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From Idealization to Reality: Lived Experiences of Neophyte Teachers from Practice Teaching to Actual Classroom Responsibilities
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ABSTRACT 

	Aims: This study aimed to describe and understand the lived experiences of neophyte teachers in their transition from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities. Specifically, it examined their expectations before entering the profession, the challenges they encountered, the coping mechanisms and strategies they employed, and the insights and realizations they derived from these experiences.
Study design:  This study utilized a qualitative phenomenological research design.
Place and Duration of Study: The study was conducted in a private sectarian school in Dipolog City, Zamboanga del Norte, Philippines, during School Year 2025–2026, with particular focus on the first three months of the school year as the critical transition period.
Methodology: Purposive sampling was used to select seven neophyte teachers who were in their first teaching job and first school assignment after passing the Licensure Examination for Teachers (LET), were under probationary status, had less than three years of teaching experience, and had been teaching in the institution for at least three months. Data were gathered through semi-structured in-depth interviews based on the statement of the problem and Schlossberg’s Transition Theory. The interview guide underwent expert validation and pilot testing prior to actual data gathering. The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring meanings, patterns, and themes from the participants’ lived experiences.
Results: Findings revealed that participants entered the profession with idealized expectations of manageable teaching responsibilities, supportive school conditions, and positive classroom experiences. However, upon assuming actual classroom responsibilities, they encountered reality shock marked by learner diversity, classroom management difficulties, expanded workload, performance demands, limited instructional guidance, and context-specific institutional pressures. To cope, participants relied on collegial and family support, time and task regulation, lifestyle adjustments, emotional regulation, and personal perseverance. Their experiences eventually led them to normalize the demands of teaching, align themselves with institutional realities, strengthen resilience, and develop a deeper learner-centered sense of professional purpose. 
Conclusion: The transition from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities was a challenging yet developmental process for neophyte teachers. The findings suggest that this period requires adaptive coping, strong interpersonal and institutional support, and opportunities for reflective meaning-making. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Many neophyte teachers when moving from their formal teacher education programs to their first classroom experience (or immediate induction) find themselves in a paradoxical space, one of high ideals confronted by the reality of complex teaching (Mudzingwa & Magudu, 2013). Such transition could present challenges in managing classroom behaviors, delivering curriculum and supporting the learning needs of a range of students, ultimately impacting on their confidence, motivation and engagement (Ki et al., 2025). While mentoring and institutional support during induction are increasingly situated as crucial features of the profession, the “lived experience” of this transition has received less scholarly attention, particularly in context-bound school learning communities (Polinar & Gemota, 2015). How the commencement teachers negotiate this theory-practice boundary is critical for teacher retention and quality of instruction.
Recent local research sheds light on the extent of these transitions. In Valencia City Division, first year teachers in adjusting strongly intertwined their personal and professional adaptations where they manage instructional workloads and strive to have a sustainable balance of that with their home life using coping strategies through mentorship (Polinar & Gemota, 2025). Similarly, Viterbo et al. (2025) investigated neophyte teachers in private high schools in Davao Regions using the phenomenological study, and discovered that Novice encounter specific struggles with regards to curricular pressures, socialization within a private school setting as they constantly utilize different coping strategies based on their varying needs and seek guidance from Administrative/Collegial motivation. Both studies highlight the necessity for a supportive infrastructure in supporting new teachers during a time of transition and professional growth.
Despite these valuable contributions, there remains a gap in understanding the lived experiences of neophyte teachers who are currently teaching in private schools within Dipolog City. Although prior studies have examined other regions (Polinar & Gemota, 2025; Viterbo et al., 2025), no phenomenological inquiry has yet focused on how neophyte teachers in Dipolog City’s private schools form and adjust their expectations based on actual classroom realities. Moreover, in a certain private school in Dipolog City, administrators have observed increasing concerns regarding neophyte teachers during the first three months of the school year 2025–2026, particularly among those who are newly hired and experiencing their first actual teaching assignment. This situation underscores the need to investigate how these teachers’ expectations align or conflict with classroom realities, the strategies they employ to address challenges, and how such experiences influence their identity formation and professional development. The transition experiences of neophyte teachers may also be shaped by the local institutional and cultural context; thus, these factors warrant focused exploration.
To address this gap, the present study explored the lived experiences of neophyte teachers in a private school in Dipolog City, focusing on how they move from practice teaching to the realities of full classroom responsibility. Specifically, this inquiry examined: (1) neophyte teachers’ pre-entry expectations of teaching; (2) the challenges of transition; (3) the coping mechanisms and strategies they employ; and (4) the insights and realizations they derived from their experiences. By centering their voices within a shared local school context, the study aimed to generate contextually grounded perspectives that can inform induction practices, strengthen institutional support structures, and contribute to teacher-education initiatives.

2. methodology

2.1 Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored on Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (Schlossberg, 1981; Schlossberg et al., 2011), which explains how individuals experience and adapt to significant life transitions. The theory is appropriate for this study because neophyte teachers undergo a major transition when they move from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities. This shift often involves changes in roles, routines, relationships, and expectations, as they take on greater responsibility with less guidance and more accountability.
Schlossberg (1981) defined transition as any event or non-event that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles. For neophyte teachers, the movement from being supervised pre-service teachers to independently handling classes reflects this kind of transition. It is often a demanding period, as beginning teachers encounter the realities of the profession beyond what they experienced during training. Central to the theory is the 4 S’s framework: Situation, Self, Support, and Strategies. These four elements help explain how individuals cope with transition.
Situation refers to the nature of the transition, including its timing, triggers, role changes, and related stressors. In this study, it includes entering the teaching profession and adjusting to the actual demands of school and classroom life. Self refers to the personal characteristics that influence how individuals respond to transition, such as beliefs, resilience, self-efficacy, and prior experiences. For neophyte teachers, these personal qualities shape how they interpret challenges and maintain motivation. Support includes the interpersonal and institutional resources available during transition, such as mentoring, collegial relationships, leadership support, and family encouragement. In the teaching profession, these supports are essential in helping beginning teachers adjust and remain in the field. Strategies refer to the coping responses used to manage transition-related demands. These may include organizing tasks, seeking help, managing emotions, and reframing challenges as opportunities for growth.
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Figure 1. Schema of the study adapted from Schlossberg’s Transition Theory
2.2 Objectives of the Study

This study sought to answer the central question: What are the lived experiences of neophyte teachers in their transition from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities? To guide this inquiry, it aimed to answer the following sub-questions:
1.What were the neophyte teachers’ expectations of teaching prior to entering the profession? (Self / Situation)
2.What challenges do they encounter in adjusting from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities? (Situation)
3.What coping mechanisms and strategies do they employ to manage personal and professional adjustments during the transition? (Strategies)
4.What insights and realizations do neophyte teachers derive from their lived experiences? (Self / Meaning-making)

2.3 Research Design

This study utilized a qualitative phenomenological research design to describe and understand the lived experiences of neophyte teachers during their transition from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities. Phenomenology was appropriate because the inquiry focused on how individuals experience, perceive, and make meaning of a particular phenomenon, rather than on measuring predetermined variables or testing causal relationships (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Van Manen, 2016).

2.4 Research Locale
The study was conducted in a private school in Dipolog City, Zamboanga del Norte, located along Fr. Patangan Road in Barangay Sta. Filomena. The institution is a private sectarian school under the supervision of the Lasallian Schools Supervision Office (LASSO). The institution offers an Integrated School program that provides continuous basic education from Preschool to Senior High School. In the Integrated School, teacher turnover occurs regularly, with an average of five to eight (5–8) teachers leaving the institution each school year for varied personal and professional reasons.

2.5 Research Participants

The participants of this study were seven (7) neophyte teachers employed in a private sectarian school in Dipolog City, Zamboanga del Norte. For the purpose of this research, neophyte teachers were defined as teachers who were in their first teaching job and first school assignment after passing the Licensure Examination for Teachers (LET). All participants were under probationary status, had less than three years of teaching experience, and had been teaching in the institution for at least three months at the time of data collection. These criteria ensured that participants had sufficient exposure to actual classroom responsibilities while still being in the early stage of professional transition.

2.6 Research Instrument

In qualitative phenomenological inquiry, the primary instrument for data collection is the researcher, who actively engages with participants to elicit, interpret, and make sense of lived experiences. As emphasized by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), qualitative research relies on the researcher as the main instrument because meanings are co-constructed through interaction, dialogue, and reflection between the researcher and participants. In this study, the researcher served as the primary instrument in gathering, recording, and interpreting the lived transition experiences of neophyte teachers as they moved from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities.
To support systematic and focused data collection, a semi-structured interview guide was utilized. The guide was carefully developed based on the Statement of the Problem (SOP) and the theoretical grounding of the study, particularly Schlossberg’s Transition Theory. This ensured that all interviews addressed the core dimensions of the transition experience while allowing flexibility for participants to narrate their experiences in their own words. Semi-structured interviews are particularly appropriate for phenomenological studies because they provide a balance between structure and openness, enabling participants to describe the depth, complexity, and meaning of their lived experiences (Kallio et al., 2016).
2.7 Research Procedure
2.7.1 Preliminary Procedures
Prior to data collection, a semi-structured interview guide was developed based on the Statement of the Problem and the four sub-questions of the study, which focused on expectations, challenges, coping strategies, and insights derived from the transition experience. The interview guide was subjected to expert review by the research professor, who was not involved in the conduct of the interviews, to establish content validity. Expert validation in qualitative research helps ensure that interview questions are aligned with the research objectives, are clearly worded, non-leading, and capable of eliciting meaningful and relevant responses (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Following expert validation, the interview guide underwent pilot testing with one neophyte teacher who met the same inclusion criteria as the study participants but was excluded from the final data set. Although eight neophyte teachers initially qualified for participation based on the study criteria, one was deliberately designated for pilot testing to refine the instrument. Pilot testing allowed the researcher to assess the clarity, flow, and answerability of the interview questions and to determine whether the prompts generated rich, reflective narratives consistent with phenomenological inquiry. Kallio et al. (2016) emphasized that pilot testing is a critical step in the development of semi-structured interviews, as it allows researchers to refine wording, sequencing, and probing strategies before actual data collection. Based on feedback from the pilot interview, minor revisions were made to improve question clarity and coherence.
2.7.2 Data Gathering
After validation and pilot testing, actual data collection was conducted with the remaining seven (7) neophyte teachers, who constituted the final participant pool for the study. Prior to the interviews, the researcher formally sought and obtained written permission from the school administration to conduct the study. Each participant was provided with an informed consent form explaining the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, the right to withdraw at any time, and assurances of confidentiality and anonymity, consistent with ethical standards in qualitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Data were collected through individual, face-to-face semi-structured interviews conducted in a quiet and private setting within the school to promote openness and minimize distractions. With participants’ permission, all interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accuracy and completeness of the data. The researcher also maintained field notes to document non-verbal cues, contextual details, and reflective observations during and immediately after each interview. Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes to one hour, depending on the depth and richness of participants’ responses. The collected data served as the primary basis for thematic analysis using Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis framework.
2.8 Data Analysis
The qualitative data generated from the semi-structured interviews were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). Reflexive thematic analysis is a theoretically flexible yet methodologically rigorous approach designed to identify, analyze, and interpret patterned meaning across qualitative datasets (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019, 2022). RTA supports the examination of how participants construct, interpret, and reflect upon their expectations, challenges, coping strategies, and insights during the shift from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Van Manen, 2016).
All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim, capturing participants’ exact words, pauses, emphases, and emotional expressions. Verbatim transcription is essential in phenomenological research because it preserves the integrity and richness of participants’ lived accounts (Van Manen, 2016). Since several interviews were conducted using a combination of English and the local language, the full verbatim transcripts were carefully translated into English prior to analysis. Translation was conducted with attention to preserving the original meaning, tone, and intent of participants’ responses rather than producing literal word-for-word equivalents, consistent with best practices in qualitative translation (Temple & Young, 2004). The English-translated transcripts served as the primary dataset for coding and thematic analysis.
3. results and discussion

3.1 Expectations of Teaching Prior to Entry

Findings revealed that neophyte teachers entered the profession with largely idealized expectations of teaching, learners, and school support. Before assuming full classroom responsibility, they viewed teaching as manageable, structured, and predictable, with the belief that lessons would proceed as planned and that students would respond positively. As one participant shared, “If you get high grades, you tend to think you’re already ready to teach. You feel like classroom management will just follow what was discussed in class.” Another participant similarly recalled, “I thought students would already understand right away if you explain properly.” These expectations reflect how pre-service preparation and practicum experiences shaped early assumptions about the teaching role, often presenting teaching as more coherent and controllable than it later proved to be in practice (Schlossberg, 1981; Schlossberg et al., 2011; Aspfors & Bondas, 2013; Voss et al., 2020).
The findings further showed that participants expected schools to provide sufficient institutional support, including available resources, organized systems, and teaching assignments aligned with their specialization. One participant stated, “I thought that when you’re already hired, the school would already have everything ready—materials, facilities, even the system.” Others also entered with sector-based assumptions, particularly the belief that private school teaching would be lighter and more manageable, as reflected in the statement, “I really thought private school would be lighter compared to public school.” These results suggest that neophyte teachers began their transition with a “blueprint” view of teaching, shaped by personal beliefs and anticipatory judgments about the profession. In relation to Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, these expectations reflect initial appraisals of the self and the situation, which later required adjustment as participants encountered the more complex realities of classroom life (Schlossberg et al., 2011). The findings support previous studies showing that beginning teachers commonly enter the profession with idealized expectations about teaching conditions, learner behavior, and institutional support, which are later recalibrated through actual professional experience (Dicke et al., 2015; Schaefer & Clandinin, 2019). 
3.2 Challenges in Adjusting from Practice Teaching to Actual Classroom Responsibilities

Findings showed that the transition from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibilities was marked by a strong sense of reality shock, as neophyte teachers confronted demands that were less visible during practicum. Many entered the profession with expectations of manageable teaching loads, predictable learner responses, and smooth instructional flow, but these assumptions were disrupted by workload intensity, assignment mismatches, learner diversity, and institutional pressures. As one participant expressed, “Oh, this is easy, Ma’am. It’s not that hard to teach. And now, it’s the opposite.” Another shared the emotional burden of unmet pacing expectations: “Sometimes I really cry because… I try to force myself to finish the lesson plan, but I can’t. It’s too hard.” These accounts reflect the collapse of idealized expectations and support literature describing beginning teachers’ transition as a period of dissonance between pre-service preparation and actual classroom complexity (Schlossberg, 1981, 2011; Buchanan et al., 2013; Pillen et al., 2013; Schaefer & Clandinin, 2019). 

A major source of difficulty involved managing learner diversity and reorienting pedagogy to fit real classroom conditions. Participants found that strategies used during internship did not always work in mixed-ability classes, where comprehension gaps, varied pacing, and uneven readiness required constant adjustment. One participant explained, “If I have lesson plan, sometimes I can’t finish it… because the students can’t understand… I need to give them more time,” while another noted, “For me, it was simplifying the lesson.” Beyond instruction, neophyte teachers also struggled with performance pressures, institutional norms, and limited mentorship, particularly when guidance was minimal and expectations were high. One participant recalled, “It felt like we were really left on our own. We were the ones handling everything.” These findings suggest that adjustment was not only instructional but also emotional, relational, and contextual, requiring neophyte teachers to negotiate multiple pressures while still forming their professional identity. This supports prior studies emphasizing that early-career teaching is shaped by workload, classroom diversity, school culture, and the quality of mentoring and support available (Aloe et al., 2014; Klassen & Kim, 2019; Madigan & Kim, 2021).

3.3 Coping Mechanisms and Survival Strategies

Findings showed that neophyte teachers coped with the transition to actual classroom responsibilities through a combination of social support, self-regulation, endurance, and emotional recovery. A key coping mechanism involved seeking support from mentors, senior teachers, colleagues, and family members. Some participants intentionally built relationships to access guidance and reduce feelings of isolation. As one participant shared, “I talk to my mentors, sometimes to my senior teachers, and I ask for help and suggestions. Because I can really sense that I need help and suggestions.” Another emphasized the value of direct help-seeking: “It’s better to ask. If you don’t understand something, just ask.” Family also served as an important emotional anchor, as reflected in the statement, “When I come home, my parents are supportive, and it is my source of motivation.” These findings highlight the importance of relational support in helping beginning teachers manage transition demands, consistent with Schlossberg’s emphasis on Support and with studies showing that collegial networks, mentoring, and collaborative environments strengthen adjustment and resilience among novice teachers (Schlossberg, 1981; Schlossberg et al., 2011; Chaaban & Du, 2017; Burger et al., 2021; Keese et al., 2023).

Participants also coped by developing practical routines for time, task, and stress management. Some relied on planning and prioritization to handle multiple responsibilities, as one participant explained: “I do not wait until the last minute. I always write down what I need to do. I use checklists and I schedule tasks so I can prioritize what needs to be done first.” Others sustained adjustment through endurance and lifestyle changes, often extending work beyond school hours and reducing leisure activities to meet professional demands. One participant shared, “There are times that I cannot sleep at dawn because I will make instructional materials. But it is okay.” At the same time, teachers used recovery practices such as resting, watching shows, sleeping, or temporarily withdrawing from stress. As one participant stated, “When I am really stressed, I stop working first. I eat, I watch some show or movie, I communicate with my friends.” Another described private emotional release as part of coping: “When I’m stressed, I isolate myself… I cry by myself.” These responses suggest that coping was both behavioral and emotional, requiring neophyte teachers to actively regulate their workload, preserve their wellbeing, and sustain themselves in the profession. This supports existing literature showing that beginning teachers rely on adaptive coping strategies, recovery practices, and structured self-regulation to manage stress and maintain professional functioning during the early career stage (Schlossberg, 1981; Schlossberg et al., 2011; Madigan & Kim, 2021; OECD, 2020).

3.4 Insights, Realizations, and Professional Becoming

Findings showed that, over time, neophyte teachers moved beyond simply coping with transition and began to develop deeper insights about the realities of teaching and their emerging professional identity. One major realization was that workload, paperwork, and sustained demands are not temporary disruptions but inherent features of the profession. As one participant reflected, “I thought, ‘Wow, there really is a lot of paperwork.’ But I also thought, ‘Well, this is the job, so let’s go.’” This suggests that adjustment involved not only managing demands but also reinterpreting them as part of normal professional life. Such meaning-making reflects a shift from resistance to acceptance, consistent with Schlossberg’s view that adaptation involves reappraising the situation and integrating it into one’s developing sense of self (Schlossberg, 1981; Schlossberg et al., 2011). This aligns with studies showing that beginning teachers gradually come to understand workload and institutional expectations as structural aspects of teaching rather than as isolated personal burdens (OECD, 2020; Madigan & Kim, 2021; Wang et al., 2021). The guiding inquiry for this section centers on the insights and realizations neophyte teachers derived from their lived transition experiences. 

Participants also developed insights about the importance of aligning themselves with institutional culture while building a more adaptive and resilient teacher identity. One teacher shared, “Just one thing: follow the culture of the institution… we really need to adapt to the culture,” showing an awareness that professional adjustment includes learning how to function within established norms. At the same time, identity development was marked by flexibility and growth, as reflected in the statement, “I’ve learned to adapt, sir. I am also learning along the way.” Another important realization was that meaning in teaching could be reclaimed through learners themselves. As one participant expressed, “I feel more motivated, sir, because when I go to school… or see the children, I forget my problems. Teaching really feels like my calling.” These findings suggest that professional becoming was shaped not only by compliance with institutional expectations, but also by resilience, self-reflection, and a renewed learner-centered sense of purpose. This supports prior research showing that early-career teachers construct professional identity through adaptation, organizational socialization, and meaning-making grounded in their relationships with learners and school contexts (Schaefer & Clandinin, 2019; Pillen et al., 2013; Kim & Cho, 2019).

4. Conclusion

For neophyte teachers’ expectations prior to actual classroom teaching, the findings showed that they entered the profession with idealized views of teaching and learners, expected institutional alignment and support, and held preconceived notions about differences across teaching contexts and school sectors. In terms of the challenges they encountered during the transition, the findings revealed difficulties arising from the collapse of these idealized expectations, the management of learner diversity and classroom complexity, the need to adjust pedagogical practices to actual classroom conditions, the pressure of performance expectations and institutional norms, limited mentorship and instructional guidance, and adaptation to contextual and sector-specific realities. Regarding the coping mechanisms and strategies they employed, the findings showed that they relied on social and collegial support, regulated time, tasks, and role demands, sustained themselves through endurance and lifestyle adjustments, and used stress-management strategies to preserve emotional stability. As to the insights and realizations they derived from their lived experiences, the findings demonstrated that they came to view teaching demands as part of professional reality, learned to align themselves with institutional culture and expectations, developed a more adaptive and resilient teacher identity, and reclaimed meaning in teaching through a learner-centered sense of purpose.
The study concluded that the transition of neophyte teachers from practice teaching to actual classroom responsibility was not merely a shift from preparation to practice, but a transformative process of professional becoming. They entered the profession with idealized expectations, yet were confronted by the realities of learner diversity, instructional complexity, institutional demands, workload, and limited guidance. These experiences required them to adjust their expectations, modify their practices, and navigate the profession while already carrying its responsibilities. Despite these challenges, the findings showed that neophyte teachers were able to endure and grow through the use of adaptive coping strategies, including support-seeking, self-regulation, endurance, and emotional management. Over time, their transition led to deeper professional insights, particularly that effective adjustment depends not on complete readiness at entry, but on flexibility, meaning-making, resilience, and commitment to learners within the realities of school life.



Consent 

Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection. Each participant was provided with a consent form explaining the purpose of the study, the nature of participation, the interview process, expected duration, possible risks and benefits, and their right to decline participation or withdraw at any time without penalty. Participants were also informed that they could refuse to answer any question they found uncomfortable and could pause or stop the interview at any point. Consent was treated as an ongoing process throughout the study to ensure that participants’ autonomy, comfort, and voluntary participation were fully respected. 
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