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Beginning teacher perceptions of causality for their professional
highs and lows during their first year of teaching

Ellen Larsen and Jeanne M. Allen

Abstract The transition from pre-service to beginning teaching has been well documented
as complex and challenging, with novice teachers shown to experience a number of
professional highs and lows as they progress through their first year of teaching. As they
reflect on their early experiences, beginning teachers establish perceptions of causality that
influence their sense of professional agency, self-efficacy and motivation. This type of
attributional thinking can have a strong impact on their ongoing development as teachers. In
this chapter, which reports on the first phase of a larger mixed methods study, we discuss the
influence of attributional thinking on the development of beginning teachers’ professional
learning identities. The use of an online survey, which drew from a sample of 57 beginning
teachers working in independent schools across Queensland, sought to identify the ways in
which participants attributed causality (that is, why things happened the way they did) for
their professional highs and lows during their first year of teaching. The study found that,
when attributing causality for success, participants were most likely to identify their own
practice as an enduring cause for this and similar future successes. They were also likely to
attribute the cause of events perceived as unsuccessful to their own practice. Notably, this
study found that beginning teachers apportioned high shared levels of control of causes for
both successful and unsuccessful events with others in their working contexts, such as their
colleagues and mentors. This study raises significant questions as to how attributional
thinking, engaged during reflective practice, impacts the development of the professional
learning identities of beginning teachers.

1.

Background Context

It has been well documented that beginning teachers can experience “reality shock” upon
entering the teaching profession (Keogh, Garvis, Pendergast, & Diamond, 2012). According
to Devos, Dupriez and Paquay (2012, p. 206), “beginning teachers enter a new world,
experience an accelerated pace of life, and encounter unexpected situations and challenges.”
Participation in professional learning and induction programs has been cited as a necessary
support for novitiate teachers as they deal with the transition into the profession (DarlingHammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009; Huisman, Singer, & Catapano,
2010), impacting positively on levels of beginning teacher retention (Buchanan et al., 2013;
Ingersoll, 2001) and, additionally, assisting teachers to develop the capacity to impact student
outcomes and contribute to the collective expertise of their schools (Lovett & Cameron,
2011). As stated in the recent report from the Australian Teacher Education Ministerial
Advisory Group (TEMAG) (2014), “high-performing and improving education systems
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demonstrate a commitment to structured support for beginning teachers in their transition to
full professional performance and, in doing so, build and sustain a culture of professional
responsibility” (2014, p. 38).
The provision of support in this context requires an understanding of both the
professional learning needs of the beginning teacher (Lovett & Cameron, 2011), and also of
the ways in which the beginning teacher develops an identity with a propensity to engage as a
professional learner (Walkington, 2005). Self-efficacy (Devos et al., 2012), motivation,
resilience (Doney, 2013) and a positive attribution style (Fineburg, 2010) have all been linked
to beginning teachers’ ability to cope with the early challenges of teaching. A study of
novice coaches by Larsen and Allen (2014) also found that those coaches who displayed
evidence of a strong professional learning identity were able to remain positive in the face of
significant challenges. Little is known, however, about what motivates beginning teachers to
prioritise professional learning in the development of their teacher identities.
In response to research acknowledging that professional learning is key to teacher
retention and success, the “teacher as professional learner” has emerged as significant in
educational policy (Australian Institute of Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), 2011,
2012). The implementation of The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (AITSL,
2011) has established professional learning as an expectation for all teachers through, for
example, structured induction programs. According to Phillips (2008), effective engagement
in professional learning also requires a sense of responsibility for that learning. There is a
need, therefore, for us to understand how teachers entering the profession develop positive
professional learning identities. The work reported on in this chapter goes some way to
addressing this need.

2.

Research Aim

The aim of the research reported on below is to develop an understanding of the ways in
which beginning teachers interact within their working contexts to develop their identity as
professional learners during their first year of professional practice. For the purposes of this
chapter, data analysis and interpretation from the first phase of the study, conducted through
an online survey in 2015, will be presented and discussed. In doing so, we respond the
following research question:
How do beginning teachers attribute causality for the successful and unsuccessful1
events that they experience in their first year of teaching?
The findings from this study raise important considerations in relation to how such
attributions impact the development of beginning teachers’ beliefs, values and identities as
professional learners. This chapter will acknowledge these considerations as study findings
are discussed.

1

We are not suggesting a polarity between “successful” and “unsuccessful” here. Rather, participants reported
a range of experiences across this spectrum. The terms “successful” and “unsuccessful” were used by
participants during data collection to identify those events in which successful or unsuccessful outcomes were
perceived.
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3.

Literature

We begin this review by discussing current national and international literature about the
development of teacher identity, which provides an overarching conceptual framework to this
research. We then provide a brief overview of how the literature portrays the professional
identity development of the beginning teacher, and the ways in which teacher identity has
been shown to be impacted by professional learning. The final part of the review focuses on
the process of reflection on and for action—and its relevance to professional learning identity
development.
Teacher identity has been an area of increasing focus for some time (Beauchamp &
Thomas, 2011; Day, Kington, Stobart, & Sammons, 2006; Gee, 1999). It stems from an
individual’s sense of personal identity, which has been described as the set of beliefs and
values that one holds about oneself that exist behind one’s “situated identities” (Bullough,
2005) that are specific to the particular roles or contexts in which an individual participates.
Referred to as both teacher identity (Flores & Day, 2006) and professional identity (Cohen,
2010), both terminologies refer to the teacher’s understanding of what an effective teacher is,
and their own beliefs and values about the teacher they want to become (Thomas &
Beauchamp, 2007).
Identity research has demonstrated that teachers not only perform a functional role,
but also develop an identity reflecting their understandings and inclinations as a teacher
practitioner (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011; Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004; Flores & Day,
2006). The seminal work of Lortie (1975) demonstrated that beginning teachers come to
teaching with a set of values and beliefs that impact the ways in which they understand their
multiple professional responsibilities informed by their experiences as school students,
through a process of anticipatory socialisation. This process of occupational socialisation is
then further influenced during pre-service professional experience activities (see, e.g., Allen,
2006), and, as the pre-service teacher transitions to practising teacher, through immersion in
the institutional environment (Allen, 2006) and through interaction with colleagues (Cook,
2009). Beginning teachers modify their early understandings and beliefs about teaching as
they experience the realities and demands of their new role. According to Day et al. (2006),
this is an intense time of identity work when new teachers often question current beliefs and
values, and reshape their identities as they reflect on the highs and lows of their experiences
in the workplace.
According to Hammerness et al. (2005, p. 383), “developing a professional identity is
an important part of securing teachers’ commitment to their work and adherence to values
and norms of practice.” The impact of beginning teachers aligning their practice and beliefs
to “adjust to the requirements of the conditions of the workplace” (Hargreaves, 1995, p. 80)
has been debated within the research. However, teachers are expected as a norm of practice,
in Australia and elsewhere, to engage in ongoing professional learning (AITSL, 2011; United
Kingdom Department of Education, 2011). It is therefore essential that beginning teachers
value and prioritise professional learning as a responsibility of their work.
Researchers agree that such professional learning comprises of more than
participation in professional learning events. Mockler (2013, p. 42) argues that “teacher
professional learning at its best is not merely about acquisition of knowledge and skills, but
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the formation and mediation of teacher professional identity.” This view represents a shift in
attention away from teacher behaviour and towards teacher thinking and reflection (Zuljan,
Zuljan, & Pavlin, 2011). From this perspective, engagement in professional learning
“promotes the teacher as a flexible, lifelong learner, able to participate in ongoing change”
(Walkington, 2005, p. 54). The emphasis is on both the development of knowledge for
improved practice, as well as the growth of a professional learning mindset.
Key to the development of such a mindset is a focus on reflective practice Teachers
who engage reflectively can develop the capacity to identify areas for improved practice (Liu
& Zhang, 2014). Researchers agree that reflective practice has transformative potential
through the “thoughtful, systematic, critical exploration of the complexity of one’s own
learning and teaching practice (Samaras & Freese, 2006). Therefore, within the context of
this study, reflection can be seen as thinking about, and moving forward from, the highs and
lows of teaching.
However, while reflective practice has been clearly identified as a critical factor in
teacher professional learning, it continues to be represented in myriad ways (Liu & Zhang,
2014; Toom, Husu, & Patrikainen, 2015). Seminal works by Dewey (1933) and Schön
(1983) occupy a prominent position in the literature on reflective practice, albeit from
different theoretical perspectives. While Dewey (1933) supports a retrospective approach to
reflection through a sequenced and logical practice known as reflection on action, Schön
(1983) is critical of such a technicist approach, and places value on the tacit and experiential
knowledge of the teacher to respond flexibly and spontaneously to experiences as they
happen through reflection in action.
Reflection on action provides the beginning teacher with the opportunity to make
sense of their professional experiences that can be “complex, unpredictable and often
challenging” (Jones & Jones, 2013, p. 74). For the beginning teacher, tacit understandings of
teaching (Herbert, 2015) and past teaching experiences, upon which to draw while reflecting
in action, are obviously more limited (McIntyre, 1993). Reflection on action provides a
retrospective opportunity for beginning teachers to make meaning about “themselves as
persons and as teachers, events they encounter and the contexts in which their experiences
occur” (Toom et al., 2015, p. 322).
While reflective practice of the type proposed by Dewey (1933) is important to
understanding past events, Eruat (1995) argues the need for a model of reflection for action
that requires beginning teachers to consider future actions and development (Urzua &
Vasquez, 2008). Reflection for action focuses on prospective planning for action “that allows
novice teachers to interpret their early experiences with a view towards the future” (Urzua &
Vasquez, 2008, p. 1944). This future oriented process enables interpretations of experience
to generate professional learning intentions. There is a significant gap in the research
examining thinking behaviours that facilitate this reflection for future action. Through
framing the work presented in this chapter in attribution theory, we go some way towards
addressing this gap.
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4. Theoretical Framework
Our adoption of Weiner’s theory of attribution (Weiner, 1972, 1985, 1986) provides an
effective frame within which to examine the thinking that facilitates professional learning.
Attribution theory explains the process and consequences of seeking a determination of
causality following a particular event perceived by an individual as having either a successful
or unsuccessful outcome. According to Weiner (1985, 1986), individuals have an innate
tendency to seek causality to explain the causes for events that occur in their lives,
particularly when such events are novel, unexpected or negative (Perry, Daniels, & Haynes,
2008). The attribution process is therefore highly pertinent to the beginning teacher
undergoing a significant transition into an unfamiliar context (Boyer, 2006). Furthermore,
attributional processing subsequently influences the behaviour of the individual within that
social context (Weiner, 1995).

4.1 Dimensions of causality
Weiner (1972, 1985, 1986) proposes that individuals allocate causality across three
dimensions of locus, stability and controllability. The properties for each dimension (see
Figure 1) are considered as individuals reflect, and determine causality.

Event or outcomeSuccessful
Unsuccessful

Allocation of
dimensional properties
Locus
Internal vs External

Stability
Stable vs Unstable

Controllability
Controllable vs
Uncontrollable

Figure 1 Dimensions of causality
Locus of causality: In allocating the locus of causality, an individual seeks to ascertain the
source of responsibility for an event outcome as either internal or external to their own self.
A locus of causality that is internal includes personal ability and effort. External loci of
causality include (a) the abilities or decisions of others, and (b) the context in which the event
took place.
Stability: Stability refers to the individual’s perception of the changeability of the attributed
cause in the future. On one hand, a highly stable cause would be deemed to be fixed, and
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unlikely to change in the future. On the other hand, an unstable cause would indicate a
possibility for change across time.
Controllability: Weiner (2010) defines controllability as the perception of influence over
the cause of an event. High controllability refers to a high degree of perceived influence over
either an internal or external cause. McAuley, Duncan and Russell (1992) found that greater
reliability of attributional measurement occurs when both personal and external perceptions
of control are included.

4.2 Attributional Responses
Significantly, dimensional attributions for the cause of an event outcome impact an
individual’s subsequent actions, motivations, and emotional responses (Weiner, 1986), as we
explain below. These actions and responses have been linked by Weiner to self-efficacy,
expectations for the future and the motivation of the attributing individual (see Figure 2).
Attributions for locus of causality have been closely linked to self-efficacy (Weiner,
2010). When attributing a successful outcome internally, the individual is likely to
experience a sense of pride and self-efficacy. Conversely, external attributions for successful
outcomes may lower the individual’s sense of self-efficacy due to feelings of failure
(Bandura, 1989). Where causality for an unsuccessful outcome is determined to be external,
self-efficacy can be preserved (Coleman, 2013). In contrast, self-attribution for an
unsuccessful outcome can lead to feelings of guilt and lowered self-efficacy.
Stability gives rise to expectancy shifts for future achievements and is a powerful
determinant of perceived hope for success, while controllability creates a perception of
influence over the cause. There is a strong link between controllability and Bandura’s (1989,
2001, 2006) work on human agency. A high sense of agency leads the individual to perceive
that they have the ability to influence factors impacting their success. In contrast, a low sense
of agency elicits the perception that circumstances are controlled by others, which can impact
negatively on the motivation to act.
Martinez, Martinko and Ferris (2012, p. 17) introduced the concept of “fuzzy
attribution style.” Whereas the attributions above indicate a “crisp set” of attributional
decisions by the individual, a fuzzy attribution results from an uncertainty, or an
unwillingness to commit, to a particular causal decision. These attributions are characterised
by neutral responses when reflecting about causality.

6

Event Successful
Unsuccessful

Allocation of
dimensional
properties

Attributional
Response

Locus
Internal vs External

Self-Efficacy

Stability
Stable vs unstable

Expectations

Controllability
Controllable vs
Uncontrollable

Motivation

Neutral

Uncertainty

Figure 2 Attributional responses
As alluded to above, this chapter focuses on the attributions of causality across these
dimensions, reported by a sample of beginning teachers in response to their perceived
successful and unsuccessful experiences during their first year of teaching.

5. Methodology
This is the first phase of a larger sequential mixed methods study (Creswell & Clark, 2011),
involving the online collection of survey data in 2015 following ethical clearance from the
University’s Human Research Ethics Committee. Fifty-seven first-year teachers working in
independent schools in Queensland completed the online survey consisting of an adaptation
of the Causal Dimension Scale II (CDSII) (McAuley, Duncan, & Russell, 1992), designed to
measure participants’ attributions of causality for events in which they were involved in their
first year of teaching. With a return rate of 30.6 percent from a possible sample of 186
beginning teachers, demographic data indicated that there was representation of independent
school contexts across geographic location, school size and year level (Prep to Year 12).

6. Data Analysis
To remain within the scope of this chapter, two of the four sections of the survey data have
been selected for presentation here. These include open responses providing participants’
reported experiences and associated perceptions of causality, and quantitative data from a bipolar scale providing detailed attributions across the dimensions pertaining to each cause.
Analysis firstly involved the coding of attributed causes for the event outcomes. Each cause
was coded using key words, and iterative coding led to the development of categories (Miles,
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Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). Frequency counts and percentages were calculated for each
category to ascertain the prevalence of causes identified by this first-year teacher sample.
Total scores were then calculated for each causal dimension (locus, controllability and
stability) attributed to each cause (see Table 1). The higher the total score, the higher the
personal responsibility (internal), perception of both personal and external control, and
perceived stability of the cause; the lower the score, the lower the sense of personal
responsibility (external), personal and external control and stability of the cause. A score of
15 was considered neutral.

Dimension of
Attribution

Bi-polar Survey Statements

Total Scores

27-16

15

14-3

Locus of causality

That reflects an aspect
of yourself

Neutral

Reflects an aspect of
your context

Controllability
(personal)

Within you

Outside of you

About you

About others

Manageable by you

Neutral

You can control

You cannot control

Over which you have
power
Controllability
(external)

Stability

Over which others
have control

Not manageable by
you

Over which you have
no power
Neutral

Over which others
have no control

Within the power of
other people

Not within the power
of other people

Other people can
control

Other people cannot
control

Permanent

Neutral

Temporary

That is stable across
time

That varies across
time

Unchangeable

Changeable

Table 1 Total scores for the Causal Dimension Scale II (adapted from McAuley, Duncan, &
Russell, 1992)
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7. Findings
We present our findings in four parts: (1) Causes2 of successful outcomes; (2) Causes of
unsuccessful outcomes; (3) Dimensional attributions for successful causes; and (4)
Dimensional attributions for unsuccessful causes.

7.1 Causes of Successful Outcomes
Ten cause categories for success were established. Of these categories, participants were
most likely to attribute success internally to their own practice. In total, participants
attributed causality internally in 57.14 percent of survey responses. While there was a
propensity for these beginning teachers to attribute internally, external causes were also
represented, with support from colleagues accounting for the majority of external attributions.
Table 2 includes the attributed causes, an exemplar survey response and the frequency count.
Other external causes were also acknowledged, such as collaboration, students, contextual
conditions, professional learning and pre-service experiences to lesser extents (see Figure 3).
Attributed causes

Survey response exemplar

Own practice
Colleagues

Providing an interesting activity.
I asked other teachers what they used
for behaviour management.
I developed a positive relationship
with the student at the beginning.

Own
relational/communication
work
Collaboration

Everyone was on the same page
doing the same things.
Own professional learning
Personal study/research and
preparation.
Students
The student’s willingness and
motivation to take on extra learning.
Context
I work with these girls in a small
class environment.
Own life experience
My previous work and life experience
has assisted me.
Professional learning
I attended Professional Development
that was inspiring and practical.
Pre-service experience
My teaching internship has allowed
me to accumulate lots of ideas and
resources.
Table 2 Successful cause categories

Frequency %
Count
54
38.57
35
25
16

11.43

10

7.14

8

5.71

8

5.71

3

2.15

2

1.43

2

1.43

2

1.43

2

As previously noted, this is a perceptual study and, therefore, these are participants’ reported perceptions of
the causes of “successful” and “unsuccessful” event and experience outcomes.
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Percet

Attributed Causes for Sucessful
Events
50
40
30
20
10
0

Causes

Figure 3 Successful cause distributions

7.2 Causes of Unsuccessful Outcomes
Similarly, participants were most likely to attribute causality for unsuccessful outcomes to
their own practice (see Figure 4).

Percent

Attributed Causes for Unsucessful
Events
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

Causes

Figure 4 Unsuccessful cause distributions
Internal categories, which included inexperience, a lack of confidence and knowledge,
lack of professional learning initiative and relational skills, totalled 53.92 percent of
responses (see Table 3). Notably, causes pertaining to external causes such as teaching
context, students, colleagues, parents and the home, lack of training and other life activities
combined to yield 46.09 percent of responses.
Attributed causes

Survey response exemplar

Frequency %
Count
10

Own practice
Teaching Context
Inexperience
Students
Colleagues
Lack of confidence

Lack of knowledge
Home/ Parents
Lack of training
Other life activities
Lack of initiative to seek
help
Own relational skills

I did not prepare my materials
enough.
Not enough time, lack of teacher aide
support, small sized classroom.
If I was more experienced I may have
been able to try something different.
This was due to the student's attitude
towards his work.
My mentor does not seem keen to
impart her knowledge.
I felt I was not confident about
talking to parents about learning
difficulties.
I didn't have enough knowledge
about the topics I was teaching.
There was no support from home.
Inadequate training and preparation
to manage behaviour.
My sporting career influenced this.
I did not speak with my mentor about
it.
I am extremely driven and find it
hard to forgive the laziness of others.
Table 3 Unsuccessful cause categories

31

26.97

20

17.39

18

15.65

18

15.65

11

9.58

6

5.21

5

4.35

2
1

1.73
0.87

1
1

0.87
0.87

1

0.87

7.3 Dimensional Attributions for Successful Causes
Attribution sets for each cause were developed combining dimensions of locus of causality
and stability. Our data analysis generated five types of personal and external attributions for
successful experiences (see Table 4). Two types of personal or internal attributions featured,
with the first illustrating a perception of high stability and the second attributing low stability.
These two attribution types were categorised as “Personal 1” and “Personal 2” consecutively.
Similarly, two external attribution types were developed with the first featuring attributions
of high stability, and the second, low stability. We labelled these types “External 1” and
“External 2.” The last attribution type included attribution sets where locus of causality was
perceived as neutral, and was thus categorised as “Neutral.”
Attribution Set
(L Locus, S
Stability)

Attribution Type
and Description

Frequency Count

Percent

L internal
S high

Personal 1
I can always achieve
success
Personal 2
This success was
mine, but may not
continue
External 1

46

44.66

22

21.34

10

9.71

L Internal
S low

L external

11

S high

They can always
achieve success
L 13 external
External 2
10
9.71
S 9 low
This success was not
mine and may not
continue
L Neutral
Neutral
15
14.56
S Neutral
I am not sure who is
responsible for this
success
Table 4 Attribution sets (locus of causality and stability) for successful events
These findings indicate that the majority of participants attributed success to internal causes
that they perceived as constant (see Figure 5). The second most common attribution type
demonstrated a propensity to attribute internally, but to perceive the cause for success as
unstable. A total of 19.42 response sets attributed causality externally, with 50 percent of
these perceiving this cause to be stable into the future. Significantly, 14.56 percent of
responses were recorded as neutral, which suggests that, for a portion of these beginning
teachers, decision making with regard to locus, stability and/or controllability remained
undetermined.

Attribution Types- Successful Events

Neutral

External 2

Personal 1
50
40
30
20
10
0

Personal 2
Percent

External 1

Figure 5 Attribution type distributions for successful events
Through the analysis of personal and external control data, we found that participants
reported a significant level of shared high control for successful experiences (see Figure 6).
This was particularly significant where the locus of causality was perceived to be internal,
calculated at 40 percent of responses (see Figure 6), compared to shared high control for
externally attributed successes at 8.57 percent. Aside from shared control, participants were
also more likely to express higher levels of personal control for successful causes than
external control. It is noteworthy that there were also a number of participants who perceived
success to be the responsibility of, and within the control of, others in their context.
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Perceived Control - Successful
Events

Shared
Neutral…

Shared Low
Control

External
control
60
40
20
0

Personal
control

Percent

Shared High
Control

Figure 6 Control distributions for successful events

7.4 Dimensional Attributions for Unsuccessful Causes
Analysis of attributional sets combining locus and stability dimensions for unsuccessful
causes generated two dominant types. Significantly, participants were most likely to perceive
high levels of personal responsibility for unsuccessful events, but to also see these causes as
unstable (see Table 6). External causes, although less significantly represented, were also
perceived to be likely to alter across time see (Figure 7). Attribution sets consisting of
neutral attributions accounted for 16.84 percent of responses. Additionally, a total of 17.89
percent of responses indicated a perception that causes would be unlikely to change across
time.
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Attribution Set
(LC Locus, S Stability)

Attribution Type and Description

Frequency
Count

Percent

LC Internal
S High

Personal 1
9
9.47
I am responsible and it probably
will not change
LC Internal
Personal 2
36
37.9
S Low
I am responsible but the cause may
change
LC Internal
Personal 3
3
3.16
S Neutral
I am responsible but the cause may
or may not change
LC External
External 1
8
8.42
S High
Others are responsible and it
probably won’t change
LC External
External 2
26
27.37
S Low
Others are responsible but it could
change
LC External
External 3
2
2.11
S Neutral
Others are responsible and it may or
may not change
LC Neutral
Neutral 1
1
1.05
S High
It is nobody’s responsibility in
particular and it probably won’t
change
LC Neutral
Neutral 2
5
5.26
S Low
It is nobody’s responsibility in
particular but it could change
LC External
Neutral 3
5
5.26
S Neutral
It is nobody’s responsibility in
particular and it may or may not
change
Table 5 Attribution sets (locus of causality and stability) for unsuccessful events

Attribution Sets for
Unsuccessful Events
Neutral 3
Neutral 2

Personal 1
40
30
20
10
0

Neutral 1
External 3

Personal 2
Personal 3

Percent

External 1
External 2
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Figure 7 Attribution set distributions for unsuccessful events
Analysis revealed that control over causes for unsuccessful experiences was mostly
perceived as personal (see Figure 8), with highest perceptions of personal control where
participants also held themselves to be responsible for the cause. Similarly, external causes
were linked to external control. However, in 17.02 percent of the responses, despite an
attribution of internal responsibility, participants also reported perceiving that others shared
high levels of control with them over this cause (see Figure 8). For some participants, a
neutral attribution of responsibility for unsuccessful experiences was compounded by a lack
of definitive attribution for who had any control over the cause.

Control Over Unsuccessful
Causes

External

Personal

Shared High
40
30
20
10
0

Shared Low
Percent

Shared
Neutral

Figure 8 Control distributions for unsuccessful causes

8. Discussion
We now turn to a discussion of the findings and, in doing so, respond to the research question
underpinning this study: How do beginning teachers attribute causality for the successful and
unsuccessful events that they experience in their first year of teaching?

8.1 Successful Causes
The findings indicate that, when reflecting on a particular successful experience, these
beginning teachers are likely to attribute responsibility for that success to their own practice.
These findings could be indicative of self-serving bias, described by Harvey, Martinko and
Gardner (2006) as the tendency for individuals to attribute success internally, and to attribute
failure to external causes. Research has shown that such attributions assist individuals to
maintain self-efficacy. In a study of attribution styles and teacher burnout, Fineburg (2010)
found teachers perceiving an internal locus of causality for successes avoided burnout and
loss of efficacy in the profession. We can thus deem such attributions to be positive in the
lives of teachers as they face ongoing challenges.
15

Participants also display a tendency to associate internally attributed causes with high
stability, or persistence, of the successful cause into the future. According to Fineburg
(2010), such attributions also fall into a positive attribution style whereby there is an
optimistic expectation for the future. While facilitating a positive outlook for future practice,
this tendency raises the question as to how such a reflection on action would lead to reflection
for action. Where professional improvement is not deemed necessary, a view of continuous
professional learning may be compromised.
Furthermore, participants’ reported perceptions of dual high control over causes for
success presents as an interesting trend. Controllability creates for the individual a perception
of influence over the cause. For these first-year teachers, shared high control indicates a
perceived duality of power. An attribution of shared control could, according to Turner and
Stets (2006), be a consequence of the individuals’ acknowledgement of power, or fair
treatment, by others in the context. Where a less powerful individual feels that they have
been treated fairly by a more powerful other, that individual may choose to attribute success
to a disposition of their own, but also acknowledge the disposition of another (Turner &
Stets, 2006). The question then arises over the impact of shared controllability on proactive
reflection and planning for action by the first-year teacher.

8.2 Unsuccessful Causes
Participants also made internal attributions to both their own practice and inexperience in
response to unsuccessful events. These are important findings in light of the fact that internal
attributions for failure are categorised as negative, with a tendency to lower self-efficacy
(Weiner, 1985). According to Schlenker, Weigold and Hallam (1990), concern over criticism
may activate a more cautious approach when attributing responsibility for unsuccessful
outcomes. This may indicate that first-year teachers are less comfortable attributing
responsibility to others in their context for unsuccessful outcomes, such as colleagues, leaders
or mentors. The influence of power and positioning on the reflections of first-year teachers
may in turn influence their attributions, despite the negative impact that this thinking may
have on perceptions of self-efficacy.
It is important to note that this sample of first-year teachers, regardless of attributions
of responsibility, perceived the cause for their unsuccessful experiences to be temporary and
changeable. It could thus be reasonably anticipated that such an attribution style would
facilitate these teachers’ positive reflection for action. However, such action planning for
transformation (Toom et al., 2015) requires a perception of controllability. While the
majority of participants reported a perception of high personal control, there was also a
significant group that considered causes to be controlled either in part, or completely, by
others in the context. Given that controllability influences agency to make change, it would
be reasonable to expect that some first-year teachers may anticipate dependency upon others,
either completely or in part, to action change.

8.3 Neutrality
Martinez et al. (2012) suggest that the more fuzzy, or neutral, an attributional style, the more
incapable the individual is to make a definite decision as to how to move forward. Such
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individuals would avoid making decisions as to appropriate action. Across all attributions,
participants demonstrated a tendency to include in part, or completely, neutral attributions for
successful and, even more commonly, unsuccessful causes. In light of these concerns, these
first-year teachers may be at risk of focusing solely on reflection on action, without “looking
forward” (Toom et al., 2015) to engage in refection for action. Limited experience
(McIntyre, 1993) and concerns over the response of colleagues to attributions made by the
beginning teachers (Schlenker et al., 1990; Turner & Stets, 2006) could play an influential
role in attributional neutrality.

9. Limitations
We acknowledge several limitations pertaining to our presentation and discussion of this
research study. First, for the purposes of this chapter, we report only on the first phase of our
larger mixed methods study; a more comprehensive report, drawing from the full study, is
forthcoming. Second, there are a number of areas that we point to in this chapter that require
further exploration. These areas, which include neutral responses and the role of power and
authority on attributional styles, will be further explored in Phase Two of the study, as well as
in ensuing research projects. Third, given the space limitations of this chapter, we were
unable to engage with additional literature, such as that of Daniels (2011), that could
potentially add to and enrich our attributional framework. Again, this will be incorporated
into our future work.

10. Conclusion
The findings from this study provide important insights into the ways in which first-year
teachers reflect on their practice and make meaning from the experiences they encounter
during their work. In this chapter, we reported on the first phase of a larger research study
aiming to develop an understanding of the ways in which beginning teachers interact within
their working contexts to develop their identity as professional learners during their first year
of professional practice. The findings from an online survey used to elicit responses from a
sample of first-year teachers working in independent school contexts across Queensland shed
light on the ways in which participants reflected upon particular experiences and attributed
causality for the associated outcomes.
In sum, this study found that the sample of first-year teachers displayed common
patterns of attribution in response to perceived successful and unsuccessful events. Particular
patterns representative of positive attribution styles included self-attribution for success and a
perception of the instability of causes for unsuccessful experiences. The propensity for firstyear teachers to self-attribute causality for unsuccessful events, and the neutrality of some
attributional thinking, was evident within our findings. Notably, the extent to which causes
for successful outcomes were perceived as constant and the perception of shared control over
causes of both successful and unsuccessful events has raised questions as to the influence of
such attributional thinking on the development of dispositions valuing ongoing professional
growth and learning.
We will focus on these questions in Phase Two of the study where semi-structured
interviews will be conducted. In light of the findings from this study, understanding how
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beginning teachers attribute causality for the highs and lows experienced during their first
year of teaching could provide an important key to supporting beginning teachers’
development as professional learners.
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