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Teaching from the heart: exploring 
beginner teachers’ attitudinal knowledge

This article provides insight into the 
knowledge held by Zimbabwean 
Ordinary Level beginner teachers who 
teach Literature in English. An extant 
of research output on ESL focuses 
on curriculum, subject, learner, and 
pedagogical content knowledge of 
linguistic content, with limited, if any, 
focus on knowledge of Literature in 
English. To address this gap, this study 
employed a qualitative single case study 
design to gather data on the knowledge 
held by four purposively selected 
beginner teachers. In the context of this 
study, beginner teachers were college 
trained English teachers who had been 
in the profession for less than four years. 
The study was underpinned by social 
constructivism and current literature on 
experiential teacher knowledge. 

The study established as a novel 
finding	 that	 beginner	 teachers	 held	
attitudinal knowledge. Additionally, the 
findings	affirmed	that	beginner	teachers’	
knowledge was a multiple-sourced 
construct	 that	 was	 fluid,	 idiosyncratic,	
attitudinal, pragmatic, and contextual. 
The study recommends that teacher 
preparation institutions consider the 
findings	 as	 basis	 for	 student	 teacher	
training programmes that foster 
connections between personal and 
experiential sources of knowledge 
construction.
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1.  Context of the study 

The purpose of this article is to describe the knowledge held by Zimbabwean Ordinary Level 
(O Level) beginner teachers sourced from experiences of teaching Literature in English. 
The following question was used to guide the study: What knowledge do Zimbabwean 
O Level beginner teachers possess from experiences of teaching Literature in English? 
In the context of this study the term “beginner teachers” refers to individuals that had 
completed the Zimbabwean Literature in English high school teacher training programme 
and have no more than four years full-time teaching experience. O level refers to a two-
year course presented in Zimbabwean high schools. The schooling period in which the 
course is presented is commonly referred to as Forms 3 and 4. This academic course 
is usually for learners between 15 and 17 years of age. The course is adopted from the 
British GCE Ordinary Level (Kanyongo, 2005:68). 

In most ESL classrooms, literature texts have been used as sources for the teaching of 
English language. Literature has maintained this role as it is a rich source of authentic 
language material, because it comprises two important features, namely language in use 
and aesthetic presentation of the spoken word, which is the cultural context of language 
(Paran, 2008:14). Texts such as short stories, novels, poetry, newspapers and magazines 
are considered important literary sources in enhancing learners’ language acquisition. 
However, the focus on Literature in English is different from its use as an enhancer for 
language acquisition (Gordon, 2012:366). Literature in English is a term that refers to a 
subject offered in the Zimbabwean high school curriculum. It focuses on the reading and 
analysis of literary works written in English by prominent African, European, and American 
poets, novelists, and dramatists (The Zimbabwean Literature in English Ordinary Level 
Syllabus, 2013:4, henceforth ZOLLS). Literature in English at O Level comprises the 
study of four literary genres: prose, novel, drama, and poetry as well as the writer’s overall 
worldview and the learners’ interpretation thereof. The emphasis in Literature in English 
is the study of the story, characters, social background, themes, and values from poetry, 
prose, and drama (ZOLLS, 2013:4). 

2.  Problem statement 

Zimbabwean English beginner teachers face contextual challenges that are unique to the 
nature of their teacher training and curricula requirements at secondary school, where they 
eventually teach. The Zimbabwean English secondary school curricula require of beginner 
teachers to teach English Language and Literature in English as separate subjects 
(Department of Teacher Education, 2012:14). The teacher training programmes that the 
beginner teachers had gone through equipped them with knowledge for the teaching of 
the subject, English Language, while the teaching of literature was presented as a sub-
section of language teaching. This means that the teacher training programme prepared 
the beginner teachers with an integrative form of teaching knowledge which does not 
distinguish between English Language and Literature in English as separate subjects, 
as required by the high school curricula. Current literature indicates that such beginner 



203

Journal for Language Teaching | Tydskrif vir Taalonderrig

teachers face many challenges as they navigate their way into the teaching profession. 
Trent (2015:1) suggests that beginner teachers face a “reality shock” and that this shock 
is	 believed	 to	 reflect	 a	mismatch	between	early	 career	 teachers’	 expectations	and	 the	
realities of the classroom. This outcome could account for the frustration, anxiety and 
self-doubt many early career teachers are thought to experience. Notwithstanding the 
contextual differences in which beginner teachers operate, studies suggest that their focus 
is on ensuring instructional effectiveness against a background of limited instructional 
methods and knowledge (Ulvik, Smith & Helleve, 2009:836).

From the narration above, it is clear that ESL beginner teachers are “battling with the 
conflict	between	their	beliefs,	their	training,	the	realities	of	the	classroom,	the	demands	of	
parents and learners, and the requirements to demonstrate immediate attainment” (Paran, 
2012:457). From this background it appears that ESL beginner teachers are not always 
ready	to	assume	teaching	responsibilities,	as	they	find	that	their	teacher	training	has	not	
adequately prepared them for the actual instructional practices. In Zimbabwe, as is the 
case with most ESL countries, the challenges described above emanate from the nature of 
the teaching profession which Smith and Ingersoll (2004:682) describe as an occupation 
that “cannibalizes its ‘young’ and in which the initiation of new teachers is akin to a ‘sink 
or	swim,’	‘trial	by	fire,’	or	‘boot	camp’	experience”.	By	no	means	are	we	suggesting	that,	
against the background described above, teaching and learning are not taking place; our 
intention was to explore the knowledge that beginner teachers held for teaching Literature 
in English sourced from their classroom experiences. 

Experiential teacher knowledge is the beginner teachers’ effort to “practicalise” their 
theoretical	knowledge	from	interpreting	their	teaching	practices	and	reflection	on	classroom-
based experiences (Cheng, Tang & Cheng, 2012:781). From the review of literature, 
it is clear that the study of teachers’ experiences in the classroom has been called by 
different names over time. According to Oleson and Hora (2014:3) exploration into the 
experiences of professionals is based on “Aristotle’s notion of ‘phronesis’, or the practical 
wisdom	 that	 comes	 from	 applying	 general	 principles	 or	 ideas	 to	 specific	 idiosyncratic	
situations …”. Grimmett and MacKinnon (1992: 395), cited in Russell (2015:1021) state 
that understanding the practical experiences of teachers is called craft knowledge which 
“… is essentially the accumulated wisdom derived from teachers’ and practice-oriented 
researchers’ understanding of the meanings ascribed to the many dilemmas inherent in 
teaching”. In addition, Connelly and Clandinin (1985:174) state that the examination of 
teachers’	experiences	through	narration	and	reflection	leads	to	an	understanding	of	their	
personal	practical	knowledge.	Moreover,	the	term	“reflective	practices”	has	been	used	to	
explain	the	teachers’	experiential	knowledge.	The	term	“reflective	practices”	can	be	traced	
back	to	the	works	of	Dewey	(1933).	Dewey	(1933:9)	states	that	reflective	practice	is	an	
“active, persistent, careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in 
the light of the grounds that support it and the further consequences to which it leads”. 
The	teachers’	reflective	practices	focus	on	professional	growth	and	development	through	
a	process	of	 reflecting	on	 their	 classroom-based	activities.	The	different	 terms	used	 in	
literature to refer to teachers’ experiential knowledge indicate that it is context, personal, 
practical, subject, and classroom bound. It is this type of knowledge that the present study 
explored in the O Level Literature in English beginner teachers’ classrooms.
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By exploring the beginner teachers’ knowledge from their classroom experiences, we 
rejected an imposition of teaching knowledge as universally applicable and embraced 
a dynamic and situated understanding of teaching. We supported the view that 
beginner teachers who act routinely by following the curriculum without analysing the 
needs of the classroom fail to provide and meet learners’ needs, but they construct 
context-dependent	knowledge	when	they	continuously	reflect	and	revise	their	teaching	
practices. Thus, in our study, beginner teacher’s actions and activities in Literature 
in	English	were	 important	 in	 revealing	what	 they	 know.	We	posit	 that	 after	 reflecting 
on	their	teaching	experiences,	beginner	teachers	select	to	incorporate	specific	actions	
and activities to make the learning and teaching environment effective. Consequently, 
the aim of the study was to explore the knowledge held by Zimbabwean O Level beginner 
teachers for teaching Literature in English sourced from the classroom experiences.

3.  Conceptual framework

Notwithstanding	 findings	 of	 researchers	 who	 noted	 that	 beginner	 teachers	 lack	
adequate knowledge needed for effective teaching, we were of the opinion that even 
with this minimal knowledge of teaching, they were involved in an elaborate process of 
constructing knowledge for use in their classrooms from experiences of practice and 
context. Such knowledge helps beginner teachers to “… learn how to do instruction, not 
just hear and talk about it” (Ball, Sleep, Boerst & Bass, 2009:459). This means that the 
Literature in English classroom is the context where beginner teachers practice their 
profession and acquire experiences that inform their overall teaching acts. From these 
assumptions, the theoretical constructs that guided this exploration were drawn from 
social constructivism and research on experiential teacher knowledge. A synthesis of 
these two constructs provided an exploratory framework against which this study was 
approached. 

The study’s understanding of teacher knowledge construction is in line with the 
social constructivist orientation. Social constructivism is based on an assumption that 
knowledge is socially constructed from experiential practices (Schwandt, 2007:38). Social 
constructivism provided us with an argument to use in rejecting the use of only research-
based theories in exploring teaching knowledge. We held to John’s (2002:324) claim 
that	empirical	evidence	that	was	used	to	support	the	codification	of	teacher	knowledge	
is based on a wrong premise, as teaching is a social activity. Against this background we 
chose to illuminate the beginner teachers’ knowledge even though they were teaching 
Literature	in	English	for	the	first	time.	We	were	aware	that	they	had	accrued	experiential	
knowledge from teaching English Language and from their experiences as former 
Literature in English learners. From this reasoning, we approached our study from an 
understanding that no one aspect of teaching knowledge should be regarded as more 
important than the other, but that a symbiotic relationship should be emphasized. By 
applying social constructivism to our understanding of beginner teachers’ knowledge, 
we illuminated its construction as originating from the interaction with learners, parents, 
colleagues, school, and community. By embracing social constructivism as our 
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epistemological trajectory we underpinned the importance of teaching experiences in 
the construction of teaching knowledge. 

Our understanding of experiential knowledge is that it is a strategy “… of organising and 
re-organising	past	experiences,	 it	embodies	a	person’s	experience,	finds	expression	 in	
practice; and is the perspective from which new experience is taken” (Clandinin, 1986:5). 
In addition, according to Fenstermacher (1994:11) experiential knowledge is

 … the type of knowledge which is bounded by the situation or context in which 
it arises, and it may or may not be capable of immediate expression in speech or 
writing.  The teachers’ experiential knowledge is generally related to how to do 
things, or the right place and time to do them, or about how to see and interpret 
events related to  one’s action.

We deduce from this that experiential teacher knowledge is dialectical and situated in 
the personal and practical experiences of the teacher. In the context of this study, we 
assumed	that	each	beginner	teacher	possesses	individualised	knowledge	that	influences	
their teaching decisions and judgements. Experiential teacher knowledge in this study 
refers	to	beginner	teachers’	practical,	personal,	and	reflective	practices.	

Traditionally, according to Fenstermacher (1994:11), there has always been a clear 
demarcation between knowledge held by academics (theoretical knowledge) and by 
practitioners (experiential knowledge). This implied that teachers possessed experience 
gained	 from	 teaching	 and	 as	 such	 their	 knowledge	 was	 not	 considered	 as	 scientific	
and important. This view that teachers’ experiential knowledge lacked credence slowly 
decreased in the early 1980s (Feiman-Nemser, 2001:1014). Academics came to the 
realisation that experiential practices were important in understanding the teaching 
knowledge held by classroom teachers. Fenstermacher (1994:7) notes that “… the omission 
is due in part to the fact that we have not had ways of thinking about this experiential 
knowledge and in part because we fail to recognise more practically oriented knowledge”. 
Most researchers explore teachers’ experiential knowledge from their stories, images, 
reflection,	 and	 narratives	 about	 their	 classroom	practices	 (Farrell,	 2012:436).	Although	
we did not follow a narrative design, we embraced the descriptive and storied approach to 
exploring the beginner teachers’ experiential knowledge. This approach allowed us to view 
beginner	teachers	as	interpreting,	reflecting	and	constructing	contextual	and	idiosyncratic	
knowledge for teaching Literature in English. 

4.  Research strategy

4.1  Meta-theoretical paradigm 

An interpretivist framework was used as the theoretical lens that frames the argument 
of our study. The interpretivist paradigm emphasizes meaning and understanding of 
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participants’ activities within their contexts (Nieuwenhuis, 2007:102). The interpretivist 
paradigm is concerned with descriptive analysis of participants’ exploring of their lived 
experiences within a historical context (Creswell, 2013:35). We favoured the interpretivist 
paradigm as the study focuses on interpretive understanding of participants’ experiences 
in the context of their classroom, which aligns well with the chosen paradigm. 

4.2  Methodological approach

The study followed a qualitative approach in which a single case study design was 
employed. The selection of the single case study allowed a holistic understanding of 
knowledges held by beginner teachers as a group of individuals that were new subject 
teachers (Stake, 2005:99). The study sought to understand the beginner teachers’ 
knowledges constructed from their personal efforts as Literature in English beginner 
teachers – an endeavour that credited them with the role of teaching-knowledge 
constructors; an aspect that few studies had investigated. 

4.3  Sampling procedures

The sample for the study was drawn from beginner teachers from Bulawayo in Zimbabwe, 
as we knew that Literature in English was presented as a subject at high schools in that 
province. We used purposive sampling to select participants. The beginner teachers 
were selected using the following criteria: holders of high school teacher’s Diploma in 
Education	(English);	four	years’	experience	as	a	qualified	teacher;	teaching	high	school	
Literature in English for two years. Four Literature in English beginner teachers met the 
criteria we set and were selected as participants.

4.4  Data collection and documentation

We	planned	for,	and	used	research	methods	that	allowed	for	prolonged	field	engagement	
as a way of understanding beginner teacher knowledge nuances when they occurred. 
We employed three research methods, namely observations, document analysis, 
and interviews. We used three research methods as we sought for “convergence and 
collaboration” (Bowen, 2009:28), and we reasoned that multiple methods provided “a 
confluence	 of	 evidence	 that	 breeds	 credibility”	 (Eisner,	 1991:58).	We	 simultaneously	
collected non-participant observation and document analysis before conducting semi-
structured interviews. The practical actions we observed in the classroom observations 
and plans in scheme books were the basis of our interview questions. 

4.4.1  Non-participant classroom observation

Non-participant classroom observation as a research instrument measures behaviour 
from direct observation in the classroom (Creswell, 2013:167). We conducted two 
classroom observations as we needed to view the context in which each beginner 
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teacher worked. Both classroom observations were conducted during a double period 
session assigned for Literature in English in each school. A double period session is 80 
minutes (1 hour and 20 minutes) long, which means that we observed each participant 
for 160 minutes (2 hours and 40 minutes) in total. In each class, we positioned ourselves 
where we did not overtly disturb the teaching and learning environment, but which gave 
us a full view of the class. From the classroom observations, we inductively developed 
a list of actions and activities that the beginner teachers were involved in, and these 
actions and activities informed our interview with each participant. The data from non-
participant	classroom	observation	were	documented	using	a	video	recorder,	field	notes	
and transcripts.

4.4.2  Document analysis

For this study we analysed the beginner teachers’ scheme/plan books to view their 
planned actions and activities for the present and intended Literature in English lessons. 
A	scheme/plan	book	 is	an	official	document	 that	secondary	school	beginner	 teachers	
are required to keep to plan for their teaching of Literature in English. The analysis of 
the scheme/plan book was important in tracing the beginner teachers’ knowledge in the 
historical context (Bowen, 2009:29). We were able to trace how the beginner teachers 
planned for lessons from the evaluation of previous lessons. Such data from the scheme 
book provided us with a depth of information that we needed to develop a holistic portrait 
of teacher knowledge. At this level, documents provide access to information that 
participants have forgotten or are unwilling to share, and for this reason we agree with 
Bowen (2009:29) that document analysis also serves a collaborative role and, as such, 
adds	 to	 the	credibility	and	verification	of	 the	study.	The	data	 from	document	analysis	
were	documented	using	field	notes.

4.4.3  Semi- structured interviews

We interviewed four O Level beginner Literature in English teachers based on their 
actions in the classroom and plans for teaching Literature in English. We personally 
conducted all the interviews. The interviews were conducted in English although the 
participants had the option of using any language they were comfortable with. We 
conducted four interviews of 30 to 35 minutes with each of the participants, equalling 
16 interviews in total. The interview with Participant A was carried out in the school 
cafeteria,	but	the	interviews	with	Participants	B,	C,	and	D	were	conducted	in	their	offices.	
We used what Mason (2002:88) calls an “aide memoire” where we wrote down the 
questions that guided us for each interview. The data from semi-structured interviews 
were	documented	using	an	audio	recorder,	field	notes,	and	transcripts.

5.  Data analysis

Through the data analysis we intended to understand the participants’ constructs of their 
teaching knowledge interpreted from their contexts. We employed inductive thematic 
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analysis for its strength as a method that seeks to identify recurring themes from raw 
data and interpret them to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomena without a 
predetermined theory. We followed Creswell’s (2009:247) steps for data analysis. The 
first	 step	was	 to	 organise	 and	 prepare	 the	 data	 by	 transcribing	 the	 audio	 interviews	
verbatim (Creswell, 2009:247). The second step was to read the data and obtain a 
general sense of the participants’ meaning. Thirdly, we coded the data into segments 
and colour-coded segments that revealed similar ideas. This process eventually lead 
to the grouping of codes with similar meanings into categories. We further grouped 
categories into subthemes, which we grouped into major themes. The last step of the 
data analysis was to interpret the meaning of the data from our role as the primary data 
instrument, and from literature.

6.  Quality criteria

We established trustworthiness by using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985:300) measures 
of trustworthiness, namely credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability. 
Credibility	 was	 achieved	 through	 triangulation,	 crystallization,	 prolonged	 field	
engagement,	 peer	debriefing,	 and	member	 checking	 (Shenton,	 2004:64).	To	attend	
to the transferability aspect of our study, we provided thick and extensive descriptions 
of the methodology and context of the study. Using thick descriptions, we captured 
the cultural context in which the beginner teachers had constructed their teaching 
knowledge. We used an audit trail as a strategy of enhancing dependability (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985:317). To provide for an audit trail of our study, we documented the 
observation notes and videos, scheme book excerpts, document analysis notes, 
interview	audios,	transcripts,	and	field	notes.	In	our	attempt	to	adhere	to	the	principle	
of conformability in this study, we acknowledged biases resulting from our beliefs and 
values as teacher educators. 

7.  Ethical considerations 

We sought the participants’ direct consent before beginning the data collection. We 
invited Literature in English beginner teachers to participate in the study through a 
letter of invitation. The letter of invitation highlighted that the participants had the right 
to withdraw from participating in the study at any time. We explained to the participants 
how we were to collect the data and how much time would be involved. We also 
informed the participants that participation in the study entailed them being observed 
and interviewed, and that their scheme books would be analysed. We also indicated 
that some portions of their interviews would be used for publication. After having 
explained this, the participants were asked to indicate their consent to participate 
in the study by signing a consent form. The O Level (Form 4) Literature in English 
learners were present during classroom observations, but were non-participants in the 
study. However, we sought their permission for making video recordings as we were 
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cognisant that our presence in the classroom could cause the teacher and learners 
undue emotional discomfort. For this reason we informed the learners of our presence 
in the classroom through a letter of information. The letter of information included 
an assent portion where the learners and their parents or guardians signed to give 
permission to be video recorded in the Literature in English classroom.

7.		 Research	findings	

From the analysis, we found that the sample Literature in English beginner teachers 
held attitudinal knowledge. Although the beginner teachers possessed knowledge of 
the curriculum, learners and content, attitudinal knowledge was the glue that held their 
teaching practice together.

7.1  Defining attitudinal knowledge 

Similar to our theoretical moorings, grounded in social constructivism and literature on 
experiential teacher knowledge, the participants held that they constructed teaching 
knowledge based on interaction with the school, learners and community. Attitudinal 
knowledge develops from the efforts of the beginner teachers to negotiate the school 
and learners’ negative attitudes associated with the learning of Literature in English. 
The attitudes that the beginner teachers interacted with, had motivated them to develop 
specific	teaching	orientations	and	self-awareness	all	geared	towards	building	a	positive	
learner attitude toward learning Literature in English. The beginner teachers’ attitudinal 
knowledge is made up of two subthemes: knowledge of personal teaching orientations 
and autobiographical knowledge. 

7.2  Beginner teachers’ knowledge of personal teaching orientation

All the participants agreed that their schools placed low achieving learners in Arts  
classes such as Literature in English classrooms as is evidenced by the quotations 
below:

Participant A: At first, the students thought it was going to be very difficult to learn 
English Literature but with time, they started appreciating it. In our school, Literature 
is given to hopeless students. The good ones go to Sciences and Business studies. 

Participant B: Literature assessment calls for higher engagement of the mind, 
which may not be suited for low achieving students that it is given to in my school. 

Participant C: This subject is given to weaker students. The school feels it is an 
easy subject, yet it is the most difficult subject. The Arts students’ performance is 
considered poor. 
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Participant D: Our school has a low regard for Literature/Arts subject. We look 
highly on Science subjects and Mathematics. My initial approach is to incite learner 
excitement to encourage a positive attitude in Literature.

The beginner teachers were cultivating positive subject acceptance by demystifying the 
school and learners’ categorisation of Literature in English learners as “dull and weak 
students.” From the participants’ comments above, they are in a continuous process of 
creating uniqueness and fostering engagement to motivate learners to study Literature 
in English in an environment where the subject is viewed in a poor light. 

All the participants mentioned that the learners’ placement in the Literature in English 
classroom was a symbol of their low academic status. As a countermeasure to these 
perceptions, beginner teachers had developed emblems, which motivated the learners 
to develop positive images of self. An emblem is used within the context of this study 
to refer to the motivational and practical strategies that the beginner teachers used 
to	 foster	 positive	 self-images	 for	 their	 learners.	The	 first	 emblem	 that	 the	 beginner	
teachers held was accepting their learners as individuals who needed academic and 
cognitive guidance in a secure and supportive classroom environment by using teaching 
methods that encouraged participative, collaborative and co-operative learning. The 
beginner teachers said the following:  

Participant A: Discovery learning is also very important because it is a way of 
learning which is more effective than giving information. 

Participant B: Literature is an interactive subject. You need discussions. Even the 
manner in which I put the groups, I make sure that they are racial and religious 
balanced so that the pupils get to interact and know each other better.

Participant D: I will define myself as a pragmatist teacher. I think my task, my 
approach, from experience, is to engage pupils in practical activities, I engage 
pupils’ positive attitude to help them to be part of the lessons.

Although the participants operated from different contexts, they possessed sociological 
awareness of their schools and learners that informed the practice of teaching in 
Literature in English classrooms. The beginner teachers used teaching approaches that 
allowed their learners to discover, research, and interact. These teaching orientations 
were emblems aimed at improving learners’ academic and social esteem. By selecting 
to use teaching orientations that required learners to research, present in class, 
debate, and communicate, the beginner teachers countered negative perceptions that 
labelled their learners as academically weak.
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7.3  Beginner teachers’ autobiographical knowledge

The beginner teachers used their knowledge of self as a way of motivating their learners 
to a positive subject attitude. The beginner teachers highlighted that they brought 
personal attributes into the Literature in English classroom that they used to encourage 
their learners. The beginner teachers stated the following: 

Participant A: Because of the nature of the students I teach, I can say I am a patient 
teacher but they have taught me to be patient. 

Participant C: I think I have the capacity to bring out the best in students.

Participant D: I am a facilitator, I facilitate learning.

The	beginner	teachers	used	the	knowledge	of	their	academic	background	to	influence	
their teaching. They were able to identify the aspects of Literature in English that 
challenged and enhanced their quality of teaching. By being aware of their abilities, the 
beginner teachers entered their classrooms with a positive attitude which was geared 
towards sustaining a supportive classroom environment. 

Participant A: I actually enjoy teaching drama and poetry. Maybe it is from my own 
schooling background I love teaching poetry. 

Participant D: Firstly, I happen to be very active. I cannot keep to one place. Secondly 
I am practical in my approach to my own life and that of my pupils. 

Besides utilising their background for enhancing their teaching practices, the beginner 
teachers also used aesthetic values of Literature in English to improve learners’ subject 
appreciation.

Participant C: Learners need to know the study of Literature is worthwhile. Right at  
the beginning you have to work on that before you get into teaching Literature. 

Participant A: Literature helps the students to be good readers of character. When 
they study Literature they learn to interact and socialize well with other people. 
Learning Literature actually helps them in developing mind and character.

Participant B: Literature is about life. I want the students to have that attachment 
with Literature. I am preparing them to be able to interpret their lives in relation to 
the text.
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Even though the beginner teachers commented on the school and learners’ attitudes 
towards the study of Literature in English, they were silent on their own attitudes towards 
Literature in English. Nevertheless, the beginner teachers expressed awareness that 
the perceptions they dealt with had in fact helped them construct knowledge on how 
to counter negative ones. One of the beginner teachers hinted that she also initially 
harboured a negative attitude towards her learners and the subject.

Participant A: Literature is a subject for the intellectuals. It should be given to the 
gifted class, but it is thrown to the less gifted. When I first started teaching these 
Form 4s I used to lament about the unfairness of it all. However, now I am so happy 
because every time I meet them they challenge me to be better than yesterday. They 
are so eager to learn and I always make them feel important. You know it is different 
from teaching isiNdebele. With isiNdebele I feel like I am just teaching, but the nature 
of Literature and the type of students I have, I feel like I am making a difference (her 
voice quivering).

The	beginner	teachers’	autobiographical	knowledge	motivated	them	to	specific	attitudes	
toward the teaching of Literature in English. Firstly, the beginner teachers used their 
personal background by bringing into the classroom knowledges they had accrued over 
years	in	educational	institutions	to	influence	their	teaching	practices.	Secondly,	as	the	
beginner teachers valued the study of Literature in English, they approached the teaching 
thereof with determination in the face of negative perceptions. The autobiographical 
knowledge claimed by the beginner teachers was critical in understanding their past 
and the teaching judgements they made in English literature. The value that teachers 
assigned to the study of Literature in English had a pragmatic function as it motivated 
them to approach its study with a high level of intentionality. The beginner teachers’ 
knowledge of self, integrated with their classroom realities, produced knowledge that was 
specific,	local,	contextualised,	and	non-generalizable.	The	beginner	teachers	indicated	
that through self-examination they came to know and place value on the act of teaching 
and the subject they taught. 

8.  Implications of the study 

A	synthesis	of	the	research	findings	indicate	that	there	is	a	need	to	foster	connections	in	
exploring sources of teaching knowledge. Initial teacher education curriculum designers 
and	researchers	might	use	this	study	to	appreciate	the	fluid	nature	of	teacher	knowledge	
construction.	In	addition,	teacher	training	institutions	might	consider	using	these	findings	
to create practical and simulated activities aimed at preparing pre-service teachers for 
authentic classroom experiences. The simulated activities that are embedded in teacher 
training programmes have the potential to create teacher readiness for the class. Since 
they	 are	 beginner	 teachers,	 they	 benefit	 from	 environments	 that	 stimulate	 them	 to	
construct knowledge through observing experienced practitioners. 
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Finally, it is important to highlight the possible limitations of the study. The study focused 
on beginner teachers’ attitudinal knowledge based on observable, planned and declared 
actions and activities in the beginner teachers’ classrooms. The study explicated that 
teacher knowledge was inferred from the actions and activities beginner teachers used 
during the act of teaching. In line with the above observation, Hegarty (2000:453) notes 
that	teachers’	knowledge	is	“subjective,	context-specific,	and	not	readily	communicated	
other than through demonstration”. However, most of what beginner teachers know is 
cognitive, and what the researchers observed and heard was just a fragment of what the 
teachers	actually	knew.	Thus,	the	study’s	findings	represent	a	limited	account	of	what	
beginner teachers actually know. As it was impossible to harness teacher knowledge 
directly from the cognitive domain, in this study the beginner teachers’ actions and 
activities were used to indicate what the teachers knew, notwithstanding the limitations 
mentioned above. 

9.  Conclusion 

Teaching is a result of many factors that centre on the practitioners’ ability to create 
a classroom environment that nurtures learners’ academic and social growth.  
Thus the conceptual framework of this study was drawn from social constructivism 
and a review of experiential teacher knowledge. The assumption was that beginner 
teachers	 socially	 constructed	 their	 knowledge	 from	 reflecting	 on	 their	 experiences	
in the act of teaching. The sampled beginner teachers highlighted their experiential 
knowledge	and	affirmed	 that	 it	was	social,	contextual,	 tacit,	practical,	personal,	and	
subject	specific.	However,	beyond	their	experiential	knowledge,	the	sampled	beginner	
teachers had constructed teaching knowledge that countered the negative attitudes 
that the school community and learners held toward the study of Literature in English. 
This	 was	 a	 surprising	 and	 new	 finding,	 and	 we	 believe	 that	 we	 discovered	 this	 
new	aspect	of	teacher	knowledge	as	a	result	of	working	with	the	specific	participants	
as well as the contexts and the subject under study. The beginner teacher  
participants	 in	 this	 study	 identified	 their	 schools’	 negative	 perceptions	 as	 shaping	
totality of the knowledge that they eventually came to hold for teaching Literature in 
English. 

The beginner teachers were accepting of their role as new subject teachers in  
an environment where they felt less supported and appreciated. From this knowledge, 
the beginner teachers constructed attitudinal attributes such as teaching approaches, 
dedication, care, and optimism aimed at improving the value of Literature in  
English among their learners. In assuming these attitudinal attributes, the Literature 
in English teachers projected a model that motivated and encouraged their learners 
beyond the classroom. By choosing to be positive agents of learners’ literary growth, the 
beginner teachers created, within their Literature in English classrooms, communities 
that supported the former. 
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