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Abstract 
 
First-year teachers are teachers who are new to teaching. The number of public school teachers is increasing 
in many countries and areas. Meanwhile, data also showed that some newly qualified teachers anticipated 
leaving or already left after the first year teaching. The purpose of the study aims to present a review and 
synthesize literature regarding the challenges of first-year teachers in public primary schools.  
Peer-reviewed articles (N=30) are collected from Google Scholar via systematically searching key words 
“first-year teachers” with one or more of the following terms: challenge, difficulty, attrition, leaving, and 
public primary schools. The results show first-year teachers meet general challenges listed as below:  
(a) building a professional teacher identity, (b) applying teaching theories in real class practice, and  
(c) handling the same heavy teaching loads and responsibilities as experienced teachers. In addition,  
first-year teachers in Shanghai public primary schools also meet the following challenges: (d) not having 
enough pre-service teaching programs, (e) facing high competition and a workload, and (f) building positive 
and stable relationships with parents/administrators. Considering by new qualified teachers’ internal 
motivation and the external challenge they meet, first-year teachers are overwhelmed in dealing with these 
imbalances. 
 
Keywords: First-year teachers, challenges, public primary schools. 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 

 
First-year teachers are teachers who are new to teaching. The number of public school teachers is 

increasing in many countries and areas. In California, the number of public K-12 teachers has been 
increasing every year since 1985 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). In Shanghai, the number 
of public primary teachers has been increasing sharply since 2015. Compared to the number of teachers in 
2010 (44,278 teachers), there were 51,481 and 52,321 teachers serving in Shanghai public primary schools 
in 2015 and 2016 (Shanghai Statistics Yearbook, 2017). The data indicate that more teachers are joining 
the profession.  

Meanwhile, data also showed that some newly qualified teachers anticipate leaving or already left 
after the first year teaching. In the United States, researchers widely accepted a study result that forty to 
fifty percent of novice teachers (teaching experience from one to three years) quit within the first five years 
of teaching by analyzing federal data in 2003, which is a much higher rate than in any other occupation and 
it becomes a primary factor for the shortage of teachers (DeAngelis & Presley, 2010; Ingersoll, 2004; 
Ingersoll, 2012). However, this first-year teacher retention rate approximation is critiqued by the U.S. 
Department of Education’s National Center for Educational Statistics because “the data included private 
school teachers and excluded the 3% of teachers who left and returned to teach within the five-year period” 
(Fensterwald, 2015). In the new U.S study, researchers used 2007-2008 federal data from only public school 
teachers and calculated that ten percent of U.S. first-year teachers in the public schools left the profession 
and did not return (Darling-Hammond, 2000). Although the data is changed, the first-year teacher attrition 
rate is concerned. In the United Kingdom, 12% of newly qualified teachers are planning to leave their 
positions after their first year teaching and 43% of teachers thought that teaching was not their life-long job 
(Bai, 2018). In China, a nation-wide survey discovered that first-year teachers account for a major 
proportion of the 65% anticipated teacher attrition rate. In Shanghai, how to retain new-qualified teachers 
and support their professional development is in the Shanghai Government Plan (the period of 2016-2020).  

Research indicated that high teacher attrition will lead to negative consequences. Two of the 
negative consequences are financial crisis and low student achievement. The U.S. government spent $1 
billion on recruiting new teachers and $2.2 billion on replacing teachers in 2014 (Alliance for Excellent 
Education, 2005; Duncan, 2009). To renew teaching credentials and support new teachers in their first two 
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years, California’s budget provided $66 million to support over 12,000 beginning teachers in 1998 and 
$128 million to support 30,118 first-year teachers in 2007-2008 (Report on New Teacher Induction, 2015). 
Similarly, the Shanghai government has funded more teacher support in the current decade. According to 
the data from the Shanghai Teacher Training Center, the funds for teacher professional development is 
constantly increasing from 2,742.36 million yuan in 2015 to 3,851 million yuan in 2017, and to 7,772 
million yuan in 2018 (Shanghai Teacher Training Center, 2015; 2016; 2017). If the attrition rate of  
first-year teachers is going to rise, the amount of funding will be wasted. 

Generally, first-year teachers have high motivation for teaching and learning. As Brookhart and 
Freeman (1992) stated, “altruistic, service-oriented goals and other intrinsic motivations are the source of 
the primary reasons entering teacher candidates report why they chose teaching as a career” (p. 46). Also, 
researchers reported that beginning teachers have “a desire to work with children and adolescents,” which 
stimulates their learning/teaching attitudes, expectations, and engagement in the first year (Löfström  
& Poom-Valickis; Watt & Richardson, 2008). However, first-year teachers do face various extrinsic 
challenges.  

The purpose of the study aims to present a review and synthesize literature regarding the 
challenges of first-year teachers in public primary schools. Peer-reviewed articles (N=30) are collected 
from Google Scholar via systematically searching key words “first-year teachers” with one or more of the 
following terms: challenge, difficulty, attrition, leaving, and public primary schools. 
 
2. The challenges of first-year teachers in public schools 
 

First, they are expected to build a professional teacher identity in a very short time. In other words, 
they need to transform from a student teacher to a teacher of students quickly. However, building and 
exploring teacher identity should be an ongoing process, developed over years of teaching experience and 
reflection, instead of a stable identity (Erikson, 1986). The procedure of this transformation includes a 
series of observations, imitations, explorations, reflections, and practices. In the process, teachers need to 
consistently explore and reflect on questions such as, “Who am I at this moment”, “Who do I want to 
become”, and “How and from where do teacher educators develop their understandings of what is means 
to do their work?” (Conway, 2001). To answer these questions and develop a professional teacher identity 
in their first-year teaching is challenging and overwhelming (Beijaard, 1995; Zhang, Ding, & Xu, 2016). 

The second challenge is that first-year teachers are expected to skillfully apply teaching theories 
in real class practice; however, they are overwhelmed, most of time by the tasks of delivering instructions 
and managing class (Banville, 2015; McAnulty & Cuenca, 2014; Tsui, 2004). Moreover, Flores (2006) 
studied a group of beginning teachers in Europe and realized that they were struggling to achieve the 
expected performance -- “learning while doing”, at school, so many beginning teachers switched from a 
student-centered classroom to traditional lecture (p. 2021).  

The third challenge is that first-year teachers are expected to handle the same heavy teaching loads 
and responsibilities as experienced teachers (Banville, 2015). Renard (2003) argued that “schools often 
overwhelm new teachers by expecting them to juggle all the responsibilities and duties that veteran teachers 
do. Instead, we need to give new teachers to grow” (p. 62). Researchers suggested school and district 
administrators improve new teacher retention by adjusting their workloads in teacher induction programs 
such as avoiding to assign them to the most challenging grade level or students, avoiding to assign extra 
duties (i.e.: intervention, committee members, student council advisor), and assigning  
first-year teachers the same planning period with their mentors (Farrell, 2003; Clark, 2012)). However, the 
reality is not ideal. According to Alliance for Excellent Education (2005), a Washington, DC-based national 
policy and advocacy organization, reported that, 60% of teachers transferred schools or left teaching 
because of too heavy a workload. In both England and Finland, new teachers experienced extensive 
national-level curriculum and assessment, which challenges them and becomes a main reason of turnover 
(Webb et al., 2004). Expecting new teachers to perform all responsibilities as experienced teachers is 
unrealistic (Allen, 2000). When first-year teachers meet these workloads as seasoned professionals, new 
teachers often fall into a feeling of “demoralized and dispirited, anxious about their efficacy and their 
capability to cope” (Scott, 1995, p. 96). These experience and perceptions persuade them to leave the 
teaching profession (DeAngelis & Presley, 2010; Ingersoll, 2004; Ingersoll, 2012). 
 
3. The challenges of first-year teachers in Shanghai public schools 
 

In addition to the above general first-year teachers’ challenges, first-year teachers in Shanghai 
public primary schools have additional challenges. First, new-qualified teachers may not have enough 
training because teacher preparation programs are not mandatory in Shanghai public primary schools. 
Being a primary school teacher is only required to have a bachelor degree (four-year college/university 
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degree) or a higher degree and a Shanghai teaching credential. Teachers in Shanghai public primary schools 
are all specialists rather than all-subject teachers in other countries. Based on their college majors, teachers 
can be categorized into three groups: general educations, core course majors (i.e., Chinese, Math, and 
English), and subsidiary course majors (i.e., science, arts, and physical education). For teachers who major 
in education, they experienced approximate 20 weeks a teacher preparation program/intern program in the 
four-year college setting so they are automatically issued the credential (Ding, 2011; Xia, 2018). However, 
for teachers whose majors were other than education (core course majors and subsidiary majors) and were 
willing to train into teaching, they did not experience any teaching practice but concentrated on all  
subject-based courses in their universities, they must take a teaching credential test (Chen & An, 2016; Xia, 
2018). The credential test is a law and subject knowledge based written and oral test. It does not require 
class practice hours. Therefore, the latter group of first-year teachers may lack practice in classroom 
teaching when they are hired.  

Second, first-year teachers are expected to build positive and stable relationships with colleagues, 
administrators, parents, and students (Ren, 2014). However, they always feel powerless and isolated in the 
first years (Zhao, 2003). Cao and Zhou (2007) pointed out that dealing with student-teacher relationships 
is the greatest challenge first-year teachers meet. Knowing students well and having positive relationships 
with students are relative to course design, planning and organization, motivating students’ interests, and 
delivering differentiated instructions. However, first-year teachers are not confident in building  
teacher-student relationships. 

Third, Shanghai public school teachers are facing high competition and a workload. They are 
expected to show high student academic achievements via standardized exams and a series of government 
interventions than teachers in some other countries (Gao, 2008; Ministry of Education, 2010). To improve 
students’ academic scores, they must bear heavy workloads -- their average working time is 9.16 hours per 
day without extra-time payment (Wu, 2018). Considering by new qualified teachers’ internal motivation 
and the external challenges they meet, first-year teachers are overwhelmed in dealing with these 
imbalances.  
 
4. Summary 

 
Literature review shows that first-year teachers meet general challenges listed as below:  

(a) building a professional teacher identity, (b) applying teaching theories in real class practice, and  
(c) handling the same heavy teaching loads and responsibilities as experienced teachers. In addition,  
first-year teachers in Shanghai public primary schools also meet the following challenges: (d) not having 
enough pre-service teaching programs, (e) facing high competition and a workload, and (f) building positive 
and stable relationships with parents/administrators. Considering by new qualified teachers’ internal 
motivation and the external challenge they meet, first-year teachers are overwhelmed in dealing with these 
imbalances. 
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