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ARTICLE

Novice teachers in a changing reality
Nurit Dvira and Orna Schatz-Oppenheimerb

aEducational Department , Kibbutzim College of Education, Technology and Arts, Tel Aviv, Israel; bSchool of 
Education, David Yellin College, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Jerusalem, Israel

ABSTRACT
The aims of this paper are to explore novice teachers’ experiences in 
the Covid-19 crisis, and to examine their professional identity con
struction process. During the global crisis, novice teachers had to 
deal with unexpected challenges and take advantage of new 
opportunities. This study is based on 32 narratives of novice tea
chers in Israel who took part in a one semester online Zoom induc
tion in two workshops. The open conversations narratives in the 
meetings were recorded and transcribed, and then subjected to 
categorical content analysis. The findings show the challenges and 
opportunities related to three central categories: technological, 
pedagogical and educational system in the novice teachers’ experi
ences. The main contributions of this study are: understanding the 
novice teachers’ experiences in the uncertainty and turmoil of the 
crisis, and learning about professional dilemmas and tensions 
which gave rise to various challenges and opportunities that that 
supported the construction their professional identity.
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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic began in March 2020 and was a turning point for educational 
systems in Israel and the entire world. Schools were shut down in almost 186 countries, 
resulting in 1.5 billion children – 87% of the world’s population of children – being locked 
out of schools (Schleicher 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic is first a health crisis. All over the world countries have 
decided to close schools, colleges and universities. The crisis crystallises the dilemma 
policymakers are facing between closing schools and saving lives or keeping them open 
and maintaining the economy. Many families around the world were impacted by the 
crisis: Long distance learning is not only a massive shock to parents, but also to children’s 
social life and learning (Burgess and Sievertsen 2020).

The Covid-19 crisis, both on a global scale and locally, presented all the teachers with 
additional challenges and opportunities that are unknown in the professional literature, 
and which forced teachers to provide an immediate response in their educational prac
tices in a changing reality Under these circumstances novice teachers are facing the new 
reality of the Covid-19 world crisis that shocked all education systems in the world (United 
Nation 8. 2020).
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Novice teachers in particular are starting a new professional life. Timing of entrance 
into a teaching career and preparatory programmes had an effect on self-efficacy. Studies 
show that they have low professional self-efficacy at that stage (Redman 2015).

The Covid-19 crisis in Israel

The Israeli educational system with 2.3 million students was shut down on 15 March 2020, 
as part of the nationwide effort to curb the spread of Covid-19, and remained closed for 
two and a half months (Weissblei 2020). The educational system immediately transitioned 
to long-distance learning which was based on the Ministry of Education’s guidelines for 
long-distance learning in times of security emergencies, a situation that Israel has often 
faced (Ministry of Education official policy document 2019). The ramifications of the 
nationwide shutdown of the educational system were: disruption of regular learning, 
concerns about deepening the learning gaps, damage to emotional resilience, risk of 
student dropout especially among at-risk students, reduced social interactions and diffi
culties in managing long-distance learning at home (Weissblei 2020). In addition, the 
nationwide curfew shut down the economy and familiar work routines. As a result, long- 
distance learning occurred at a time when entire families were at home dealing with 
partial and total lockdowns (Reimers and Schleicher 2020). In Israel, long-distance learning 
was conducted through two media. First, television broadcasts that were already in place 
in the educational system in Hebrew and Arabic for all age groups (344,000 daily hits) 
and second, teachers who were required to teach the syllabus online. Although these 
solutions enabled uninterrupted learning, at the same time challenges and professional 
dilemmas about learning and teaching arose concerning both students and teachers.

For students – fears about inequality in digital accessibility arose given that 24% of 
Israeli homes are not connected to the internet and 17.5% of students do not have 
computers at home. Lack of digital access is especially prevalent among specific sectors 
of Israel’s population – the Arab sector and ultra-Orthodox Jews (Malchi, Malach, and 
Friedman 2020). In large families there were not always enough computers to enable all 
the children to participate in long-distance learning. Fears were voiced that long-distance 
learning was deepening learning gaps among students from low socio-economic back
grounds, leading to frustration and tension about the inability to provide learning support 
to the students at home because their parents lacked technological knowledge and 
experience (Office of Chief Scientist 2020).

For teachers – gaps in teachers’ digital skills and experience in using these tools were 
revealed. Teachers had to make swift and unforeseen changes in their practice and were 
challenged to plan a day’s teaching on the Zoom online platform in accordance with the 
Ministry of Education guidelines and teacher education academic institutions’ recommen
dations. The teachers spent long time sitting at the computer and were also required to 
motivate their students to learn and to take the initiative in creating new learning 
materials (Huber and Chem 2020). In addition, they had to be aware of the ethical 
limitation of Zoom application as regards protecting privacy and recording personal 
data (Berkeley 2020).

The crisis that affected both teachers and students cracked the barriers that separate 
the two, and blurred the boundaries between the personal – being at home with the 
family – and the professional – online meetings with learners on Zoom (Schleicher 2020). 
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These aftereffects led to teachers experiencing emotional overload, as well as professional 
challenges and opportunities (Reich et al. 2020).

The world of novice teachers

The first years in the teaching profession have been widely studied (Voss and Kunter 
2020). More specifically, efforts have been made to better understand the difficulties and 
successes of novice teachers and how they construct their professional identity (Ruohotie- 
Lyhty 2013). Teachers’ professional identity is reflected through analysis of professional 
activity, reports of emotions arising from practical experience, and the manner in which 
the personal narratives are presented (Beijaard, Verloop, and Vermunt 2003; Connelly and 
Clandinin 2000).

Novice teachers start to examine their beliefs, educational conceptions, professional 
goals, compatibility with the profession, and the best way to accomplish their goals 
(Korthagen 2004) – a professional identity construction process that occurs as teachers 
cope with the tensions, conflicts, and gaps that arise when they begin to work (Clandinin 
et al. 2010). Gaps arise between the existing reality and the idealistic image of the 
professional reality formed during the training stage (Flores 2004; Schatz-Oppenheimer 
and Dvir 2014). Covid 19 intensified this gap and expanded the spectrum of novice 
teachers’ emotions (Yuan and Lee 2016).

Vonk (1995) theory construct hypotheses about the professional development path of 
novice teachers and divided their challenges into three aspects: Personal-emotional; 
Pedagogical-didactic and Ecological-systemic-organisational. We offer a fourth cate
gory – the technological knowledge that is essential to this crisis period (Schleicher 2020).

1. Personal-emotional involves the transitioning from being a student to becoming 
a teacher, during which the novice teacher has to redesign his or her professional identity 
and self-efficacy (Schatz-Oppenheimer and Dvir 2014). This stage involves emotional 
overload of positive and negative feelings (Anttila et al. 2017).

2. Pedagogical-didactic includes instructions and the requirements to incorporate 
various knowledge types into the teacher’s practice: Pedagogical content knowledge 
(Shulman 1987), classroom management skills, and teaching skills (Ball, Thames, and 
Phelps 2008).

3. Ecological-systemic-organisational relates to how the teacher adjusts to the orga
nisation’s norms, regulations and expectations, and how the organisation adjusts to those 
of the teacher (Vierstraete 2005).

4. Technological knowledge is needed in the 21st century. Technology skills should be 
integrated into teachers training in colleges and universities. Teacher tarining programs 
should provide all the necessary training so that their graduates can go out and cope with 
the technological-pedagogical challenges. But studies have shown that teachers are not 
adequately prepared to integrate technology into their classroom (Banerjee and Waxman 
2017; Fleming, Motamedi, and May 2007). Sutton (2011) found three main difficulties in 
teacher education programmes in being effective in teaching novice teachers how to 
integrate technology in their classroom: (a) disconnect between technology training and 
other aspects of teacher training, (b) a lack of content-area relevance, and (c) inadequate 
retention and transfer. With regard to the four main professional path difficulties, the aims 
of this paper are: To explore novice teachers’ experiences in the Covid-19 crisis, and to 
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examine their professional identity construction process particularly in times of crisis or 
trauma (Berman, Montgomery, and Ratner 2020).

Methodology

Research method

This study is based on qualitative-narrative research. Understanding the teacher’s world 
requires an inquiry approach that captures the complex nature of teaching (Moen 2006). 
This study focuses on understanding Zoom conversations during a novice teachers’ 
workshop that took place during the Covid-19 crisis. Thoughtfully chosen narratives 
emerged from the conversations which can serve as prototypical subjects that can 
embody the global in the local (Lincoln and Guba 1985).

The context of the research

The Israeli model of teacher education is based on a four-year academic programme. The 
first year of teaching is defined as an induction year. The conditions are: to teach in the 
school system and receive a salary, participate in a mentoring process at school, and 
attend weekly group workshops for novice teachers conducted by academic institutions. 
During the year they are assessed, and those who meet the standards receive a teaching 
licence at the end of the year (Schatz-Oppenheimer, Maskit, and Zilbershtrom 2011).

Participants

The participants, thirty-two novice teachers (22 females and 10 males), participated in two 
workshops facilitated by the two authors. In Israel in the induction year it is mandatory to 
participate in a workshop which is chosen randomly. At the beginning of the semester the 
participants gave us permission to publish the open conversation in the records of the 
meetings. All the participants in their first year taught a variety of subjects to different age 
groups in school.

Data collection

Over the course of almost a full semester, we conducted two workshops via 90-minute 
weekly Zoom meetings. The novice teachers engaged with their facilitators and peers, 
sharing teaching narrative experiences. The workshops were based on participants’ 
narratives, which started with an open question provided by the researchers: ‘Tell us 
about a significant event you experienced as a novice teacher this week in your teaching’. 
This strategy enables them to choose what, how and when to tell their narratives 
(Josselson 2013). The narratives were the base upon which the authors built their findings.

Data analysis

Data analyses in narrative research is based on Grounded Theory (Strauss and Corbin 
1994) and analytical, interpretive hermeneutic approach (Josselson 2006, 2011).
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This process includes converting raw data into significant category and provides 
generalisation of the phenomenon (Babbie 2006). Data was also subjected to holistic 
examination – content analysis (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber 1998). Later it was 
a coding process of repetitive ideas and topics (Stuckey 2015). This process makes it 
possible to create reliability and validity (Polkinghorne 2007). In addition, Narrative 
methodology offers internal reliability and validity by reaching consensus collaboratively 
and enabling dialogue between the researchers (Polkinghorne 2007). The external relia
bility and validity are constructed from the theoretical formulations and references to 
prior theory (Bauer, Thomas, and Sim 2017).

That included six stages:

(1) Recording and transcription of Zoom conversations.
(2) Extracting the narrative embodied in the conversations.
(1) Interpreting each individual’s narrative.
(2) Identifying of repetitions of topics and exploring patterns among the narratives.
(3) Coding three categories: the challenges and opportunities related to technological, 

pedagogical and educational system
(4) Breaking-down and reconstructing of the narratives, enabling us to study the 

novice teachers’ professional identity construction in a time of crisis.

Ethical aspects

At the beginning of the semester the participants gave us their written consent to record 
their stories in Zoom technology and later to publish them (Berkeley 2020) In order to 
maintain and protect privacy all the participants’ names have been changed (Lindorff 
2010).

Results

Findings revealed three main categories: technological, pedagogical and educational 
system in the novice teachers’ experiences. This enabled us to learn about the challenges 
and opportunities of novice teachers in a time of crisis, and to shed light on how their 
professional identity is constructed.

Technological challenges and opportunities

In one swift movement, the Covid-19 crisis brought an immediate end to the familiar 
pattern of learning and teaching in space and time. Without any advance preparation 
the reality changed, and all teachers had to divest themselves of their usual teaching 
styles and reinvent themselves in the virtual sphere. Alongside the pedagogical content 
aspects, they had to cope with technological knowledge and skills to activate long- 
distance learning. Technology knowledge and skills were pre conditions for working in 
long-distance teaching. This crisis created two diametrically opposing experiences 
among teachers: coping with challenges, difficulties and frustration on the one hand, 
and seizing opportunities, taking initiative and realising professional potential on the 
other hand.
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Technological challenges
Most of the participants reported that the change in teaching circumstances and the need 
to teach from home was difficult for them. Rebecca notes the technological difficulty in the 
enforced change: ’I was not familiar with Zoom . . . I had to learn the technicalities of working 
with Zoom at such a pressured time, and all the activities I could work with on Zoom.’ The 
transition to working at home created tension about the blurring of the boundaries 
between home and school. Dana notes: ‘This period was very difficult for me. I had to teach 
on Zoom while the entire family was at home with me, including three young children. I almost 
gave up . . . ’ Vera gives a detailed description of the challenge of managing learning and 
teaching from home. ‘Three of my children were supposed to be learning at home on Zoom, 
and I also had to teach on Zoom. We did not even have four computers with cameras at home.’ 
Odetta complains: ‘I spend hours on Zoom. I have to alternate between my children’s needs 
and those of my students’. The teachers’ familiar teaching practice was changed in an instant 
by the alternative teaching environment. Not only did the blurring of the boundaries 
between home and work undermine their safe space in the teaching environment, it also 
turned their home into a family learning and teaching sphere. These difficulties involve 
working with unfamiliar technologies, as well as dealing with complex emotional issues, 
especially among novice teachers who do not yet have experience in the entire spectrum of 
teaching methods and in coping with tense, sensitive situations. During this period, the 
novice teachers had to redefine the spatial and temporal boundaries of the learning sphere 
which are so different to the familiar ones. A redefinition of the spatial and temporal 
teaching and learning boundaries is a dramatic change in a new reality, which influences 
the process of professional identity construction.

Technological opportunities
The changing reality and the use of technological tools were the basis for creating new 
instructions and learning pedagogies. Charlotte describes: ‘I was in a state of shock for the 
first few days, I did not know how I would be able to work on Zoom for hours. However, the 
more experience I had, the more I understood how it all works and I discovered that digital 
tools offer many options for creating a learning experience. ’Olivia did not experience the 
technological difficulties described by the other participants. Her experience was: ‘I can 
really connect to long-distance learning and feel at ease with the technology, it is part of my 
daily life. This is what spurred me on to be really creative. I prepared amazing PowerPoint 
presentations and gave my students experiential-based learning’. As a novice teacher, it is 
possible that Olivia has not yet adopted traditional teaching methods and she quickly 
discovered opportunities to take advantage of her technological strengths, applying them 
in her teaching in the new reality. For Ran, the Covid-19 crisis was an opportunity to 
maximise his professional strengths and cement his position among staff members as 
a technological expert. Although he was a novice teacher who had not yet found his 
professional position, he displayed leadership skills, took responsibility and initiatives and 
offered technological assistance to other teachers:

When the school year commenced, I felt the gap in my abilities as a novice teacher compared 
to the senior teachers. However, during the Covid-19 crisis, I took the initiative and promised 
to help others, especially the more senior teachers who had technological difficulties. I also 
volunteered to organise a digital Memorial Day ceremony in school. I am working at least 
twice as hard as I would normally, and the school principal even called me up to thank me.
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The novice teachers were presented with an unforeseen opportunity to incorporate 
technological/pedagogical teaching which created a dual experience marked on the 
one hand by tension, frustration and fears, and on the other hand by taking initiative 
and experiencing the joy of creating. The crack that appeared during the Covid-19 crisis in 
how they perceived their role was expressed not only in their attitude to teaching 
students, but also in relation to the teaching staff. The new, complex reality created an 
opportunity for the novice teachers to gain internal recognition of their strengths and 
weaknesses and of their social and professional position among their colleagues.

Pedagogical challenges and opportunities

As a result of the Covid-19 crisis, teaching and learning moved over to Zoom, intensifying 
various pedagogic dilemmas and releasing an entire range of emotions and thoughts 
among the novice teachers. The new reality was fraught with fears, uncertainty and 
frustrations; at the same time teachers had to activate themselves professionally for 
meaningful teaching, learning and maintaining educational–social values.

Pedagogical challenges
Ella describes the emotional and professional turmoil and the challenge she had to deal 
with:

When the crisis first began, I was confused, I could not find my place, I felt as if I were simply 
a ‘babysitter’ and this annoyed me. I did not understand what to do with my teaching, I felt 
slightly passive and pessimistic. As time passed, I saw how important I was as a teacher who 
could help my students get through this hard time by offering them a cooperative learning, 
social and emotional experience. I understood that I have a mission to fulfill in a time of crisis. 
I was proud of myself.

As a novice teacher, Ella describes the changes she underwent. The range of emotions 
reflects an internal process in which she re-examines her perception of her role in light of 
the changing reality. From initially perceiving her role as a ‘baby-sitter’, she transitions 
towards the perception in which she creates meaning, takes responsibility and is on 
a mission to serve as a leader for her students specifically now, in a time of crisis.

Robert also shares the challenges that long-distance learning confronted him with, and 
the ethical, moral and pedagogic tensions that emerged:

When we first began with Zoom lessons, some of the 9th grade students made racist remarks 
about their Arabic teacher. They were able to be anonymous on Zoom – without video and 
could choose any name they wanted for themselves. So, they said whatever they wanted to. 
The school counselor told me that she knows the identity of these students and she was 
aware that they admire me as their Civics teacher. I certainly felt that as a Civics teacher, it was 
my role to deal with the problem. I initiated a Zoom meeting with all the students, and gave 
them a lesson about human rights, human dignity and liberty. I even recorded the lesson and 
sent it to the school principal. I was given a letter of excellence for this.

Zoom technology allowed some of the learners to shrug off their responsibility, to remain 
anonymous and be absentee participants, and under these circumstances they allowed 
themselves to be verbally abusive during the meeting. As a novice teacher, Robert took 
responsibility for his role and took care of the functional tension he was feeling. He rose to 
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the challenge and turned it into a pedagogic and ethical opportunity. He could have 
found himself powerless and lacking the pedagogic skills to handle the anonymous 
violence, but the novice teacher took advantage of the opportunity, showed leadership 
and responsibility – all in a time of crisis. The process that the novice teacher describes is 
relates to his values as a Civics teacher, and he re-examines his values and acting for social 
justice and is important for constructing his professional identity (Torsney, Ponnock, and 
Lombardi 2017).

Pedagogical opportunities
Vera examines her role as a teacher on Zoom, gravitating from focusing on her class as 
a whole and their learning progress to focusing on the individual learning.

It was really like a dream to teach this way . . . On the one hand, this was an opportunity to 
make progress in the curriculum because I hardly had any problems with classroom disci
pline. I could help each child individually. I photocopied the lesson plan and sent it to the 
parents of children who did not take part in the Zoom lesson so they could complete the 
learning tasks. I hope their parents will help them make up the learning, even though I know 
it will increase the gaps among the children.

The transition to online teaching enabled Vera to form learning ‘rooms’ with small groups 
of students. She described this as a ‘dream’, with a different learning atmosphere, and 
views it as a pedagogic opportunity for giving individual attention. Working in small 
groups is a significant opportunity for teachers in Israel, who are used to teaching in 
classes of 32–40 students. Relative to the OECD norm, classrooms in Israel are more 
crowded (Asher 2014), and this is one of the key stress factors for teachers which increases 
burnout rates (Oplatka 2012). Although Vera describes the opportunities, she also reveals 
the dilemma about gaps in students’ achievements. Teaching on Zoom created dilemmas 
about equal opportunities and learning gaps. The gap between those students who 
participated in the Zoom lessons and those who did not became apparent and deepened, 
as did the gap between the different parents’ ability to support their children in learning.

Rachel, in her description, offers a different view about gaps and equal opportunities in 
learning that are created or widened when learning on Zoom.

In my online teaching I had a 3rd grade special education student who was mainstreamed in 
my class. Learning is difficult for him. His mother does not really function, his father is at work 
all day and there is no parental authority at home. He did not catch on to learning on Zoom, 
he did not join the morning meetings and games that I or the other teachers taught. I spoke 
to his father who said that he really wants his son to learn but he cannot force him. When 
I spoke to his mother, she claimed that he goes to bed late every evening and cannot get up 
in the morning. A few days after I spoke to her, the student suddenly began signing on for the 
Zoom meetings. So, I let him tell the class what is going on in his life at present. He took part 
and I felt that I had found a way to reach him. He continued to attend the morning meeting 
every day. There is still a learning gap, but he has started taking responsibility.

This story reflects the complexity of how the teacher’s role is perceived in a time of crisis. 
On the one hand, she has to continue with the syllabus and maintain the quality of her 
teaching, albeit under new circumstances. At the same time, her other role is to ensure the 
emotional, learning and social inclusion of the individual students. The blurring of the 
boundaries between the various roles that the teacher is expected to fulfill, especially in 
the new reality, is expressed by the breaking down of the learning space and entering 
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homes through Zoom, and by the teacher who interferes in the parents’ role in learning. 
Despite the distance that exists between teachers and students in long-distance learning, 
the teacher is trying to find strategies to get closer to the child. Similar to the opportunity 
for fostering closer relationships on the individual level, Jean describes how relationships 
on the group level also grew closer:

Every afternoon, I organise a social meeting for the class when I play with them. Slowly but 
surely some of the children leave the Zoom meeting and I am left with the same group of 
children until the end of the meeting. During this time, a friendly atmosphere pervades, 
and I really feel like I am their friend. Then I ask myself what will happen when we return to 
the classroom when I will once again be their teacher and I may have to be angry with 
them?

Teaching and learning methods on Zoom highlighted the cooperative learning space and 
created an opportunity to strengthen interpersonal relationships. The teacher describes 
the closer informal relationship she formed with a group of children and is worried about 
the tension that could arise later on.

The tensions and dilemmas that emerge from the teachers’ experiences create 
a blurring of the boundaries between the familiar and unfamiliar, between the safe 
zone and the uncertainty that arises when teaching moves over to technological tools. 
In such situations, the novice teachers question the teacher’s role, in the context of new 
and unfamiliar behavioural, educational and ethical aspects. This interface raises ques
tions that establish novice teachers’ professional identity.

Educational system challenges and opportunities

During the Covid-19 crisis, the educational system was forced to take decisions on an 
ongoing basis, in accordance with the ever-changing reality. Teachers had to act on 
regulations that changed daily and were left to deal with unfamiliar challenges and 
opportunities in relation to the educational system.

Educational system challenges
Following a full shutdown of the educational system for two and a half months, it was 
decided to reopen schools and teach in capsules – small groups of students. Returning to 
school raised professional and personal dilemmas. Findings show that the dilemmas 
embody conflictive values between accountability to the educational system and dedica
tion to the family.

Dorine and Rosalind, two novice teachers, were unsure how to act on the first day that 
schools reopened. According to their regular timetable, this was supposed to be 
their day off.

Dorine decided to keep to the regular schedule and not to come back to teach on 
her day off.

This is a complex class, but the students will manage without me for one day. Also, the 
principal told me that ‘you can decide to come on your day off but your class will be taught by 
other teachers and you will not be able to meet your students’.

The principal reinforced Dorine’s ’s approach that when things return to normal then the 
regular rules and habits need to be maintained. By contrast, Rosalind considered the 
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‘normal’ to be ‘not normal’ and therefore she decided to come to teach on her day off. She 
presents two justifications for her professional decision:

I volunteered to come tomorrow. I have not seen them for two months and I want to come 
and be with them, even though it is my day off. My feeling is that we are dealing now with 
“glowing metal” and I want them to return to a pleasant framework and I do not want to miss 
out on being there.’

For Rosalind, this was not a normal time and she feels the need to be present at the 
challenging first day back at school.

After Dorine and Rosalind had shared their feelings, Yelena added another aspect of 
the same regular rules and habits dilemma:

I have two young children of my own at home (4th and 5th grade), my husband is an essential 
worker and works from early in the morning to late at night. I had to find a solution for my 
children so that I could go back to work. My mother is an immigrant from the FSU and she has 
a really strict work ethic. She was insistent that I go back to work. I decided to check out what 
I could do, my daughter heard me and said: ‘You aren’t going to leave us at home alone, are 
you?’ . . . I did not know what to do, I looked for someone to come home and replace me. 
I spoke to a friend of mine and she said ‘don’t worry, your home is more important’ . . .

Yelena describes a similar dilemma about the tension between the personal and the 
professional identities when returning to routine. She presents her two internal voices. 
One is telling her to fulfill her professional obligation to the educational system, a value 
she has absorbed from Russian culture. The other voice is telling her to fulfill her 
maternal obligation and to listen to her children, a more liberal value seen in Israeli 
society.

The novice teachers Dorine, Rosalind and Yelena described their indecision that 
exposes the tension between conflicting personal and professional obligations. Senior 
teachers have presumably faced such dilemmas in the past and probably decided on an 
ethical stance on such issues (Gutman. 2018; Shapira-Lishchinsky 2011). However, novice 
teachers are having to deal with these dilemmas in their very first year of teaching with 
little experience.

One of the challenges to emerge from the stories was about following rules and 
regulations during the crisis. After the lockdown was lifted, schools reopened gradually 
with great uncertainty concerning health, learning and social issues. Adele reveals the 
tension between having to work according to the regulations and being pressured by 
parents:

Parents complained to me about the Ministry of Education’s guidelines. I told them ‘There is 
nothing I can do. I am neither the Health Minister, nor the Education Minister. These are the 
regulations I was given and I have to act accordingly.

Adele’s challenge is to deal with pressure from parents who are afraid and who do not 
trust how the health and educational systems acted during the lockdown. She chooses to 
follow the organisational regulations, despite pressure from parents. She accepts the 
systemic authority, and this seems to give her a professional anchor in trying to have 
a normal routine in abnormal times.

Ruth voices an additional aspect of the challenges and opportunities of trying to 
maintain a normal routine in abnormal times and expresses her personal difficulty with 
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the new regulations: ‘I also do not like wearing a mask for so many hours, my face is now 
covered in acne. ‘Ruth recognises the importance of the new regulations, accepts the 
professional authority but also voices her personal opinion of her difficulty in keeping to 
the rules.

Those dilemmas arise in the personal and professional aspects and reflect the external 
(regulations, parents) and internal voices. The various, conflicting voices contribute to 
professional identity construction.

Educational system opportunities
As described above, the issue of authority caused tensions and challenges. However, 
other teachers took advantage of the opportunity to re-examine their professional 
strength and their individual voice when confronting the system.

Adam took the opportunity to examine the voice he uses when tension arose 
between the parents and the regulations that the educational and health systems 
formulated. ‘We are not going to be the voice to tell the parents about these regulations, 
let the school principal send them a letter. Whoever wants to, will follow the regulations.’ 
Adam decides not to make his personal voice heard, he passes the authority on to the 
school principal instead and chooses not to get into an argument with the parents. The 
choice of the word ‘voice’ gives an ethical basis to his professional position. Adam 
examines the event and takes advantage of the opportunity to re-examine questions 
such as: ‘What is my role in relation to the system? What is my position in the system’s 
hierarchy?’ He reports on the choice he made to silence his authentic personal voice and 
let the authorities handle the crisis. These issues become even more acute during the 
Covid-19 crisis, when the boundaries between authorities are blurred and new, contra
dictory and complicated regulations are constantly being issued. Tom shares with his 
peers:

When school was reopened, many students did not return to school. I suggested to the 
principal to hold a parent meeting in Zoom to encourage them to send their children back.

The dilemmas and tensions reported by the novice teachers represent the systemic 
organisational challenges and opportunities and acutely depict the tension between 
accepting systemic authority and having one’s own critical position. A teacher’s auton
omy may be diminished in a time of crisis and he or she is the one who is expected to 
represent the system’s demands. However, as he is dealing with these dilemmas and 
following the regulations, the novice teacher also has the opportunity to reinforce his 
personal and professional confidence, enabling him to cope with different kinds of 
pressures that the system puts on him. These processes enrich his professional identity 
construction.

The overall finding picture portrays the world of novice teachers during the Covid-19 
crisis. As a result of the emotional and professional turmoil they experienced, the bound
aries were blurred in three aspects of their practice: technological, pedagogical and 
educational system. The dilemmas and tensions that arose presented the novice teachers 
with various challenges and opportunities which were the milestones for examining and 
constructing their professional identity.
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Discussion and conclusions

In his 1970 book Future Shock, the well-known futurist Alvin Toffler describes a situation 
where many changes occur within a very short time. These changes lead to a breakdown, 
malfunctioning, and disorientation of individuals and of the system as a whole, while at 
the same time, opportunities for change and renewal arise. A breakdown in an educa
tional system is an unforeseen event that could potentially threaten or disrupt work and 
learning processes. Some crises could undermine the stability of the educational com
munity, yet could also create opportunities for development (Smith and Riley 2012).

Findings explored novice teachers’ experiences in the Covid −19 crisis, and shed light 
on the professional challenges and opportunities in three aspects that supported the 
construction of novice teachers’ professional identity:

Technological aspects – temporal and spatial changes as the learning space moved from 
school to the virtual sphere and gave rise to various technological challenges and 
opportunities. Participants’ narratives explore the fact that novice teachers were required 
to learn and work with unfamiliar technologies. They were also forced to work on their 
own with little support from a professional community and technology support. It is 
assumed that novice teachers, since they are younger, are technologically oriented, but 
research shows that they had difficulty integrating technology into their teaching experi
ence (Banerjee and Waxman 2017). Technological capabilities, tutor support, and group 
collaboration strongly influence the technology-enhanced learning design process 
(Caena and Redecker 2019; Nguyen. and Bower 2018). Technological educational reforms 
have been implemented, accompanied by investment of financial and pedagogical 
resources but they have not always reaped the expected results. Most attempts at 
technological educational reforms have been complicated by the fact that contradictory 
forces – conservative and innovative – are at work within the system (Eisenberg and 
Selivansky 2019). Even though Israel is considered a high-tech powerhouse and a global 
leader in technological innovations and initiatives (Pulcrano 2019), most of the teachers, 
especially veteran ones, found the technological aspect of teaching to be difficult and 
opposed this move (Bazluki and Milman 2019; Zohar and Bushrian 2020). With the sudden 
outbreak of Covid-19, a new professional educational reality was forced upon all the 
teachers, which accentuated the tension between these two conflicting forces (Schleicher 
2020). Both the conservative and the innovative teachers were forced to revolutionise the 
use of technology in their learning and teaching practice. This dramatic change empha
sised the gap in technological aspects between the ideal and the reality in society in 
general, and in the educational system in particular (Eisenberg and Selivansky 2019).
Pedagogical aspects – the novice teachers’ narratives show that they were required to 
change their teaching methods and break through the normal spatial and temporal walls. 
The transition to synchronic and a synchronic teaching method accentuated the chal
lenges and opportunities facing them to adapt their individual and group teaching 
practices so as to provide a holistic solution to the learners’ needs. In the virtual sphere, 
tensions about perception of the role, goals of teaching, teaching methods, selecting 
learning content and adapting it to the new situation were all heightened. Novice 
teachers had, almost overnight, been asked to be involved in decision-making and 
problem-solving using new online pedagogical knowledge in unfamiliar space without 
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pedagogical support from veteran teachers. Teaching in an uncertain reality creates 
tensions and requires internal self-efficacy on the part of teacher’s and external supported 
environments (Rapanta et al.).
Educational System aspects – novice teachers’ narratives raised the question about the 
role of the educational system during the crisis. At the beginning they were forced to 
initiate online teaching and they were concentrated in the technological and pedagogical 
aspects. when the schools returned to an abnormal normal routine, the novice teachers 
were required to strictly adhere to new regulations to protect students and teachers’ 
health. Narratives show that in this new reality, there was distrust of the system’s regula
tions, hesitation and a need to deal with parents’ fears and pressures. While the need to 
follow the regulations becomes more important, at the same time opposition to following 
them increases and it is expected that the system provides an answer for every problem 
and challenge. The tension between the individual needs and safe self being and the 
system regulations as a safety and value place, creates dilemmas that the teachers have to 
deal with. At this juncture, they had to re-examine their position as teachers and educa
tors. In addition, the narratives show that in a crisis period the role of the system 
regulations is to protect the social spaces provided by schools as we transform education. 
The school as a physical space is indispensable. Traditional classroom organisation must 
give way to a variety of froms of doing school but the school as a separate space-time of 
collective living, specific and different from other spaces of learning must be preserved 
(UNESCO 2020).

We found that the dramatic changes in these three aspects: technological, pedagogical 
and educational system blurred the boundaries and gave rise to previously unknown dilem
mas and tensions, between the two learning spheres – home and school – and between the 
personal and the professional aspects (Leeferink, Koopman, and Schellings 2019).

The conscious and unconscious coping with these dilemmas offered the novice 
teachers challenges and opportunities to examine perceptions, values, positions and 
beliefs as they reconstructed their professional identity (Lomi and Mbato 2020; Skott 
2015). Teachers are moral agents in classroom interactions, and daily involved in moral 
action, and dealing with dilemmas that shape the practice of teaching (Gutman. 2018; 
Shapira-Lishchinsky 2011).

However, novice teachers, who have less experience and still lack professional strength 
and professional efficacy, have more difficulty coping with those dilemmas. Moreover the 
first year of teaching is a reality shock which challenges the novice teachers (Voss and 
Kunter 2020), yet this specific year that is characterised by global uncertainty and a crisis 
in the educational world can be a crucial catalyst for their professional identity construc
tion. A crisis can alter the course of identity development and destabilise existing identity 
commitments. At the same time a crisis, whether past or current, can also impact the 
resources a person brings to construct his or her identity (Berman, Montgomery, and 
Ratner 2020). The findings show that a professional identity construction process occurs in 
a new reality as novice teachers cope with the blurring of boundaries, dilemmas, tensions 
and conflicts (Clandinin et al. 2010; Schatz-Oppenheimer and Dvir 2014). This dual 
experience is a significant junction in their professional identity construction process. It 
includes evoking questions that the novice teachers ask about themselves during this 
process, such as: ‘Who am I as a professional? What are my strengths and weaknesses?’ 
The Covid-19 crisis enabled them to re-examine how they perceive their professional role. 
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In general, the emphasis of most teachers is on teaching as functional leadership driven 
by achievements and learning outcomes. However, during the Covid-19 crisis, they faced 
unfamiliar situations in which they had to re-evaluate the perception of their role. They 
stressed how they managed to turn challenges into opportunities. They learned to 
recognise the importance of flexibility in teaching goals, of creating alternatives and of 
positioning a new layer of their professional identity.

Contributions

The main contributions of this study are: understanding the novice teachers’ experiences 
in the uncertainty and turmoil of the crisis, and learning about various challenges and 
opportunities that constructed their professional identity.

Global crises such as floods, earthquakes or wars are part of reality. Educational systems 
can prepare alternative pedagogical contingency plans and emotional resilience as a way 
of dealing with crises. Brom, Baum, and Pat-Horenczyk (2015) have brought together an 
international list of contributors to look at both innovative and established treatments of 
trauma in a range of contexts, conceptualisations of resilience.

In Israel from time to time, the education system copes with security crises and 
provides emergency curricula, and emotional empowerment centres for teachers and 
students (Ministry of Education official policy document 2019). However, the Covid-19 
was so unexpected that the contingency plans provided only a partial response, and the 
system had to reinvent itself.

The limitations

This study is based on qualitative narrative research, which means that it is subjective, 
descriptive, and interpretative, and analyses only 32 participants in two workshops in 
a local context. The number of participants could be seen as a limitation. Reliability and 
validity in narrative methodology could be seen a limitation but narrative offers internal 
reliability and validity by reaching consensus between the researchers; it discovers 
patterns across the individual narratives that included ‘thick descriptions’ (Polkinghorne 
2007). The external reliability and validity are constructed from the theoretical formula
tions and references to prior theory (Bauer, Thomas, and Sim 2017). Moreover, the 
findings cannot be generalised however, this study does not aim to provide findings 
that are generalisable.

With regard to the limitations of the results, we found that the narrative research is 
a valuable pedagogical strategy in understanding the authentic complexity of construct
ing professional identity in times of crisis, but the Covid-19 crisis has left us with many 
significant questions about novice teachers. In examining the world of novice teachers 
this year, one of the key questions is whether the challenges and opportunities they had 
to grapple with this year made any significant change in how they perceived the role of 
the teacher and in their teaching and learning process, especially the spatial and temporal 
breaching of space in online learning (Schleicher 2020).

An additional question is whether the Covid-19 crisis influenced novice teachers 
differently than veteran teachers. Do they have a diverse toolbox for coping with the 
distinct challenges and opportunities? As a result of the crisis, will novice teachers be at 
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the forefront of a different, innovative education and take initiative in education and 
teaching? Above all, will they succeed in taking the technological tools and using them as 
an opportunity for narrowing inequalities in education, and will they serve as models for 
their students in how to cope with crises such as during the Covid-19 crisis? These are 
questions for teacher educators, not only in the technological aspects of teacher educa
tion, but also in relation to emotional and professional resilience in a changing reality. 
Aspects of emotions are highly important in teacher education and the construction of 
novice teacher’s professional identity.
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