professional 

learner identities of the kind advocated for in this book and other research. We, 

along with many other researchers (Atkinson, 2012; Calvert, 2016; Hardy, 2018; 

Mockler, 2020), advise caution in applying high-stakes accountability measures to 

motivate teachers’ participation in professional learning. Not only can such 

measures encroach on teachers’ commitment to enhancing their learning; they 

can also erode the inherent value that teachers may place on their ongoing 

learning into the future. There is a need to look at the issue differently.   

Throughout this book, we have discussed a nuanced perspective for 

supporting this important group of teachers to develop strong professional learner 

identities through empowerment to reach complex, balanced and measured 

meanings of their teaching experiences. First-year teachers who intentionally and 

purposefully reflect on their practice with others are ostensibly those who are best 

able to consider the wide range of influences on their teaching when they attribute 

causality. They do not, however, always feel that this kind of reflection is either 

practicable or advisable. Workloads that may, at times, seem almost 



unmanageable can leave first-year teachers feeling that they have limited time 

available to commit to this kind of reflective practice. Supporting teachers to carve 

out time for intentional and considered reflection on their teaching experiences, 

particularly at a time where the availability of such time may be limited or appear 

elusive, needs to be prioritised for beginning teachers. Work release for beginning 

teachers is one measure that has been shown to assist beginning teachers to 

have the necessary time to engage in such practice (Harmsen et al., 2019). 

Moreover, creating cultures where openness and critical thinking is 

fostered, as opposed to a context in which evaluation and criticism of performance 

is perceived as an ongoing threat, is required to alleviate beginning teachers’ 

concerns about the way others might judge their teaching performance, which can 

sometimes act as a deterrent to reflecting collaboratively with colleagues 

(Lammert et al., 2020; Lillejord & Børte, 2018). Their perceptions of certain 

aspects of their teaching contexts may impact negatively on the value they place 

on reflective practice, leading them to feel discouraged about seeking guidance 

and alternative points of view from their colleagues. Schools need to focus on 

developing a sense that learning is a celebrated process of deep inquiry. Schools 

need teacher performance and development policies that support them to maintain 

open and safe collegial environments where first-year teachers, and teachers in 

general, may feel more inclined to collaborate with colleagues in a process of 

shared reflection. 

Even more specifically, the focus for collaborative reflective practice 

(Martinez, 2018) should incorporate an intentional focus on attributional thinking, 

and the ways that beginning teachers understand causality for the outcomes of 



their teaching. Timely and informed support aimed at disrupting unproductive 

attributional behaviours may assist those first-year teachers most at risk of 

developing negative attitudes to professional learning, by enabling them to 

consider their teaching experiences from different perspectives. In these 

circumstances, they may have the chance to shift to more balanced and measured 

interpretations of their teaching. Without assistance, first-year teachers who 

develop negative learning attitudes may continue to limit their access to sources of 

support, both in and outside the school. In essence, they can become trapped in a 

cycle of pessimism. Their professional growth, as well as their ability to remain 

resilient and cope with the ongoing challenges and demands of the teaching 

profession, may be impacted adversely. This situation places some teachers at 

potential risk of burnout and early departure from the profession. 

Assisting those school staff working with first-year teachers to understand 

the impact of teachers’ attributional behaviours on their development as 

professional learners could make it possible for them to identify those in their first 

year who may be at potential risk of withdrawing from professional learning 

throughout the year. In turn, they may be able to make decisions as to whether 

intervention (or disruption to these attributions of causality) could be beneficial. 

Models of mentoring (Kemmis et al., 2014; Langdon & Ward, 2015) and critical 

reflection (Brookfield, 2009; Paterson & Chapman, 2013) could be expanded to 

focus specifically on supporting first-year teachers to bring to the forefront of their 

minds how they are feeling about professional learning and to attribute causality in 

ways that develop and sustain their positive professional learning attitudes. The 

data instruments developed as part of our study (survey and semi-structured 

interview schedule) have the potential to act as useful artefacts or tools to guide or 



facilitate collegial discussions and deepen critically reflective practices for this 

purpose.  

The adapted attribution survey used in our study (Figure 7.1) can be 

constructed to inform mentoring conversations in the first instance. Information 

gathered from teachers could assist mentors to identify the ways in which teachers 

make meaning of their teaching experiences. This offers the opportunity to identify 

those teachers who may be at risk of interpreting their experiences in ways that 

can be detrimental to developing productive professional learner identities, and 

intentionally shaping mentoring conversations to build beginning teachers’ 

awareness and use of more productive interpretations of their lived experiences at 

work. 

 <INSERT Table 7.1 Adapted CDS-II as a tool for mentoring conversations HERE> 

Further, questions based on those from the interviews conducted as part of our 

study, such as those listed below, could be used or adapted to structure these 

conversations.       

1. Can you tell me about a recent experience in your teaching that has been 
important or significant for you? 

2. How would you describe the way that teaching experience turned out?   

3. What do you think caused it to turn out that way?  

4. Do you have any control over that? 

5. Can you do something about this cause for the teaching outcome? Can you see 
it changing?  

6. How do you think professional learning might be useful here?   

7. Can we look at this experience in a different way? Was there anything else at 
play here? 



8. How does that make you feel about your teaching?   

9. Might there be some professional learning that might be helpful now? 

 

Furthermore, teacher educators can play an important role in preparing pre-

service teachers to enter the profession with an understanding of how their 

thinking in response to their work experiences may influence their identity 

development and their work as professional learners. By making explicit the kinds 

of opportunities, challenges and demands that they may face in their first year of 

teaching, teacher educators can explore with pre-service teachers the kinds of 

responses to their teaching that can assist them to sustain their positive attitudes 

to professional learning and their optimism in the profession (Larsen, 2017). Those 

pre-service teachers who understand how their own well-being and motivation are 

impacted by their responses will be better placed to nurture their personal 

commitment and volition as learners. It stands to reason, then, that the capacity of 

graduates to intentionally foster their positive attitudes as learners is critical to their 

“classroom readiness” (TEMAG, 2014) for commencement and growth in the 

profession. In view of this, Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programs can be 

developed to address this kind of readiness through both theoretical and practical 

components of pre-service teachers’ coursework and reflective opportunities on 

professional placements in schools.   

Implications for policy  

This book, and the studies discussed within, provide empirical weight to the 

growing concern that the current technicist and functional view of teaching in 

teacher standards, both in Australia and internationally, is in critical need of review 



and reframing. The positive influence of first-year teachers’ perceptions of 

collective responsibility for student learning as discussed in this book seems 

potentially at odds with the current policy environment. Some researchers argue 

that accountability regimes, such as standardised testing of students, place 

significant levels of responsibility, or blame, on teachers where student outcomes 

are considered to be problematic (whether at a national, state or local level) (Singh 

et al., 2015).  

Standardised testing regimes such as the National Assessment Program 

Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) in Australia promote public comparison of 

school and teacher performance. In a growing number of contexts, such as in 

some parts of the United States (Hill & Jones, 2020), this is taken a step further 

with the implementation of performance pay for teachers awarded on individual 

performance determined by student outcomes. In 2017, and again as recently as 

2019, performance pay for teachers became a topic of debate in New Zealand 

with the tabling of a “Good Teacher Grant” (Young, 2017), a suggestion met with 

significant opposition from the teaching profession itself. Key to criticism of such 

policy moves is the individualisation and inauthentic simplification of the profession 

that is counterintuitive to the complexity of teaching, as discussed in this book.       

This neo-liberal messaging may also serve to undermine the powerful 

outcomes of collaboration among teachers that research has shown to occur for 

teachers at all levels of experience. It is important to consider how the current 

focus on teacher accountability and performance may inhibit the creation of a 

culture of collective responsibility for student learning and instead lead teachers to 

step away from their colleagues experiencing issues of practice to instead focus 



their energies on their own teaching performance. Beginning teachers may be 

especially vulnerable and fearful of evaluation creating a barrier to the kind of 

collaboration necessary for them to be open, honest and critically reflective about 

their teaching experiences. This may put at risk some first-year teachers’ ability to 

arrive at attributions of causality that recognise collective responsibility. Beginning 

teachers may resist seeking support and learning in response to their teaching 

experiences in direct contrast to the kinds of professional learner identities we 

contend are critical.   

Policymakers are urged to reconsider the way professional learning is 

currently represented in teacher standards (that is, as a performance task) to 

explicitly refer to the development of teacher attitudes, motivations and 

commitment to professional improvement and development. Currently, teachers in 

a number of countries are required to plan and participate in professional learning 

as one of the many functional responsibilities of being a teacher. The effectiveness 

of enforced accountabilities and the measurement of CPD hours as a means of 

building teachers’ expertise, often the remit of teacher registration bodies such as 

the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) and the Queensland College of 

Teachers (QCT) in Australia, is questionable. Clearly, beginning teachers are likely 

to comply with these external requirements, just as they will more than likely 

attend non-negotiable professional learning activities in their schools where 

instructed to do so. To a large extent, though, these accountabilities overlook the 

significant influence that teachers’ meaningful engagement in their own learning 

has on the development of their practice and normalise compliant involvement. As 

Mockler (2020) states, accountability discourse centres around “delivery”, 



“identification”, “engagement” and “recording” of professional development to the 

detriment of learning and teachers’ motivational relationship with learning.  

There has been limited shift in policy in the area of teacher professional 

learning since the inception of the aforementioned approaches. This policy stasis 

has occurred despite there being some recent acknowledgement among policy 

makers that the current approach to improving education outcomes may not be 

achieving its intended goals and may, in fact, have had a significantly negative 

effect on the status of teaching as a profession more broadly. On 20 November 

2018, the House Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training in 

Australia announced an inquiry into the status of the teaching profession 

(Parliament of Australia, 2018). The Committee was charged with extending on the 

work from key reports that have already had a significant impact on education 

policy in Australia, such as Through Growth to Achievement: Report of the Review 

to Achieve Educational Excellence in Australian Schools (Department of Education 

and Training, 2018) and Action Now: Classroom Ready Teachers (TEMAG, 2014) 

– both discussed previously in this book – to consider current constraints on 

achieving quality education. Commencing in 2019, areas of teachers’ work 

targeted for investigation included teacher retention rates, burnout among early 

career teachers and professional support. More than a year on, this inquiry is 

currently listed as ‘lapsed’ and while findings have been summarised and 

presented to Parliament, no recommendations have been made.  

Largely, the issue is one of how to respond to the evidence that 

professional learning, along with teaching more broadly, is a way of being and 

thinking, rather than a technicist function that can be fully described and 



measured.  It is a set of attitudes and a motivation, and a belief that being a 

teacher is inextricably connected to being a learner. It is the perception that 

actively seeking professional learning opportunities is both important and 

manageable despite the challenges and responsibilities that can, at times, appear 

overwhelming for the beginning teacher. Participation can be measured, and at 

this time, such measurability in quantifiable terms appears to be of paramount 

importance to policy makers who seek to prove that teachers are engaged in 

professional learning. This approach neglects to provide insight into teachers 

being and becoming invested professional learners, and therefore falls short of 

promoting the conceptualisation of strategies that address this significant area of 

teacher development.     

Implications for future educational research 

Throughout this book, we have aimed to provide a nuanced perspective on both 

teacher identity construction and the work of teachers as professional learners, 

particularly in their first year of teaching. In doing so, we have opened up 

possibilities for this work to be extended and complemented through further 

research. First, we advocate for research to track the influence of first-year 

teachers’ attributional behaviours on their attitudes to professional learning as they 

continue in their careers. Research investigating ways in which beginning teachers 

make meaning of their experiences, and the influence of these interpretations on 

their professional learner identity development in their second and third years of 

teaching would offer useful longitudinal insights.  

Second, it would be beneficial to undertake research into how university 

teacher educators, and school leaders and teachers, can work together to support 



first-year teachers to value their work as learners. This research would build on the 

current literature that reports on school–university partnerships, in particular those 

aiming to enhance mentoring and induction programs for beginning teachers. 

School-based research of mentoring approaches that incorporate attributional 

understandings would provide further evidence of the kinds of strategies that 

support first-year teachers who may be at risk of withdrawal from professional 

learning, and would also contribute to current research on the prevention of 

teacher burnout and early career teacher attrition.  

Fourth, studies focusing on specific cohorts of teachers, such as career 

changers, casual and relief teachers, and out-of-field teachers would be useful to 

develop specific understandings of the ways in which these specific groups may 

contribute to the conceptualisation and implementation of support strategies for 

professional learner identity construction. Finally, a look at different contexts, 

including other education sectors in Queensland (that is, the state or Catholic 

education sectors), and schools interstate and internationally, would provide 

insight into the professional work lives of beginning teachers across other 

contexts.   

Conclusion 

Currently, professional learning is an area of teachers’ work characterised by 

conflicting discourse and approaches. On one hand, it is argued that it is essential 

for standards and associated accountability measures to be in place to mandate 

and monitor teachers’ involvement in professional learning. On the other hand, it is 

contended that internal motivation is much more important in ensuring teachers’ 

commitment to meaningful professional learning (Ball, 2016; Beauchamp et al., 



2015; Biesta, 2013; Mockler, 2013). Proponents of the latter – including the 

authors of this book – have shown that initiatives designed to help teachers 

develop as learners will fall short of their intended goals unless they take account 

of attitudinal development. While the first approach continues to gain traction in 

professional learning design and delivery, there is still work to be done to 

understand how the latter might better be achieved. In this book, we have 

contributed to this work by illuminating the ways in which attributional behaviours 

can play an important role in the development of first-year teachers’ attitudes 

towards their roles as professional learners. First-year teachers will develop 

attitudes that range from those that may inhibit to those that may facilitate their 

willingness and motivation to engage in professional learning. Gaining a deeper 

understanding of the types of attitudinal and attributional behaviours that first-year 

teachers commonly develop in relation to their work in general, and to professional 

learning in particular, will assist those responsible for conceptualising and 

delivering professional learning innovations and initiatives.
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