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Reconsidering the Relevance of Veenman's (1984) Meta-analysis of

Perceived Problems of Beginning Teachers

Formal mentor programs and other types of assistance for

beginning teachers have increased dramatically since their

emergence in the early 1970s (Darling-Hammond & Sclan, 1996;

Furtwenger, 1995; U. S. Department of Education, 1998b, 1999).

Mentor programs are likely to expand over the next decade due to

three factors that will result in a large influx of beginning

teachers: (1) an increasing number of children entering American

schools (U.S. Department of Education, 1998a), (2) a growing

proportion of teachers who will be retiring (sometimes encouraged

by attractive early retirement packages), and (3) efforts to

reduce class enrollments at both the national and state level,

including 42 states that have class-size reduction legislation on

their agendas for this session of their state legislatures (Imig,

1999).

The increased need for mentoring is occurring simultaneously

with a broad reconceptualization of how best to promote the

professional development of teachers. No longer are stand alone,

quick fix workshops viewed as adequate. Today's staff

development activities for teachers aim to create schools as

learning communities, not only for the pupils whom they serve but

also for the professionals working in them (National Commission

on Teaching & America's Future, 1996; National Foundation for the

Improvement of Education, 1996; Sparks & Hirsch, 1997). Within

this context, mentoring is viewed as contributing to the

professional development of teachers who serve as mentors as well

as to the development of new teachers.

The success of mentoring depends largely on veteran teachers

who work closely with beginning teachers as their mentors.

Viewing mentoring as a new professional role for teachers

warrants specialized training and on-going support. Thorough

reviews of research on beginning teachers and teacher induction

are available to those responsible for preparing teachers to

serve as mentors, including Gold (1996), Huling-Austin (1990),
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and Zeichner and Gore (1990).

The seminal works of several researchers, including Fuller

and Bown (1975), Hoy (1969), and Lacey (1975), are typically

viewed as central to the literature on teacher development and

teacher induction. In particular, Veenman's (1984) meta-analysis

of studies about the perceived problems of beginning teachers is

very often used as the basis for preparing mentors to understand

and anticipate the needs of beginning teachers so that they can

offer assistance and intervene in advance of crisis situations.

However, it seem reasonable in 1999 to reconsider the usefulness

of Veenman's findings today since they are based on studies of

beginning teachers that were published between 1961 and 1983.

Although mentoring programs now enjoy a history of nearly thirty

years, there is also an increasing danger that mentor trainers

today may be trapped by assumptions about beginning teachers,

such as those found in Veenman's article, that may be out-dated

and possibly inaccurate today.

Method

Participants

This study is based on surveys of three groups of teachers:

(1) Wisconsin teachers. Wisconsin teachers with

approximately one to three years of teaching experience

working in 15 school districts with enrollments ranging from

1,050 to about 13,000,

(2) Urban teachers. Teachers with approximately four to

five years of teaching experience employed in a urban

district on the east coast of the United States with an

enrollment of approximately 100,000 students.

(3) UW-W cooperating teachers. Teachers serving as

cooperating teachers for student teachers and interns

enrolled at the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater, a

comprehensive, regional public university located in
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southeastern Wisconsin with an enrollment of about 10,500

students.

Demographic characteristics and additional information about the

Insert Table 1 and Table 2 about here.

Wisconsin and Urban teachers is provided in Table 1, and about

the UW-W cooperating teachers in Table 2.

Procedure

Surveys were mailed to the Wisconsin teachers in March 1998

based on lists provided by school districts. A second survey was

also sent in May 1998 to the teachers who did not respond to the

first survey. Surveys were mailed to Urban teachers in April

1998 based on a list provided by the district.

Each respondent was provided with one of three versions of

an unranked and randomly arranged list of the 24 perceived

problems of beginning teachers as identified by Veenman (1984) in

Insert Table 3 about here.

Table II, using the identical language as Veenman's. Using a

four-point Likert-type scale, respondents were asked to indicate

to what extent they believed each of the areas listed may have

been a major problem (4 points), problem (3 points), minor

problem (2 point), or not a problem (1 point) for them in their

teaching.

Respondents were also provided with space to list other

problems in response to the prompt, "In the space below, briefly

describe up to three problem areas for you in your teaching which

are missing from the above list." Respondents were asked to

provide information about their age, gender, race, college

degrees, teaching assignment, and years of teaching experience.

UW-W cooperating teachers for early field experience

students and student teachers, were also surveyed. As part of a
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mailing for an annual banquet, each cooperating teacher was asked

to complete one of same three versions of an unranked and

randomly arranged list of the 24 perceived problems of beginning

teachers as the Wisconsin and Urban teachers. Using a four-point

Likert-type scale, respondents were asked to indicate to what

extent they believed each of the areas listed may be a major

problem (4 points), problem (3 points), minor problem (2 point),

or not a problem (1 point) for a beginning teacher (not for

themselves).

The response rate was 52.4 percent (186 usable surveys out

of 355 surveys) for the Wisconsin teachers, 17.6 percent (125

usable surveys out of 709) for the Urban teachers, and 70.0

percent (287 usable surveys out of 410) for the UW-W cooperating

teachers. With respect to the open-ended item, 196 additions

were provided by the Wisconsin teachers and 189 by the Urban

teachers.

Survey data were analyzed using the Statistical Analysis

System (SAS). The responses to the open-ended item (i.e.,

listing additional problem areas) were analyzed for emergent

categories (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984).

Results

Ouantitative data

The mean, standard deviation, and rank order for each of the

24 Veenman (1984) perceived problems for the Wisconsin and Urban

teachers, and the UW-W cooperating teachers are displayed in

Table 4. In addition, the overall mean for the 24 perceived

Insert Table 4 about here.

problems is provided for the Wisconsin teachers (M = 1.75, SD =

0.37), the Urban teachers (M = 1.94, SD = 0.43), and the UW-W

cooperating teachers (M = 2.20, SD = 0.49).

Table 5 displays a summary of the rank order for the 24

perceived problems as it appears in Veenman (1984), the Wisconsin

teachers, the Urban teachers, and the UW-W cooperating teachers.
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In addition, Table 6 displays the rank order correlations for

Insert Table 5 and Table 6 about here.

Veenman and the three groups of teachers. As shown in Table 5,

the rank order correlation between the Wisconsin teachers and

Veenman is negligible at 0.040, whereas the rank order

correlation between the Urban teachers and Veenman is slightly

negative, at -0.164. In addition, the correlation between the

Wisconsin teachers and the Urban teachers is moderately strong,

at 0.895.

Table 7 displays a comparison of the rank order, means, and

Insert Table 7 and Table 8 about here.

standard deviations for Wisconsin teachers by Type (regular

education or special education), including statistically

significant differences in means for specific problems. Table 8

displays corresponding information for Wisconsin teachers by

Level (elementary or middle/high school). Tables 7 and 8 also

provide the grand mean and standard deviation

Insert Table 9 and Table 10 about here.

for all 24 perceived problems. Corresponding information for

Urban teachers is provided in Table 9 (Urban teachers by Type)

and in Table 10 (Urban teachers by Level).

Qualitative data

In many instances, the comments provided by the Wisconsin

and Urban teachers for the open-ended item ("In the space below,

briefly describe up to three problem areas for you in your

teaching which are missing from the above list") provided

examples of problems included among the twenty-four items

respondents were asked to rate. For example, both the Wisconsin

teachers and the Urban teachers gave numerous examples of time

7



Reconsidering the Relevance 7

limitations which was often linked to general work demands,

additional duties and meeting to attend, and "pwerwork."

However, some patterns emerged which are worth noting.

Among the Wisconsin teachers, more comments focused on

problematic relationships with adults, including staff,

administrators, and parents, than on any other topic. Several

special education teachers included roles and relationships with

aides as troubling. Another group of comments focused on

students, particularly with respect to special needs, adjusting

learning levels, and motivation in general. Two other groups of

added problems highlighted (1) school and district culture,

including a lack of mentoring and support, and union and

"political" issues, and (2) limited opportunities for

professional development support. As an example of the latter

problem area, several respondents emphasized a lack of support in

learning about budgets and budget-related issues. Limited

resources was also a frequently cited problem area, especially

with respect to computer and communications technology.

Like those of the Wisconsin teachers, the Urban teachers

often cited responsibilities (non-academic duties, committee

assignments, covering classes for other teachers) as taking away

from time for planning lessons. There were also more comments

about lack of parental support and about inconsistent classroom

and school discipline policies among the Urban teachers in

comparison to the Wisconsin teachers. Three topics emerged among

the Urban teachers that were not mentioned by the Wisconsin

teachers for the most part. One set of problems focused on rapid

change in the school district in terms of goals and objectives,

curriculum, and job responsibilities. A second set stressed

unclear or unrealistic expectations by administration. Finally,

a third group of problems for the Urban teachers centered on

testing, assessment, and differentiation.

Discussion

This study is based on three quite different groups of

teachers, as indicated in Table 2 and Table 3. The Wisconsin
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beginning teachers are clearly at the start of their career,

having very little teaching experience (M = 2.00 years, SD =

1.86). They also work in small school districts for the most

part. With almost 4 k years of teaching experience on average (M

= 4.46 years, SD = 0.53), many of the Urban teachers are at the

end of the beginning stages of their career and they work in one

of the larger school districts in the United States. The UW-W

cooperating teachers have far more experience (M = 18.72 years,

SD = 8.78) than either of the other two groups and have had

considerable contact with prospective teachers, having served as

cooperating teacher for over eight students (M = 8.42, SD = 9.79)

on average. Therefore, making comparisons among these three

groups and comparing their perceptions of beginning teacher

problems to the findings of Veenman (1984) must be approached

cautiously. Still, the widespread use of Veenman's findings

today warrants exploring these comparisons.

Turning to Table 4, it is noteworthy that the overall mean

for the 24 perceived problems is less for the Wisconsin teachers

(M = 1.75, SD = 0.37) than it is for the Urban teachers (M =

1.94, SD = 0.43). It is also interesting to note that the UW-W

Cooperating Teachers rate the problems of beginning teachers

higher yet (M= 2.20, SD = 0.49). The UW-W cooperating teachers'

rating may be influenced by their work with student teachers and

interns, and possibly by their own experiences as beginning

teachers. Nevertheless, the implication is that the far more

experienced cooperating teachers view beginning teachers as

having more problems than do beginning teachers or teachers near

the end of their beginning career stages. Importantly, it is

from among this group of cooperating teachers that mentors are

most likely to be drawn.

In mentor training, the focus on Veenman's (1984) findings

tends to be on the rank order of perceived problems as they

appear in Table II in the original article, and usually on the

rank order of all 91 studies combined without regard to

differentiation by level (elementary level, secondary level,

9
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elementary and secondary level) as provided by Veenman. As shown

in Table 5 and confirmed in Table 6, there is considerable

variation in the rank order for the 24 perceived problems as

rated by the Wisconsin and Urban teachers, and the UW-Whitewater

cooperating teachers, especially in comparison to the rank order

provided by Veenman.

It is important to emphasize that the three greatest

perceived problems for the Wisconsin and the Urban teachers (1.0,

V22, Lack of spare time; 2.0, V16, Burden of clerical work; 3.0,

V9, Heavy teaching load resulting in insufficient preparation

time) are ranked far lower in Veenman's study, 22.0, 16.0, and

9.0, respectively. Moreover, the three greatest problems for the

Wisconsin and Urban teachers focus on limited time, whereas the

three greatest perceived problems in Veenman's study focus on

students (1.0, V1, Classroom discipline; 2.0, V2, Motivating

students; 3.0, V3, dealing with individual difference).

The correlation between the respondents' rank order of

perceived problems and Veenman's (1984) is negligible for the

Wisconsin teachers (0.040) and negative for the Urban teachers

(-0.164), as displayed in Table 6. The relatively strong

positive correlation between the Wisconsin teachers and the Urban

teachers (0.895) suggests that differences in years of teaching

experience and school district are not as important as might be

assumed. Finally, the slightly positive correlation between the

UW-W cooperating teachers' and Veenman's (0.331) ranking may be

related to the fact that the cooperating teachers were beginning

teachers about the time that many of the studies reported by

Veenman were conducted.

Mentoring and mentoring programs have never been more

visible than today. In 1998 65 percent of full-time public

school teachers with three or fewer years of teaching experience

indicated participation in a formal induction program when they

first began teaching, compared to 14 percent of teachers with 20

or more years of teaching experience (U. S. Department of

Education, 1999). The trend is very likely to continue,
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especially as mentoring programs are mandated. In Wisconsin, for

example, a proposal is currently moving forward that creates a

three-tier teacher licensing structure, including the category of

"Initial Educator" that requires the support of a mentor during

the first year of employment for beginning teachers,

administrators, and school support staff such as guidance

counselors, social workers, and school psychologists (Wisconsin

Department of Public Instruction, 1999).

As mentoring programs move into the 21st century, there is

the danger that they will be based on "first generation"

approaches to mentoring that originated twenty or more years ago

whose relevancy is questionable (Ganser, 1999). "Second

generation" mentoring is based on the recognition that the real

and perceived needs of beginning teachers can and do change over

time. Accordingly, effective mentoring programs take into

account the fact that in mentoring, as in most other forms of

professional and staff development, one size does not fit all.

This is reflected in the differences between how Wisconsin and

Urban beginning teachers ranked the perceived problems when

sorted by type (regular education or special education) and level

(elementary school and middle/high school), as displayed in

Tables 7, 8, 9, and 10.

Certainly there are significant limitations in reaching

general conclusions, based on information gathered at any point

in time, about how beginning teachers view their problems,

especially during their first few years of work (Stroot, Fowlkes,

Langholz, Paxton, Stedman, Steffes, & Valtman, 1999). However,

assuming quickly that research on beginning teachers that is now

twenty or thirty years old is still as relevant today as it was

then is also dangerous. Although Veenman's (1984) important work

will remain part of the foundation for research on beginning

teachers and for mentor training with good reason, it now

requires more careful treatment.
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