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In Estonia (population about 1.4 million people) there are approximately 16, 000 teachers. About 150-250 novice teachers, who start their career annually, get their initial education at two major universities: Tallinn University and the University of Tartu. These universities are the main providers of in-service teacher education.

The Estonian Teachers’ Standard (2005) emphasises the creation of an attitude and understanding of the teacher as a reflective practitioner and a life-long learner. Teacher education in Estonia has for some years focused on developing support structures for novice teachers in the early stages of their career. In Estonia preparations for the induction year – the support programme for novice teachers – started in 2002. In 2004, the induction year programme was implemented in Estonia as part of teacher education. 

The induction year is simultaneously an attempt to meet the challenges facing teacher education and the teaching profession.

One challenge is how to increase the attractiveness of the teaching profession. It has been difficult to recruit students to teacher education; studying to become a teacher is not popular among young people (Õpetajate puudus… 2004). The number of university entrants into teacher training is decreasing and at the same time the teaching staff is ageing.  
Views and beliefs about becoming a teacher have changed. Teachers’ professional development is a continuous process, including initial training, induction year (incl socialization, entering the profession) and in-service training, states the Estonian Teacher Education Strategy (2008). Teacher training and the first working years have to be connected and the transition from one role (learner) to another (teacher) should be smooth. 

The role of an organization is considered essential and the formation of teachers’ communities of practice is seen as a way of professional learning. The Estonian schools self-evaluation system emphasises the importance of supporting new members of the teaching staff.

Theoretical background

Arising from the theoretical standpoints and taking into consideration the trends in Estonian teacher education, we should see teacher development divided into three dimensions: professional knowledge and skills dimension, social dimension and a personal dimension (Figure 1). According to that the processes supporting the development occur simultaneously in three areas: (1) developing teaching competences, (2) socialization in organization and in profession and (3) developing professional identity. Developments in the mentioned dimensions and the corresponding processes take place in the school context and are influenced by the processes within an organization. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical foundations of the induction year (Eisenschmidt, 2006).

Thus, the theoretical foundations of the induction year in Estonia are as follows:

(1)  Schools are seen as learning organizations; there exist teachers’ learning communities; teachers’ organizational learning and support for each other’s professional growth takes place within an organization (Senge 1990; Fullan 1991 et al). An important role is played by a school leader as the development of his/her school into a learning organization depends on his/her competence. The mentor as experienced colleague is a supporter of the novice teacher’s professional development in the school context, and helps to adjust to the school as an organization, to the teacher’s profession and provides assistance in solving everyday work-related problems. 

(2) Evolving into a teacher includes a socialization process, through which the novice teacher becomes a member of the teaching community, accepting the knowledge, skills, qualities, norms and manners valued in society and in the given school. It is a social process, where the opinions and attitudes of experienced teachers play a big role. Two socialization processes take place simultaneously – socialization within an organization and professional socialization. Professional socialization is more successful if a person adapts to an organization quickly, therefore the focus in the induction year is on adjustment to schools as organizations, on getting to know school culture, the aims of a school and colleagues.

(3) The prerequisite for the continuous development of a teacher is the readiness to develop oneself, to analyse one’s own work. In order to ensure the continuity of the professional development of teachers, it is essential to connect the three stages: initial training, induction year and continuous professional development (Feiman-Nemser 2001). During the first working years the basic competences are developed (among them a suitable teaching style is adopted and a learning environment is created) and the basis for professional self-concept is formed. The ability and possibilities to self-reflect is one of the important bases for professional growth (Schön 1983, Kolb 1984, Korthagen 1999). During the induction year it is the mentor who supports a novice teacher in the process of reflection and planning of one’s development. 

According to the theoretical concept, the mentor has three important tasks in the Estonian school system: (1) to support the professional development of a novice teacher, (2) to support the socialization of a novice teacher to the school as an organization and (3) to participate in school development. 

At the same time the induction year is one opportunity to implement reforms in the educational system, and to support the implementation of the ideology of professional development of teachers and workplace learning. Supporting the development of a novice teacher also influences the development of schools as organizations; possibilities for cooperation between teachers increase. 

The implementation model of the induction year

The focus of the model (Figure 2) lies on the professional development of novice teachers and it is supported by the school setting on the one hand and the support programme organized by the university induction centres on the other hand. The aims of the induction year were determined as follows: (1) to support the adjustment of novice teachers to schools as organizations, (2) to further develop the competences acquired in initial training and (3) to provide support in solving problems caused by  lack of experience.


Figure 2. Implementation model of the induction year

In the model, two approaches are combined: learning and development in the school setting and the meetings of novice teachers in university centres. The principles supporting workplace learning and the professional growth of novice teachers inside the school have been researched and have evidence based theoretical foundations. Less attention has been turned to the reasons why it is essential to organize the meetings of novice teachers at universities.

The following circumstances have caused the implementation of university support programmes:

1) international research shows that the teacher’s eagerness to self-reflect is insufficient and mentors are more oriented toward supporting adjustment to school culture; 

2) meeting with other novice teachers helps to understand the universality of the problems encountered by beginning teachers, which relaxes tension and supports novice teachers to develop professionally;

3) while adjusting to the school setting, problems might arise, which novice teachers do not want to discuss with their mentor, or conflicts might emerge, which can be discussed during the support programme in university centres;

4) this makes a link between teachers’ initial education and continuing professional development.

In the implementation of the induction year model there are four parties. In the school setting (1) a school leader, who is the creator of the environment that supports learning and professional development, and who appoints a mentor for a novice teacher; (2) a mentor, who is the closest partner for novice teachers and who supports their socialization and professional growth; (3) a novice teacher, who is responsible for his/her own professional development, (4) a university centre, where mentor training takes place, seminars of the support programme for novice teachers are held and there is constant monitoring and development of the process (Figure 3).


Figure 3. Parties of the induction year.
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