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Abstract 

Creativity. Resilience. Early Career Teachers. On the surface, three disparate 

concepts that have independently and deservingly drawn focus in related fields of 

research including psychology and education. However, there is only limited 

literature that draws together all three concepts, particularly in terms of 

understanding the relationships between resilience and creativity in the work 

environments and practice of Early Career Teachers (ECTs) who teach in generalist 

primary classrooms in Tasmania.  In order to understand the experiences of the ECT 

participants and how these relationships inform their beliefs and in turn practice, I 

have taken a narrative inquiry approach to both the phenomenon being studied 

and in reporting the data.   In this thesis I introduce five ECTs who generously 

shared their stories with me to illustrate the ways resilience and creativity are 

understood by them and how their practice is informed by being both resilient and 

creative. Data were collected through both theoretical and practical discussion 

processes as well as artefact elicitation and are reported as narrative life 

portraits that reflect the unique perspectives of each. In turn, the portraits illustrate 

the interplay between resilience, creativity and the work of the ECT. This study will 

be of interest to and have implications for educational researchers, education 

policy makers, teacher educators, school leaders and classroom teachers. 
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Prologue 
 

The story behind the story  
 

My story, my family’s story, is just one among many like it. I know this. And it’s part of the 

reason I chose to include it. Sharing our stories within our research texts can help others 

make sense of where we're coming from, the experiences that shape us and from where we 

draw inspiration in seeking to understand our practice/perspective. In this case, telling my 

story at the beginning of this thesis allows my motivation for this study to be made clear. I 

cannot pretend that I am not here, part of this text and the study on which it reports. I 

shaped this study in particular ways because of my beliefs and perspectives and 

experiences. A research text of this nature cannot hope to be ‘objective’, to deal with 

‘truths’ that are ‘out there’ separate from who we are as humans, as teachers, as people 

who interact with the world. Telling my story at the beginning, isn’t to place me in a central 

position within this thesis. Rather, it’s to bring my lens into sharper focus so that you are 

clearly aware of where this study has come from. It’s been a personal as well as a 

professional journey. Like my participants’ stories that come later, I hope that my story 

may, at some level, even momentarily, resonate with you in so much as you find glimpses 

of your own experiences of being resilient and creative, in it.  Frank (1991) reminds me 

that “the story I tell is my own, but readers can add their own lives to mine and change 

what I have written to fit their own situations. These changes can become a conversation 

between us” (as cited in Sparkes, 2000, p. 33). I invite you to add your own story of 

resilience and creativity to mine and, later, to the participants’. In this way we can develop 

more nuanced understandings of what we mean by resilience and creativity and how they 

inform our teaching practice.  

   

My personal motivation    

My father died when I was four which meant that mum had to - in her words - “wear the 

pants in the family” while also going about her motherly duties and working part-time to 

provide for three children. Having left school in the sixth grade to help her mother run the 

family business and care for her ailing father, mum was well acquainted with the idea of 
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doing what needed to be done for the benefit of the family, and of finding ways to 

manage. She was a creative thinker and she was resilient.    

   

Throughout my school years, the usual peaks and troughs of life took my family on that 

familiar roller-coaster ride of deep sadness as loved ones passed on and utter joy as other 

loved ones were born into the family. Sometimes the cart fell off the tracks, but we always 

managed to get it up and running again. Despite this continual show of strength, we 

weren’t at all prepared for the moment our world was rocked to the extent that the cart 

not only fell off the tracks but was smashed to pieces.    

   

One family member had always been shy and withdrawn, and he struggled socially. Having 

one of his eyes turn and losing most of his sight in the other eye when he was a toddler had 

likely had an impact too, we believed. We hadn’t realised just how deeply depressed and no 

longer interested in being part of this world he had become by his late teens. That wasn’t in 

doubt though on the night he tried to take his life, the first time. How could we not know 

how he was feeling? How is it that we were so ignorant?  After six long months 

of hospitalisation and psychotherapy came the diagnosis.   

  

Schizophrenia.  

  

At least one of us visited him on the ward every day, we made sure of that. We attended 

family counselling sessions once a week to learn about this illness and to better understand 

his world of confusion, chaos, isolation, and utter torment.    

   

It took time but together we found ways - through trial and error, perseverance and 

determination - to rebuild the cart and put it back on the tracks.  Occasionally, a wheel 

would slip off to the side, like when his medications would need to be changed (which 

meant things would get worse before they got better) or when, for no apparent reason, the 

symptoms of his illness would intensify, and he would react in self-destructive ways.  

 

Together we learnt a lot about how to cope. We found short-term solutions to his 

problems, to our problems. We had to. There was a great deal of stigma associated with 

mental illness in those days. We felt we needed to be advocates for change in this regard 

and willingly shared his story, and our experiences of it, so others would come to 

understand that there was nothing to be afraid or ashamed of. The world learnt a lot about 
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mental illness over the following 20 or more years and I like to think that we contributed to 

that wider awareness in some very small way.   

  

Mental health support systems began to improve, and medications became more effective.  

Still, the illness is relentless. He’d often go missing for days on end. We’d search day and 

night, anxious, physically and mentally battered, scared. We’d try to think like him to work 

out where he might be but that was difficult when the many voices in his head influenced 

his thinking in ways we still, after more than 30 years, grapple to understand. Yet, we grew 

stronger together. Our relationships with one another grew stronger and we supported 

each other. We had to. For his sake and for ours.   

   

The rollercoaster that is life developed many new twists and turns over time. The troughs 

became a little deeper each time we navigated them, but the peaks also became slightly 

more frequent and, somehow, more achievable. We had created pathways and frameworks 

that enabled us to support one another and to find peace with the way things were.   

  

Then, crash! Another illness thrust upon him, as if he didn’t have enough to cope with! 

  

Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma.   

  

It’s been about ten years of treatments, off and on, all of which, remarkably, he takes in his 

stride. He finds ways to manage the voices (some of the time) and to cope with sitting for 

hours at a time in the hospital ward receiving treatment. Despite feeling unwell following 

each treatment, he insists on making the 40-minute walk home on his own rather than 

being driven because it somehow releases him for that short time, from confinement. He 

takes some photos along the way, when he can. He’ll work on those photos for hours, using 

programs to manipulate them, turning them into his own special kind of art works.    

   

The thing that bewilders me most of all, the thing I remain in awe of to this day, is that the 

most resilient of us all, and the most creative of us all, is him. He continues to push through 

the wretchedness and torment. He endures torturous voices in his head, sometimes cruel 

and paranoid and other times whimsical and offbeat. He experiments with creating ways to 

distract the voices until he finds something that works albeit, only ever for a short period of 

time. So, he tries again. He adapts, repeatedly, creatively, resiliently.   
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A new direction. 

I also negotiated some personal highs and lows over the years, though nothing remotely as 

difficult as he faced. I decided it was time to make a positive change: I enrolled in the 

Bachelor of Education degree course at the local university. Finally, I was following the 

pathway I had always wanted to. I was going to be a teacher.  I thrived on learning new 

things. I was a resilient learner, but I also needed to think creatively to negotiate the ways 

in which I juggled bringing in an income, studying, raising two children on my own and 

being there to support other family members. Somehow, we all supported one another.    

   

My internship class, which I had been warned was going to be tricky to teach, was a delight. 

I was in the right profession. I loved teaching. I’m not sure that I was always as effective as I 

would have liked, but I was working on it.  And I was happy. That was until I realised that at 

one of the schools I first taught at, my early career teaching story which should have been 

one of collegiality and growth, was being manipulated in a damaging way.  

 

It was as though I was being unwittingly directed in a play where the antagonist was only 

now revealing himself. You see, I had a rival – a teacher who had been new to the school 

and had enjoyed the attention of senior staff. They loved his ideas, they loved his 

confidence, they loved his personality. Apparently, I had taken some of his spotlight; now I 

was the new teacher. Let me just say that the antics of the antagonist impacted negatively 

on my relationship with him and with some senior colleagues. I found myself feeling 

disempowered to manage the situation, I choked. I became distressed and downhearted. I 

began doubting my own ability as a teacher. 

  

  

My professional motivation   

Despite other schools I worked in being supportive, open and collegial, my confidence as an 

early career teacher was battered from this one experience. My teaching suffered for a 

while. I went through a period of teaching to the book, recording notes on every 

conversation, writing justifications for every lesson plan, creating endless records that were 

superfluous to school and departmental requirements. Burdening myself with all this extra 

work was of little value to my students. This nonsensical wave of paperwork was to the 

detriment of my creative teaching practice.    
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My resilience as a teacher was threatened and despite having lived a life that was reliant on 

a level of resilience and creativity to navigate it, this was different; it was somehow 

harder, which doesn’t make sense. My resilience was tested in a way that negatively 

influenced my practice; it threatened my identity as a teacher, diminished my teacher 

creativity and ultimately, caused me to doubt my ability and my career choice.   

 

*     *     * 

  

I often reflect on my ECT experience with both joy and regret.   

  

Joy came from the pride I felt when I achieved my goal to become a teacher,  from the 

children I worked with, the colleagues I worked with (in other schools), and most of all from 

the act of teaching.   Regret grew from the realisation that I had allowed myself to be 

defeated, from the disempowerment I felt as a novice teacher and the lack of support I 

received from this colleague in just one school.  

  

Looking back, I now realise that at the school where I worked alongside the antagonist, I 

had not yet been able to establish strong support networks and relationships. There had 

been no professional network for me to rely on as there had been a family network to rely 

on when I was on the personal roller-coaster. This caused me to wonder what relationships 

or networks successful early career teachers develop that support them when they’re on 

the roller-coaster that is beginning teaching. I wondered what part relationships might play 

when beginning teachers’ resilience and creativity had been challenged. Or, whether there 

is an interplay between resilience, creativity and the lives and work of the early career 

teacher.   

   

The personal and professional weave   

Looking back, I'm convinced, from my experiences throughout life and in schools, that 

there’s a strong connection between resilience and creativity.  My experience had been 

that when one was unsettled, the other was also impacted. That is, when my resilience was 

low it was often my creative thinking that allowed me to find ways of working through the 

issues. At the same time, if my resilience was very low, it was often a struggle to be 

creative, such as when I taught in rigid, uninspiring ways following the incident with the 

antagonist.   
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If resilience and creativity are somehow related, I wondered what this might mean for the 

ways in which beginning teachers endured times of adversity throughout those early years 

in the profession. I wondered what this potential connection might mean for the ways in 

which they nurture resilience and creativity in their students, or whether they consciously 

do so.    

   

 Eventually it was time to stop wondering and start exploring: to read what others have said 

about both resilience and creativity, and to determine if there were links between them, in 

theoretical but mostly practical terms. And most importantly, to hear directly from early 

career teachers who remained in the profession and who were, ultimately, successful in 

negotiating the inevitable challenges of being new to teaching using their creative and 

resilient mindsets.    

   

My story, my family's story, is ordinary in many ways but also extraordinary. There is always 

something of value that can be taken from our experiences and when I think over these 

stories and what they mean for me right now, I think the good is that we may gain some 

understanding about how our life experiences, our stories, shape our resilience and 

creativity. And how in turn, the connections between our resilience and our creativity, 

shape our lives. It is from this perspective that this study developed. I was interested in 

exploring teacher resilience – teachers' experience of being resilient in their teaching, 

finding ways to adapt to the new challenges they face on an almost daily basis as they seek 

to navigate the complexity that is teaching.   

  

I was also interested in exploring teacher creativity – teachers' experience of being creative 

in their teaching. What did they believe that creative teaching entailed? Did they think of 

themselves as creative? Did they teach creatively, and did they teach creativity? Were they 

aware of, and did they value, fostering students’ creativity and resilience? I had many 

questions that emerged from reflecting on my own personal and professional experiences.  

  

While I am here, at the start of this thesis, this is not ostensibly about me. This is about five 

early career teachers, teaching in Tasmanian primary schools. They too all have stories to 

share about their resilience and creativity and how their understandings about both inform 

their teaching practice. 
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1. Introduction 
 

It was my personal and family experiences, coupled with my experience as an early 

career teacher that shaped the way I approached this study. Like many families, mine had 

experienced its share of times when our resilience was tested beyond that which might be 

considered normal. I believe that it was – and still is – our creative thinking capacities that 

provided a scaffold for our resilience and ultimately, helped us to navigate the difficult 

times. This connection between resilience and creativity seemed powerful but was made 

even more so by the conduit that enabled it. The conduit was – and still is – family 

togetherness. Relationships have been paramount in our survival, in our individual and 

collective resilient and creative capacities.    

I also found relationships – this time professional relationships – to 

be   influential during my first years as a primary school teacher. Having experienced some 

challenging professional relationships which impacted my resilience and damaged my self-

esteem as a novice teacher, I found myself motivated to explore the connections between 

understandings of resilience, creativity and early career teachers' (ECT) practice. In a time 

of increasing demand on the teaching profession, the toll on beginning teachers in Australia 

is evident in attrition rates as high as 40% within the first three to five years in the 

profession (Berry, Petrin, Gravelle & Farmer, 2011; Ewing & Manuel, 2005). I wondered 

how those beginning teachers who weathered the highs and lows of their transition to the 

profession – and remained faithfully situated in their classrooms – managed to do so. I 

wondered what part their resilience and creativity as thinkers and practitioners, or the 

environments in which they worked, had to play in their continuation in a profession which 

sees almost half of their peers move out of teaching within five years.  

  

 

1.1 Why an exploration of understandings, beliefs and perceptions?  

Motivated to understand ECTs’ experiences and the ways in which they negotiate 

challenges in their teaching practice, I focused this exploration on understandings, self-

perceptions, beliefs and teaching practices relating to resilience and creativity. Gaining an 

insight into the participants’ understandings of resilience and creativity, and their 



Introduction 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

8 
   

perceptions of themselves as resilient and/or creative seemed a sensible place to start. 

Beliefs shape our actions. In the classroom context, this means that early career teachers’ 

beliefs about creativity and resilience reflect their practice, particularly in terms of the ways 

they teach and the ways in which they nurture their students’ creativity and resilience.   

Examining teachers’ beliefs about resilience and creativity, and the practice of 

nurturing resilience and creativity in the classroom, is not new. However, considering these 

ideas as connected, fundamental constructs of equal weighting, and in the lives of early 

career teachers, is. This study is unique in that it contributes to the limited literature 

relating to the relationships between both creativity, resilience and early career teachers’ 

practice, and it addresses the absence of such research in the Tasmanian context. While 

research exists that explores beliefs and practices related to early career teachers’ own 

resilience and supporting environmental factors, including educational policies and 

practices, school culture and climate, there is limited research that addresses these 

environmental factors in relation to ECT beliefs and practices.  

Investigating ECTs’ understandings of creativity and resilience in relation to the 

educational context may provide insights that inform future teacher professional 

development. This is significant in the Australian context given creativity’s explicit inclusion 

as a general capability in the Australian Curriculum. Similarly, aspects of resilience are 

embedded within the curriculum. Examination of each of these concepts, the relationships 

between them, and in the context of teachers’ early years in the profession, is likely to 

result in an enhanced understanding of ECTs’ beliefs about creativity and resilience, and the 

implications of these beliefs for their practice. As such, the recommendations of this study 

aim to provide educators with insights into fostering resilience and creativity in ECTs and in 

turn, future generations. A final anticipated contribution of the study is in capturing ECT 

experiences that have shaped their personal resilience and creative thinking and in doing 

so, supported them to remain in the profession. This might be useful for initial teacher 

education, as well as for the development of more targeted school support for beginning 

teachers.  

  

1.2 Three disparate concepts or one radical construct?  

Creativity. Resilience. Early Career Teachers. On the surface, three disparate 

concepts that have independently and deservedly drawn focus in the related fields of 
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research, including psychology and education. This is particularly so over the past three 

decades where researchers have turned their attention to the ways in which increasingly 

fast-paced technological and societal changes in the world impact the field of education. 

These changes are reflected in teachers’ work as they strive to find ways to prepare their 

students for uncertain futures while at the same time, they grapple with increasing 

complexities related to the political, societal and financial forces that shape education 

(Cranston, Kimber, Mulford, Reid & Keating, 2010). These increasing demands are reflected, 

many believe, in the high attrition rates of early career teachers across the globe 

(Watlington, Shockley, Earley, Huie, Morris, & Lieberman, 2004). However, before I venture 

too much further into the complex world of the changing nature of teachers’ work, it would 

be prudent to first offer a description of each of the three key concepts that are at the 

heart of this study: creativity, resilience and early career teachers.  

  

1.3 Creativity, resilience and early career teachers in the context of this 

study  

As I read through the literature related to this study, it soon became apparent that 

creativity and resilience are widely used terms which are applied differently across a range 

of domains and are described from a range of perspectives. Similarly, references in the 

literature to early career teachers often vary in terms of features such as the years of 

service and types of positions they hold. For these reasons, an explanation of each of the 

concepts in the context of this study is warranted.  

  

1.3.1 Creativity as interactive aptitudes, processes and environments  

Influenced by my reading of the creativity literature, and for the purpose of this 

study, I have adopted Plucker, Beghetto & Dow’s (2004) definition of creativity. It is, they 

claim:   

the interaction among aptitude, process, and environment by which an individual 

or group produces a perceptible product that is both novel and useful as defined 

within a social context. (p. 90)  

This definition proposes that creativity is not domain-specific but rather, is present across 

all human endeavour and therefore, across all curriculum areas. In an educational context, 

this is achieved when learning environments emphasise “active learning and knowledge 

building” (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2010, p. 418). Early in the 20th century, theorists such as 

creativity pioneer Graham Wallas (1926) began developing models of the creative thought 
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process that were both measurable and explainable. I elaborate a little further on Wallas’ 

model, and others that are of relevance, in the review of literature presented in Chapter 2. 

Of significance to my description of creativity, however, is that it was from this model and 

its ongoing development, that creativity began to be understood as a process that can be 

taught and in turn, applied. The implications of this evolving understanding remain 

significant for educators today and therefore, significant for this study.   

 

1.3.2 Resilience as successful adaptation  

Resilience falls under the umbrella term of ‘emotional intelligence’ and is 

commonly used in reference to a person’s capacity to cope – mentally, emotionally or 

physically – in situations that involve varying degrees of adversity or trauma. Coping may be 

taken to mean ‘managing a situation’ or successfully ‘adapting to circumstances’, for 

example. Eminent child development psychologists Masten, Best and Garmezy (1990) 

defined resilience as the “the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation 

despite challenging or threatening circumstances” (p. 425).  

Successful adaptation, according to Tait (2008), strengthens human capacity for 

dealing with ambiguity, instability or change. For example, when early career teachers seek 

support from colleagues who understand and value teachers’ work, and who share their 

insights based on experience and in the context of teaching practice, they strengthen their 

own resilience (Bobeck, 2002). This relies however, on the early career teacher already 

possessing a degree of resilience and personal efficacy. For this reason, organising the 

“broader social, economic and political forces on human experience” (Johnson et al, 2010, 

p. 3) and exploring ways in which environmental factors also influence ECT resilience, was 

an important consideration for me as I designed the study. It is also important to 

acknowledge the ‘everyday’ nature of challenging circumstances that require resilient 

thinking on the part of early career teachers when impositions such as time constraints, 

difficult student behaviours, and limited resources impose on their work.  

1.3.3 The early career teacher (ECT) 

The term ‘early career’ is used throughout the literature to describe the novice 

teaching phase ranging in duration anywhere from the pre-service stage through to 10 

years in the profession. However, for the purposes of this study I chose to work with early 

career teachers who were between 3-8 years in the profession. There are several reasons 

for this, some relating to the design of the study (discussed further in Chapter 3). However, 
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I was also aware of the complexity of the transition experience for first year teachers 

entering the profession and felt that beginning/novice teachers at this very early stage of 

their development as teachers are often more focused on ‘getting it right’ than they are 

aware of the more complex aspects of their practices (Berliner, 2001) such as creativity and 

resilience. It was also important to me that I maintain a focus on ECTs who had overcome 

some of the adversities that might have otherwise lead to their attrition from the 

profession as a potential means of gaining some understanding of the role of creativity and 

resilience in their decision to stay. While this wasn’t a focus of the study, it was certainly a 

worthy consideration given the current debate around the changing nature of teachers’ 

work and the subsequent discussion around teacher retention.   

  

1.4 The changing nature of teachers’ work   

Teaching contexts evolve to meet the changing needs and values of society. These 

changes, some over decades and others more immediate, have an impact on the work and 

lives of teachers and in particular, ECTs who are vulnerable to the pressures that some 

changes may trigger. Teaching contexts in Australia have evolved over a relatively short 

period of time and yet the changes have been significant. These changes can bring with 

them improvements but also challenges to the early career teachers’ resilience and creative 

capacities.   

Changes in the purpose of schooling in Australia are well documented (e.g. 

Campbell & Proctor, 2014; Cranston, Kimber, Mulford, Ried & Keating, 2010; Johnson & 

Kardos, 2008; Mathews, 2013; McCreadie, 2006) and range from matters of social stability 

and moral education through to the time of industrialisation where formal education was 

regarded as essential to the well-being of society  (Groundwater-Smith, Ewing, & LeCornu, 

2015). The 20th Century brought many new understandings about what should be taught in 

formal education, what should be taught across school year levels, and how it should be 

taught, as the progressive ideas of educational and child development theorists such as Lev 

Vygotsky, John Dewey, Jerome Bruner and others, were becoming more widely understood 

and adopted. Curricula developments over the following decades involved the inclusion of a 

wider range of subject areas, and government inquiries called for an education system that 

aspired to ensure every child in Australia had access to an education that rated among the 

best in the world and ensured that all students left school with the competencies and 

capabilities necessary to lead successful and productive lives (Cranston et al., 2010). 
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The 21st century is no different to that of the past where gobal changes are 

unsurprisingly ongoing. Australian education policies and systems continue to be shaped by 

political, economic, societal, media and technological forces from across the world 

(Cranston, et al., 2010; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017). This brings with it significant changes 

such as the establishment of a national curriculum, national assessment reforms and 

subsequent changes to school funding that are, in turn, linked to performance (Council of 

Australian Governments, 2009; Hargreaves, 1998). These are among many reforms which 

have shaped what it means to be a teacher as schools and teacher performance are under 

increasing public scrutiny (Clandinin, 2009; Day, 2008; Day & Gu, 2014)  with the availability 

of student performance data in the public domain. Ultimately, teachers’ work is increasing 

in complexity (Abbott-Chapman, 2005; Clarke, 2019; Day & Gu, 2014; Hargreaves, 1998) 

and has become more measurable, more accountable, more challenging in a wider variety 

of ways than ever before (Abbott-Chapman, 2005; Day & Gu, 2014; Grabett, 2018; Johnson 

et al, 2012).  

Perhaps even more perplexing for schools and in particular, ECTs, are the 

“crosswinds of change in society... [that] are changing the way we live” such as 

globalization, wars on terrorism and increasingly frequent chaotic occurrences such as 

political riots and similar disturbing events across the world (Jefferson & Anderson, 2017, 

pp. 10-11). These changes reflect directly on the work undertaken in the classroom. These 

challenges and expectations and tightening accountability measures are pushing some ECTs 

to engage in what Bracey (2009) labels “defensive teaching” where their decisions about 

teaching practice are overly “bureaucratic and unsatisfying” (p. 530). The flow-on effect is a 

culture where “alternative or innovative thinking is discouraged” (Bullough & Hall-Kenyon, 

2011, p. 127). This has implications for the ECT who more than ever requires resilience (see 

Day & Gu, 2014; Johnson et al, 2012; Masten, 2014) and creative thinking capacities (see 

Baghetto & Kaufman, 2010; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017; Lucas & Spencer, 2017; Sawyer, 

2012) in order to safely navigate the world of teachers’ work and the pressures that 

working and existing in that world bring with it.   

This is not to say that teachers’ work, in particular that of the ECT, is devoid of 

innovation, accomplishment, job satisfaction or joy. Indeed, many ECTs who find ways of 

navigating the challenges remain committed to the profession, and hopeful and optimistic 

for their own - and their students’ - ongoing learning, growth and futures (Bullough et al, 

2011; Hargreaves, 1998). Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge that teaching is an 

emotionally, physically and intellectually demanding profession for all the reasons 
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discussed above (Gu & Day, 2013; Hargreaves, 1998; Kyriacou, 2001; Wassell & LaVan, 

2009; Zembylas & Schutz, 2009). And, it is undeniable that many early career teachers who 

may have otherwise had promising careers, have sometimes left the profession due to 

these demands and pressures. 

 

1.5 Contextualising ECT resilience and creativity in relation to retention 

and attrition  

While ECT retention and attrition is not the driver for this particular study, it would 

be remiss not to draw attention to the interplay between resilience and creativity in the 

professional lives of ECTs, and the potential influence of this on ECT retention/attrition in 

their first 3-5 years of service. Knowing what we do about the development of early career 

teachers and the requirement for them to perform to nationally recognised standards and 

demands as have already been described, it is unsurprising that for many these challenges 

are difficult to overcome (Gu & Day, 2013; Kyriacou, 2000; Wassell & LaVan, 2009; 

Zembylas & Schutz, 2009). It is widely acknowledged that the first five years in the 

profession can be stressful and is the time when ECT attrition is most common (Johnson et 

al., 2009; Kitching, Morgan & O’Leary, 2009; Peters & Pearce, 2012; Smith & Ingersoll, 

2004). This is often linked to issues that relate to, or impact upon, teacher resilience 

(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Bernshausen & Cunningham, 2001; Goddard & Goddard, 

2006; Johnson et al., 2014). It is important to note however, that an exact understanding of 

the teacher attrition rates in Australia is yet to be established. A report by the Queensland 

College of Teachers advised that in the Australian literature, there are attrition estimates 

ranging from 8% to 50%, demonstrating that work needs to be done in coming to a better 

understanding of the Australian picture (as cited in AITSL, 2016, p. 8).  

Tait (2008) attests that ECTs are held to the same level of responsibility that their 

more experienced colleagues are and yet they are often given more challenging students to 

work with, sometimes have additional duties to perform and do all this for a lower pay than 

their advanced colleagues. Many of these ECTs are operating in survival mode and dare not 

draw attention to their struggles by asking for assistance as in doing so they fear they will 

be perceived of as incompetent (Tait, 2008; Scherer, 1999). From these factors, coupled 

with what we know about the changing nature of teachers’ work, it seems then that there 

are numerous circumstances that require early career teachers to be resilient in order to 

survive their initiation and transition into the profession (Gu & Day, 2013). When imagining 

this resilience as involving risk taking, openness to criticism and/or new ideas, we begin to 
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see attributes described that are comparable to that of a creative thinker. While many 

studies focus on ECT attrition and the reasons for it, this study seeks to understand 

creativity and resilience in the lives of ECTs who have remained in the profession for up to 

eight years.   

1.6 A snapshot of the Tasmanian education context  

Tasmania is a small island state with a total population of just over 528,000 and has 

in the past five years experienced overall economic improvement. However, Tasmania 

continues to experience relatively low rates of education attainment and achievement in 

comparison with other states of Australia. There is, unsurprisingly, much public debate as 

to the underlying causes. The Gratton Institute (2018) report, Measuring Student 

Progress, found that while “Tasmania … [is] often thought of as Australia’s education under-

performer ... when school advantage is taken into account this is not the case” (Goss & 

Sonnemann, 2018, p. 29).  The report suggests that under the existing socio-economic 

circumstances, Tasmania is on average, fairing reasonably well. During the 2018-2019 year 

however, there was a small increase in education outcomes for Tasmania (Richardson, 

2019).  

Teacher attrition is as topical in Tasmania as it is in other states. However, there 

only seems to be limited information available on public record about the number of 

teachers entering the Tasmanian workforce. We do know that the teaching population in 

Tasmania is characterised by around 4300 base grade teachers, 637 advanced skills (lead) 

teachers and 531 principals and assistant principals. These figures demonstrate an increase 

in base grade teachers from the previous year (by 94) and a decrease in principals/assistant 

principals (by 47). These figures can largely be accounted for by changes in government 

policy and structures that saw the number of primary schools across the state reduced 

through mergers with neighbouring schools as well as a commitment by the government to 

increase the number of teachers in Tasmanian schools. According to the Tasmanian Teacher 

Registration Board (2019), the average age of classroom teachers was 43 and as is indicated 

in Figure 1 below, the distribution by age is reasonably even when it is taken into account 

that the average teacher qualifies around age 23 and retires around 65-70.  There was a 

distinct variation in gender distribution of those teachers registered with the Tasmanian 

Teacher Registration Board during (2019) (see Figure 1 below).  



Introduction 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

15 
   

Figure 1. Age and gender distribution of teachers registered in Tasmania 

According to the State of Tasmania, Department of Education Key Data (2019) report, 

student enrolments in public primary schools (kindergarten to year 6) in Tasmania during 

2019 were around 33,700 and there were approximately 15,800 students in secondary 

schools (years 7-10).   

 

1.7 Contextualising ECT resilience and creativity in relation to policy 

Australia’s educational policy makers have taken positive steps to ensure that both 

creativity and resilience are included as education goals for young Australians. The 

Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (2008) which has 

recently been updated in the form of the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration 

(2019), sets out the guiding principles for education in Australia, in the form of two 

overarching goals. Goal 2 of the declaration calls explicitly for a commitment from 

governments and schools to “support all young Australians to become confident and 

creative individuals, successful lifelong learners and active and informed members of the 

community” (Education Services Australia, 2019, p. 6).  

An elaboration of Goal 2 and description of ‘confident and creative individuals’ 

presented in the Declaration (Educational Services Australia, 2019, p. 6), addresses both 

creativity and resilience, explicitly and implicitly, through the inclusion of descriptors such 

as:  
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• show initiative, use their creative abilities and are enterprising  

• have the imagination, knowledge, skills, understanding and values to establish and 

maintain healthy and satisfying lives, and  

• have a sense of self-worth, self-awareness and personal identity that enables them 

to manage their emotional, mental, cultural, spiritual and physical well-being  

• are resilient and develop the skills and strategies they need to tackle current and 

future challenges  

• are able to recognise, adapt to, and manage change  

• have a sense of optimism about their lives and the future  

• are creative, innovative and resourceful, and are able to solve problems in ways that 

draw upon a range of learning areas and disciplines and deep content knowledge.  

• are inquisitive and experimental and have the ability to test different sources and 

types of knowledge y are responsive and adaptive to new ways of thinking and 

learning. 

 

Teachers, including early career teachers, have an important role in ensuring these 

goals are met. The Australian Government makes a commitment in the Alice Springs 

(Mparntwe) Education Declaration to “attract, develop, support and retain high-quality 

teachers, educators and leaders in Australia’s education system” (Education Services 

Australia, 2019, p. 11). This is good news for early career teachers endeavouring to 

establish excellent teaching practices that reflect their own creativity and resilience and 

that nurture their students’ creativity and resilience.   

Nurturing students’ creative and resilient capacities through schools is also an area 

of attention for teachers who work with the Australian Curriculum (AC). A national 

curriculum adopted, to at least some extent, by all states and territories in Australia from 

around 2005, the AC is presented within a framework of learning areas, general capabilities, 

cross-curriculum priorities, student diversity and resources. Of interest to this study are the 

general capabilities of Critical and Creative Thinking, and Personal and Social Capability. The 

first is about the development of critical and creative thinking skills that can be applied 

across the wider curriculum and requires teachers to understand how they can design 

learning experiences that assist their students to develop in these ways. The teachers 

themselves need to adopt critical and creative behaviours as a step toward achieving this 

goal (Soh, 2017). If teachers are not confident in their understanding of critical and creative 

thinking and how to implement it in the classroom, they may struggle to succeed.   
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The same can be said for the ‘Personal and Social’ capability which aims to support 

students’ development of a range of social and emotional factors, including resilience. 

Teachers require the skills and understandings related to resilience to be able to recognise 

resilient students (or otherwise), and work with them in ways that maintain or support 

their resilient development (Russo & Boman, 2007). These general capabilities are 

addressed, for the most part, through the content that is elaborated in the learning areas of 

the curriculum. Teacher professional development is needed therefore to ensure 

success with regard to the general capabilities. With these guiding documents acting as a 

framework of sorts, I turn my attention to teachers’ professional development in relation to 

formal teacher standards.  

 

1.8 Australian Professional Standards for Teachers 

Informed by extensive research and consultation at a national level, with a range of 

experts and stakeholders in education, the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers 

(APST) are, as the name suggests, a set of guiding principles for teacher practice across their 

career trajectory. The APST identify three domains of teachers’ work – Professional 

Knowledge, Professional Practice and Professional Engagement (AITSL, 2011). Across these 

domains, seven teacher standards are indicated each of which is further elaborated 

through focus areas which describe specific teacher capabilities. The APST reiterate the 

educational goals of the Australian Government, and in doing so, highlight creative thinking 

and action when referring to the teaching strategies teachers use. This is the only area 

however, that creativity is explicitly mentioned. Resilience is not explicitly mentioned in the 

Teacher Standards document. While the APST is largely concerned with teachers rather 

than students, they do indirectly impact on students in that they provide a set of goals for 

teachers to aspire to across the trajectory of their professional development. The APST are 

also significant in shaping initial teacher education programs, teacher registration 

requirements and professional development opportunities for practicing teachers. As such, 

a more explicit focus throughout the APST on the development of teacher creativity and 

resilience warrants consideration by policymakers.  

The abovementioned policy documents play an important role in supporting 

teachers to effectively fulfil their role. And, despite the lack of explicit detail relating to 

teacher creativity and resilience in the APST, there is certainly a push from the Australian 

Government, through the Mparntwe Declaration and the Australian Curriculum, to ensure 

that creativity and resilience are recognised, included, and nurtured in Australian 
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classrooms. However, this begs the question of how teachers might develop these 

creativity-and-resilience-fostering environments and experiences in order to support their 

students’ development of creative and resilient capacities and accomplishment.    

While a raft of literature and support material exists to assist teachers’ theoretical 

understanding, and resources for nurturing resilience are increasingly available, there are 

limited practical resources available for nurturing creativity, or that assist teachers to 

incorporate theory into practice in the classroom. As a result, some teachers continue to 

grapple with ways to foster students’ creative development (Bereczki & Karpati, 2018; 

Cachia & Ferrari, 2010; Lucas, 2016; Makel, 2009; Mullett, Willerson, Lamb & Kettler, 2016; 

Sternberg, 2015), particularly outside of the Arts where many teachers position creativity. 

Faulkner and Latham (2016) posit that this may also be influenced by “reforms that are 

imposed on teachers rather than developed with teachers” (p. 137) and that such tensions 

may be alleviated for teachers with a growth mindset and who themselves demonstrate 

resilient and creative dispositions.  Mullet et al., (2016) contend that in a time when 

Western educational systems assign “priority to traditional teaching approaches, 

understanding teachers’ perceptions of creativity must precede attempts to develop a 

pedagogy of creativity” (p. 10). This study, therefore, makes some headway to achieving 

this goal, within the Tasmanian education context.  

 

1.9 Approaching the research process  

It is clear that the realities of early classroom teaching require ECTs to possess 

personal attributes including resilience (Faulkner & Latham, 2016; Johnson & Down, 2013; 

Mansfield, Beltman, Broadley & Weatherby-Fell, 2016) and other cognitive capacities (Gu & 

Day, 2007; Howard & Johnson, 2004) not least of which include creative thinking 

capabilities (Faulkner & Latham, 2016). While generally treated as independent concepts in 

the literature, there is some commonality in the way in which the character traits of both 

resilient and creative thinkers are described. For example, both are described as effective 

thinkers, innovators and problem-solvers (Benard, 2004; Craft, 2005; Weisberg, 2006; 

Galton, 2010). These traits, along with numerous others, indicate a relationship between 

resilience and creativity that may provide valuable insights for educators in preparing 

effective thinkers of the future, including ECTs and their students.   

There is a good deal of research literature which investigates the relationship 

between ECT retention and notions of resilience. Indeed, this literature was almost as 
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prolific as that which explores resilience itself (e.g. Castro, Kelly & Shih, 2009; Gu, 2014; 

Johnson et al., 2014; Mansfield, Beltman & Price, 2014; Tait, 2008). Similarly, myriad 

research has explored creativity as a concept and as a thinking process, across a range of 

domains (e.g. Amabile,1983; Beghetto & Kaufman, 2010; Craft, 2005; Csikszentmihalyi, 

1997, Lucas, Claxton & Spencer, 2013; Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Runco & Albert, 2010). 

This field has burgeoned in recent decades as creative characteristics, processes and 

environments have been acknowledged as fundamental to the progressive learning 

required for navigating the world of today and the future. The field of literature that draws 

notions of education and creativity together continues to grow rapidly. However, there is 

only limited literature that draws together all three disparate yet interrelated concepts of 

resilience, creativity and the teaching practice of early career teachers in equal measure 

(e.g. Faulkner & Latham, 2016) particularly in terms of understanding the nature of 

creativity and resilience in the lives of ECTs and what this means for their classroom 

practice.  No research was identified that focuses on the creativity, resilience and early 

career teaching practice in the Tasmanian context.  

Within the literature on resilience was a study that has been influential in the 

design and implementation of this research project. The Framework of Conditions 

Supporting Early Career Teacher Resilience developed by Johnson, Down, Le Cornu, Peters, 

Sullivan, Pearce and Hunter (2012) provides significant insights into support processes and 

practices that strengthen ECT resilience.  The framework also provides helpful insights into 

resilience itself, and in the context of ECTs’ teaching practice. After exploring the 

framework and considering its applications in the education context, it occurred to me that 

these environmental conditions that were considered ideal for supporting ECTs’ resilience, 

may also support the development of their creative thinking processes and creative ways of 

being. This thought is important because some educators argue that schools have the 

potential to – and at times do – drain or deprive students of their creativity (Robinson & 

Aronica, 2009) due to policies and practices that celebrate conformity and rejects 

impulsivity; require standardised testing, onerous curricula, and other institutional 

pressures. Johnson et al. (2012) found that these pressures also significantly impact upon 

the resilience of ECTs, as new teachers can become overwhelmed by the competing 

demands which, at times, challenge their own teaching philosophies. I wondered whether it 

is possible that the conditions that enhance creative problem-solving skills for ECTs may 

also improve their resilience, and vice versa. It is for these reasons that I used the 
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framework as a foundation for structuring the parts of the research design that related to 

the environmental conditions that support early career teacher resilience and creativity.  

To this end, I commenced this qualitative study with five early career teachers 

currently employed by the Department of Education and working in generalist primary 

school classrooms in Tasmania.   

  

1.10 Research questions  

The key aims of the study were to examine participants’ understandings about 

resilience and creativity as concepts and their perceptions of their own resilience and 

creativity. I explored how these perceptions influenced the ECTs’ beliefs about learning and 

teaching and ultimately, their classroom practice. The study was framed around the 

following questions:   

 

1. How do early career teachers’ understandings, beliefs and perceptions of 

creativity and resilience influence their classroom practice?  

In seeking answers to this question, the following guiding questions were 

developed:  

a. What are early career teachers’ understandings of creativity and 

resilience?  

b. How do early career teachers perceive of their own creativity and 

resilience?  

c. How do early career teachers’ perceptions of their own creativity and 

resilience influence their beliefs about teaching and learning?  

  

2. How do school environments support early career teachers’ capacity to teach 

creatively and resiliently, and to foster their students’ creativity and resilience?   

To ensure both parts of this research question were addressed, two sub-questions 

were posed:  

a. How do the environmental conditions within the context of early career 

teachers’ work support their resilience and creativity?  

b. How do the environmental conditions within the contexts of early career 

teachers’ work support their capacity for fostering their students’ creativity 

and resilience?  
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1.11 Structure of the thesis  

I began the thesis with my story and the origins of the study, as told in the 

prologue, and how my personal and professional backstory motivated me to begin this 

exploration. Then, in this introductory chapter I provided a brief orientation to the study, 

including its purpose and potential significance, the framework that contributed to the 

research design and the questions that guided the research process.  

 

In Chapter 2 a review of the literature related to creativity and resilience, and in 

connection with teachers and early career teachers, is presented. Creativity and resilience 

are contextualised in terms of the historical underpinnings that bring us to understandings 

of each as constructs within a range of domains but predominantly in education. This 

chapter evaluates and draws together seminal and current literature around creativity and 

resilience in the lives of teachers, as well as their understandings, beliefs and classroom 

practice.     

 

The research design and process I undertook in conducting this study are detailed 

in Chapter 3, along with an account of ethical issues surrounding the re-telling of others’ life 

stories. A justification for the use of narrative portraiture is also given, as it is in the form of 

portraits of the participants that the data are presented. The essential nature and creative 

role I had as the co-creator of each portrait is also discussed.  

 

In Chapter 4, I present a portrait of each participant. The portraits reflect the 

participants’ life journeys from their early recollections of their own schooling, throughout 

their transition to the teaching profession, and to their current teaching positions. These 

accounts provided the participants with an opportunity to have their voices heard and 

reveal insights into the experiences that have shaped their understandings, beliefs and 

practices.  

 

Following on from the portraits of the participants, Chapter 5 presents a discussion 

of the educational implications of the study. The discussion incorporates the views of the 

participants and highlights the contribution that the study makes to the field. The 

environmental factors that influence early career teachers are highlighted and discussed. 
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Chapter 6, the final chapter in the thesis, offers the conclusions that are drawn from the 

study and the implications for future research in the areas of creativity, resilience and early 

career teachers.  
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2. Literature Review 

 

Based on my own life experiences and curiosities I committed to the pursuit of 

furthering my understanding of the relationship between creativity, resilience and early 

career teachers’ (ECT) teaching practice. The first logical step was to explore what the 

literature drawn from the current fields of research had to say, but it was at this point that 

the sheer volume of literature on all three concepts left me feeling somewhat 

overwhelmed and uncertain as to the merit of my study. There was so much literature that 

making some kind of orderly sense of it felt like a daunting task. I decided the best way 

forward in developing my understanding of each independent concept was to initially 

explore them in that way, independently. As I have presented in this chapter, I began by 

reviewing what had been written about teaching and teachers in Australia. Through an 

examination of the literature that reported the forces that influence teachers’ – specifically 

early career teachers’ – experiences and practices, my attention was drawn to the external 

forces and, the sway of neoliberal policy on education more widely, schools, teachers and 

students. While this study did not aim to determine ECTs’ understanding of neoliberal 

policy, it was hard to ignore its influence on their daily work lives. Therefore, I undertook a 

review of the literature that studied the changing nature of ECTs’ work as it is influenced by 

neoliberal education policy both as a means of setting the scene and exploring what has 

been learnt from the research to date. From there, I needed to explore the broad topics of 

creativity and resilience. I began by taking a brief historical look at the research on 

creativity, which is predominantly drawn from the USA, and to a lesser extent from the UK, 

Australia and parts of Europe. I then worked through the resilience literature which came 

primarily from Australia, the USA and the UK. Finally, I considered ECTs’ experiences and 

practices and how these may in turn, influence their creativity and resilience. This helped 

both paint a picture of the broad fields of literature to review and highlighted the more 

specific aspects that were relevant to my study.  

Then, as I moved through the contemporary literature, narrowing the parameters 

to that which related to education specifically, I sought research that brought all three 

concepts together. Initially, I found none. Over the eight years I worked on the study (part-
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time years, I hasten to add), the field continued to grow and with that, so too did the 

literature that drew together notions of creativity and resilience across a range of different 

contexts including broader educational contexts. There still was none however, that 

specifically related to the relationship between resilience and creativity equally, and in 

relation to early career teachers’ practice. It seemed that my research had a place in this 

unwieldy yet interesting research domain after all. A review of what I found, follows. I start, 

with a review of the literature that examines the impact of neoliberal policy on the work of 

teachers in relation to their creative and resilient practices. I follow this with a brief history 

of both creativity and resilience, to explore how thinking about both concepts has changed 

over time, and how it continues to change. This is significant, because as understandings 

develop, so too do the ways in which we nurture creativity and resilience in ourselves as 

teachers as well as in our students.   

 

2.1 Influences on early career teachers’ work 
 

The relationship between creativity and resilience in the work and lives of early 

career teachers was of significance to this study. An important first step then, was to come 

to an understanding of ECTs’ daily work and of how their work is influenced by broader 

educational policy and debate. There is no doubt that the contexts in which teachers work 

evolve over time to meet the changing needs and values of society, both locally and 

globally. As discussed in Chapter 1, the purpose of schooling in Australia has progressed 

from early notions of moral education and social stability to meeting the skills-based needs 

of an industrialised workforce, through to a more holistic focus on competencies and 

capabilities that lead to the successful and productive lives of its graduates (Campbell & 

Proctor, 2014; Cranston et al., 2010; Groundwater-Smith et al., 2015).  This thinking, along 

with education policies and systems, is shaped by a range of global forces including those of 

a political, economic, societal, media and technological nature (Cranston et al., 2010; 

Jefferson & Anderson, 2017). These changes pervade Australian political debate and 

influence neoliberal education policy at both Federal and State Government levels. A 

common thread throughout the literature on neoliberal policy and education is that it 

consistently leads to a reduction in government spending and the draining of resources 

from the public sector (Au & Ferrare, 2015; Comber, 2012; Connell, 2013; Li & Costa, 2017; 

Polesel et al., 2014; Riddell, 2013). The ways in which the Australian education system 

functions are adapted accordingly. Recent examples include the national assessment 

reforms and school funding reforms whereby the allocation of funds is driven by 
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performance outcomes (Au & Ferrare, 2015; Council of Australian Governments, 2009; 

Cranston et al., 2010; Fabricant & Fine, 2013).  

The literature revealed that these reforms and the availability of student 

performance data in the public domain places teachers under increasing pressures, 

increasing workload, and increasing scrutiny as their work grows in complexity and they 

become more accountable than ever before (see Connell, 2013; Day, 2008; Day & Gu, 2014; 

Grabett, 2018; Johnson et al., 2012; O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020; Polesel et al., 2014; 

Shine, 2015). This has implications for the work of all teachers - and of specific interest to 

this study, ECTs – who require resilience (see Day & Gu, 2014; Johnson, et al, 2021; Masten, 

2014; O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020) and creative thinking capacities (see Baghetto & 

Kaufman, 2010; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017; Lucas & Spencer, 2017; O’Sullivan & 

Goodwyn, 2020; Sawyer, 2012) in order to effectively navigate their daily work and the 

expectations that these education policies place upon them.  It stood then, that an 

exploration of the literature that examines the impact of these neoliberal policies on ECTs’ 

work was important in helping to understand the connection between the “big events, 

movements and actions that are happening in the world, and what may be happening 

within [ECT’s work] lives” (Johnson, et al., 2016, p. 22). 

 

2.1.1 ECT aspirations, expectations and the real world ‘reality shock’ 

Before reviewing the literature on some of the specific challenges faced by ECTs in 

relation to broader public issues, it is important to first understand the perspectives that 

many ECTs enter the profession with. While some may enter the profession fully aware of 

the impact of the global forces that shape education policy, and of education policy itself, 

others may be guided by the traditions of classroom practices that they themselves 

experienced as students (Lortie, 1975; Marland, 2007). Indeed, some ECTs may measure 

their own success by those traditions, entering the profession with a set of preconceived 

values and beliefs about what effective teaching and learning is, with goals and 

expectations about the type of teacher they hope to be, and subsequently about their 

students’ learning. Carter and Doyle (1995) found that a teacher’s decision to enter the 

profession often comes after they have constructed an understanding of what it will be like 

to teach in the context of classrooms and schools that resemble those they are familiar 

with. However, studies have shown that these ideologies are often met with a “reality 

shock” within the first few years in the profession, when ECTs become aware that their 

goals and hopes may be more difficult to attain than expected (see Pendegast, Garvis & 
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Keogh, 2011; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007; Woolfolk Hoy, 2000). That is, 

teachers’ work, driven by political, social, cultural and economic forces, each operating 

within a set of beliefs about the purpose of schooling, often conflicts with the personal 

philosophies of those at the chalk-face, including ECTs (Ayers, 2001; Ball, 2003; Johnson et 

al., 2016; Rose, 2009). It has been shown through a number of studies that inexperienced 

ECTs, faced with having to work in ways that oppose their own beliefs about what teaching 

is and how teaching should happen, often find that their resilience is diminished (see 

Abbott-Chapman et al, 2005; Ayers, 2001; Fantilli & McDougall, 2009; Hargreaves, 1998; 

Johnson et al., 2014; Shine, 2015) and many do not remain in the profession (see Fan, 2017; 

Konig & Rothland, 2012; Rhodes-Neville et a., 20014; Thomson & Palmero, 2014).  

Educational structures and procedures, particularly in the public domain, have been shaped 

by educational policies and practices since the beginning of formal education in Australia. 

The literature tells us that some of those policies, particularly those of more recent times 

and that are influenced by neoliberal ideology, place additional demands on ECTs and 

intensify their work, open the flood-gates to unnecessarily difficult recruitment processes, 

accountability measures that inaccurately reflect teacher effectiveness, and inclusion 

policies that place increased strain on classroom management (see Au & Ferrare, 2015; Ball, 

2003; Clandinin  et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2014; Schleicher, 2011; Smethem, 2007; Zipin, 

2002). Regardless of the centrality of these responsibilities to teachers’ work, it has been 

found that ECTs often enter the profession feeling underprepared to meet these demands 

(Hopton, 2002; Swain et al., 2012; Troxclair, 2013).   

 

2.1.2 Neoliberal education agendas that shape ECTs’ work 

The reduced resourcing, increased accountability measures and performance 

outcomes that drive government funding of schools in neoliberal times, has been 

implicated as a key factor in the ‘reality shock’ experienced by ECTs. These accountabilities 

and measured performances are construed as indicators of the “worth, quality or value of 

an individual or organisation within a field of judgement” (Ball, 2003, p. 216). In the case of 

this study, the field is the work of the ECT. The judgements that are made about teacher 

worth, quality or value -  much like the expectations of novice teachers about what 

teaching actually is - often conflict with the individual teacher’s values, beliefs and 

commitment to teaching and learning, and their students’ holistic development. Ball (2003) 

refers to this as the “terrors of performativity” (p. 216) whereby teachers struggle to 

reconcile matters such as the commodification or marketisation of education with their 
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own beliefs about what it means to teach, and what it means to be a teacher. Grappling 

with these contradictions and issues can weigh heavily on ECTs (Abbott-Chapman et al, 

2005; Ayers, 2001; Hargreaves, 1998; Johnson et al., 2014; Rose 2009; Shine, 2015), who 

often find themselves under-prepared for the diverse and changing roles and 

responsibilities of teaching (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009; Worthy, 2005). For example, key 

issues cited in Vonante and Fazio’s (2007) study of ECTs’ assessment literacy include ECTs 

being presented with a high level of challenge as they undertake the task of measuring and 

reporting on student learning. Similarly, Jobling and Moni (2004) found that ECTs are often 

apprehensive about student inclusion and differentiating curricula for students with varied 

learning needs, including those who are gifted and talented. Such concerns may result in 

ECTs having difficulty in sustaining positive attitudes to teaching inclusively and may evoke 

negative attitudes that result in non-productive behaviours, adding another level of 

challenge for the ECT (see Fan, 2017; Swain et al., 2012; Thomson & Palermo, 2014). While 

some studies have identified teachers who have remained resilient and creative in the face 

of such adversity (see O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020), others have found that ECT resilience 

and creative capacities are placed under additional strain as a result (see Clandinin et al, 

2009; Fantilli & McDougall, 2009; Schleicher, 2011).   

 

2.1.3 The impact of standardised tests and accountability measures on ECT 

practice 

Neoliberal agendas and policy are to a large degree, responsible for the rise of 

standardised testing across many countries, particularly in the West. In Australia, the 

National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) has been the focus of 

much debate since its introduction by the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 

Training and Youth Affairs (MYCEETA) in 2008. Originally established to provide a snapshot 

of literacy and numeracy learning in Australia, NAPLAN outcomes have become a source of 

measurement and accountability for schools, teachers, and teaching. NAPLAN results are 

featured and publicly available on the MySchool website and while attempts have been 

made – according to the government –to avoid comparison between schools (Connell, 

2013), the mass media continue to convert the data into league tables whereby schools are 

ranked by NAPLAN performance. This shift in emphasis sees schools competing with one 

another and, in turn, teachers’ performance or quality being assessed on the basis of their 

students’ test results. NAPLAN testing is also linked to schools’ funding. In other words, 

standardised testing has become a high-stakes venture which places schools and teachers 

under significant pressure in terms of performance and accountability (Connell, 2013; 
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O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020; Polesel, Rice & Dulfer, 2014). Indeed, participants in 

O’Sullivan and Goodwyn’s (2020) study of English teachers in Australia and England, spoke 

of the additional burden they felt to preference the compulsory, nationally tested subjects 

over others in order to ensure their students achieved the outcomes necessary to attract 

financial investment from their governments. 

 

2.1.3.1 Preferencing literacy and numeracy over other subjects 

 A number of studies reported findings that teachers believe the accountability and 

performance measures brought about though standardised testing such as NAPLAN, have 

meant an increased teaching focus on literacy and numeracy skill development (see 

Comber, 2012; Luke, 2010; O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020; Polesel et al., 2014). Coupled with 

the increased investment of time in preparing students for these high-stakes testing 

environments, this has taken its toll on teachers who are battling with what is perceived to 

be an already crowded curriculum (Polesel et al., 2014). As a result, subjects that are valued 

for their influence on students’ engagement with schooling such as the Arts and Physical 

Education, as well as the Sciences and Social Sciences, are receiving less time and attention, 

and are often sidelined, according to teachers (see Comber, 2012; Connell 2013; Lobascher, 

2012; Madaus, Russell & Higgins, 2009; Thomson, 2012). This comes with a cost to the 

broader educational outcomes for students whose education may, as a result, be devoid of 

the benefits of a broad curriculum that supports creative thinking processes and that 

encourages students’ development as resilient individuals, thereby limiting their 

development of capacities, skills and literacies needed in the wider world (Au, 2008; Polesel 

et al., 2014; Ravitch, 2010). Interestingly, in Polesel et al.’s (2014) study of the impact of 

NAPLAN on Australian schools and students, over 8,000 educators from across Australia 

reported very little improvement in students’ literacy and numeracy outcomes as a result of 

NAPLAN testing. In this regard, teachers in O’Sullivan and Goodwyn’s (2020) study spoke of 

professional ‘tensions’ and ‘conflicts’ in that they felt compelled to adhere to NAPLAN 

testing requirements without any real gain for their students’ learning but rather, at the 

expense of richer, broader educational opportunities. 

 

2.1.3.2 Boot-camp takes its toll! 

Australian educators are not alone in their views about the ineffectiveness of high 

stakes testing for their students and the repercussions for their teaching practice. Hout and 
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Elliott (2011) found evidence, in their USA based study, that high-stakes testing had not 

generated any positive effect on student achievement and much the same findings 

emerged from studies undertaken by Au (2008) in the USA and UK and Lobascher (2012) in 

Australia. it is widely reported by teachers that testing of this nature leads to more teacher-

centred pedagogies that reduce the amount of inquiry-based learning, negatively impact 

creative and effective teaching, promote superficial learning, narrow content and increase 

teaching-to-the-test, rather than teaching for in-depth, conceptual understanding through 

quality learning experiences (see Au, 2008; Comber, 2012; Cunningham & Sanzo, 2002; 

Lobascher, 2012; O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020; Polesal et al., 2014; Queensland Studies 

Authority, 2009; Senate Reference Committee on Education, Employment & Workplace 

Relations 2010). Since the introduction of standardised testing there has been a shift away 

from supportive and collaborative teaching and learning methods toward increasingly 

“competitive and individualist attitudes and ways of learning” (Reay & Wiliam, 1999, p. 

643). Connell (2013) also found that immense pressure is on teachers to drill “the specific 

performances that pupils have to emit during the test” (p. 107). Teachers are often at odds 

with the implications of standardised testing and accountability measures on their students 

and on their teaching practices, noting in a number of studies that upholding their own 

beliefs about what constitutes effective teaching and learning is a significant challenge in 

such an environment (Angus, 2012; Comber, 2012; O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020; Polesal et 

al., 2014).  O’Sullivan and Goodwyn’s (2020) findings were telling: 

Many teachers reported that they were required to run ‘boot camps’, regularly 

practice in-class tests, changing their programming for specific exam components 

and that their students were ‘really stressed’ and ‘feeling a pressure they don’t fully 

comprehend or fully understand’. (pp. 232-233) 

Teachers in Comber’s (2012) study reported a notable increase in both the intellectual, 

emotional, and ethical demands that standardised testing and accountability measures 

placed upon them. With reports of limited ‘face-to-face’ time with students and a re-

shaping of teacher-student relationships as a result, Polesal et al., (2014) found that testing 

and accountability measures have negatively impacted teacher job satisfaction. This is “to 

the extent that some teachers [stated] they will leave a profession that is intent on locking 

them in to goals and practices to enhance short-term test results” (Comber, 2012, p. 132). 
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2.1.3.3 Professional autonomy and trust 

 The need for teachers to work autonomously and to have some agency within their 

own classroom is recognised as fundamental to their professionalism. Yet, the growing 

pressures on teachers to increase productivity and standardised test results has been found 

to stifle creative teaching practice and to limit teachers’ professional autonomy (O’Sullivan 

& Goodwyn, 2020). Connell (2013) referred to this as “an inevitable de-professionalisation 

of teachers” whereby their capacity to develop curricula that is appropriate for their 

students is challenged (p. 108).  One participant in Comber’s (2012) study indicated that her 

faith in her own judgement and responsiveness to students’ learning was unsettled due to 

these institutional systems and the contradictions they create between short-term results 

and protracted consequences. This teacher’s sense of professional competence had been 

disrupted when the demands of NAPLAN preparations diminished her time and capacity to 

work with a disengaged student, consequently increasing her level of stress, knowing that 

she had not been able to reconnect that student with his learning (Comber, 2012). Similar 

narratives about teachers’ disappointment regarding the destructive effects of standardised 

testing and more broadly, neoliberal policy, on the decline in opportunities for culturally 

responsive teaching and trust in teacher professionalism, can be found throughout the 

literature (see Comber, 2012; Klenowski, 2011; Luke, 2010; O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020; 

Polesal et al., 2014). Teachers in O’Sullivan and Goodwyn’s (2020) study made clear that 

what they felt was needed was a “return to more trust and respect for teacher 

judgements” (p. 236) not only from the policy makers, but from their school community.  

A further issue highlighted by the research into the impact of standardised testing 

and accountability measures on teachers’ work, and that are reported through platforms 

such as MySchool,  is that they have negatively impacted on the level of trust that parents 

and carers place in teachers and schools (Comber, 2012; Mockler, 2013; Polesal et al., 

2014). For example, the necessity for teachers to interpret or explain test results to both 

parents and students, and to defend the testing regime as part of the educative process, 

has intensified their workload and placed their teacher effectiveness under increased 

scrutiny.  Comber (2012) reported that teachers feel responsible for providing a literal 

explanation of the reports but on the other hand, they must also “ethically mediate the 

meaning-making that parents and students do with this text” (p. 131).  There is usually at 

least a five month gap between the time the tests are taken and the return of results. This 

makes the process of interpretation by teachers more difficult as they grapple to explain to 

potentially disenchanted students and parents, the importance of growth over test scores 
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while at the same time trying to validate the testing process mandated by educational 

policy (Comber, 2012). Once again, teachers’ practice is characterised by tension and 

conflict, and as one teacher in O’Sullivan and Goodwyn’s (2020) study put it, it is about 

finding a balance between survival and teaching. 

2.1.4 Survival in an era of neoliberalism 

The word ‘survival’ seems almost synonymous with teaching in the contemporary 

literature, particularly that which is focused on ECTs and their resilient (and sometimes 

creative) capacities. This is largely due to the increasing workload and demands upon 

teachers that neoliberal agendas have brought about.  O’Sullivan and Goodwyn (2020) 

reported that teachers felt they had to learn the techniques of survival to remain in the 

profession, stating that they would take as many shortcuts as necessary to avoid ‘going 

under’. This was due to the intensification of their work felt through a performance-

oriented environment and centralised accountability mechanisms (Connell, 2009). Teachers 

have reported that intensified workloads had extended their work hours into evenings and 

weekends which had in turn, put a strain on their personal relationships and limited their 

time spent with family and friends (see O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020; Price, Mansfield & 

McConney, 2012).  

Overwhelmed by this workload, teachers felt the negative impact on their overall 

well-being, feeling tired and pushed to their limits by competing expectations and their 

attempts to rise to the challenge of achieving more, but with fewer resources (see Comber, 

2012; Connell, 2013; O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020; Polesal et al., 2014; Price et al., 2012). 

ECTs, in particular, are sometimes casualties of the marketisation of education in that 

schools that are increasingly run under a business model of economic constraint tend to 

seek greater flexibility through the employment of casual or part-time staff. This has led to 

insecurity for ECTs in the workforce who are often working from contract to contract, from 

school to school (Connell, 2013). However, while many ECTs fall victim to these pressures 

and steadily become exhausted trying to meet the demands of the profession, many others 

do indeed survive and as O’Sullivan and Goodwyn (2020) found, “they displayed 

remarkable resilience and inventiveness. Their responses and adaptation to significant 

contextual constraints were demonstrated in both creative and pragmatic ways” (p. 235). 

Connell (2009) suggested that fostering teachers’ occupational culture is an important step 

in nurturing their teacher resilience. One step toward this goal can be realised through 

school cultures that empower ECTs resilient and creative teaching capacities. 
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2.1.4.1 Empowering school cultures 

School culture is understood as the tangible and intangible characteristics that 

influence school environments.  Research commonly attests that each school culture is 

distinctive because it is shaped by the individuals within it; principals, teachers, education 

support workers, grounds-keepers and others who carry out roles within the space (Flores, 

2004; Johnson et al., 2012; Spicer, 2016; Wood, 2005). Of significant influence on the work 

of ECTs are the values, beliefs, behaviours, relationships, and assumptions of school leaders 

(Johnson et al.). These in turn impact practices, curriculum (Churchill et al., 2011; Fores, 

2004; Wood, 2005) and of particular interest to this study,ECT resilience (see Johnson et al.) 

and creativity (see Lucas, 2001; Sawyer, 2012; Sternberg, 2010). When schools promote a 

sense of belonging and social connectedness, develop educative, democratic and 

empowering processes, and a professional learning community (see Johnson et al., 2013) 

and when they invest in teachers’ wisdom, enabling them to work creatively - inventing, 

experimenting, problem solving and so on, within the context of their daily work - a 

stimulating culture of resilience may result. This enabling culture is important given the 

previously discussed impact of the marketisation of education, its influence on school policy 

and systems, and the intensification of teachers’ work (Blackmore, 2009; Johnson et al., 

2016; Zipin, 2002). It is frequently reported in the literature that schools where 

communities of practice are established, where the responsibility for decision-making is 

shared, and where relationships are founded on trust and respect, are those that best 

support ECTs’ induction and transition to the profession (Johnson et al.; Steffy et al., 2000); 

empowering them to think and act creatively and resiliently as they navigate these 

performance and accountability measures, and philosophical challenges. Teachers in 

O’Sullivan and Goodwyn’s (2020) study noted the value of collegiality in the workplace, 

stating that a sense of belonging to a competent group of teachers and with strong leaders 

to guide them, they were better able to manage the demands of their work and ultimately, 

to survive in the profession. 

 

2.1.4.2 Shaping a teacher identity  

The gap that often exists between ECTs’ expectations and conceptions about 

teaching and the realities of the profession, the impact of policy and practice on teachers’ 

work and the ‘terrors of performativity’ are all contributing factors to the formation of 

ECTs’ identities (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; Hall, 1992). In turn, the development of a strong 

teacher identity is commensurate with enabling teachers to manage those same challenges. 
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Teacher identity is, according to Johnson et al. (2012), the “development of one’s 

awareness and understanding of self as a teacher” (p. 76), yet recognition and acceptance 

of themselves as teachers, through the development of a professional identity, can present 

ECTs with challenges. Increased teacher accountability and diminished professional 

autonomy and agency have meant that many teachers are grappling with what it means to 

be an effective teacher during this era of narrowly focused, neoliberal policies (Comber, 

2012; O’Sullivan & Goodwyn, 2020). That is to say that teachers are players in a wider 

societal and institutional scene. Scholars who assert this train of thought believe that the 

difficulties the teachers face are not exclusive to each individual but rather, they are shared 

issues that are shaped by the broader historical and societal forces that exist in the public 

domain (Comber, 2012; Connell, 2013; Johnson et al., 2016; Mills, 1959; Price et al., 2012).  

An awareness of these forces and the role that they play may benefit ECTs to understand 

that the troubles they endure are not an indication of their own personal shortcomings but, 

rather, are influenced by broader institutional and societal change. Studies in the specific 

fields of resilience, creativity and education suggest that what is important is how teachers 

are empowered to manage these circumstances. This reflects the resilient thinking they 

engage in that allows them to identify the influence of broader ‘public issues’ on their 

circumstance (Mills, 1959; Johnson et al., 2016) and the creative problem solving and 

creative optimism they apply in approaching these issues (Bramwell et al., 2011; Baghetto, 

2010; Rose, 2009; Sawyer, 2012) bringing light to the role of, and relationships between, 

resilience and creativity in the work and lives of ECTs.  

Johnson et al.’s (2012) study of early career teachers in Australia found that ECTs 

can achieve this “through a process of self-reflection, challenging their beliefs, assumptions 

and values, and ... negotiating the dilemmas and contradictions of teaching” (p. 77). This 

reflective process ensures that the participant ECTs’ teacher identity formation was not 

fixed but instead, re-examined time and again across their professional lives (Mockler & 

Sachs, 2006; Pearce & Morrison, 2011). Further, there has been a shift in emphasis away 

from modernist notions of individual determining factors in identity construction to a post-

modern conception of the formation of teacher identity as social and dialogic in nature (see 

Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; Alsup, 2006; Hall, 1992; Watson, 2006). Therefore, the message 

that is clearly conveyed through the contemporary literature is that through creating and 

sharing their stories and drawing on the experience of significant others, both personally 

and professionally, ECTs reflect on their beliefs, values and practices which, ultimately, 

influences the development of their professional identities. 
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The world of teachers’ work is constantly evolving to meet the changing political, 

social, cultural, and economic landscape. These changes bring with them some 

improvements, but they also present some challenges for the ECT. The emotional, physical, 

and intellectual demands of the profession can push inexperienced ECTs to survive, rather 

than thrive in their new teaching environments.  This has implications for ECTs who more 

than ever require resilience (see Day & Gu, 2014; Johnson et al., 2012; Masten 2014) and 

creative thinking capacities (see Baghetto & Kaufman, 2010; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017; 

Lucas & Spencer, 2017; Sawyer, 2012) in order  to confidently navigate these challenges 

and expectations. It is important, then, for both researchers and ECTs to gain an 

understanding of the relationship between these “big events, movements and actions that 

are happening in the world” and the changes that are occurring within their own 

professional lives (Johnson et al., 2016, p. 22). More specifically for this study, it is 

important to understand how ECTs in the Tasmanian primary school context draw on their 

resilience and creative capacities to make these connections, to overcome these 

challenges. And to adapt to these changes with the support of appropriate school cultures.  

 

  

2.2 Creativity  

For the purposes of this review I chose to examine the creativity literature in the 

domains of psychology, child development, education, teachers and then more specifically, 

literature related to teachers’ understandings and beliefs about creativity. In doing this, I 

made a choice not to include literature from the field of gifted and talented education as I 

deemed that not relevant to my study. I also decided not to examine literature related to 

those who are deemed eminent creatives as my focus on early career teachers’ practice – 

while most certainly encouraging of students’ aspirations toward great things in their lives – 

is more to do with ECTs’ beliefs about creativity in the everyday.  

 

2.2.1 Creativity: A brief history  

While only considered a researchable concept in the last 100 years or so, 

conversations about creativity have existed for far longer. Understandings about creativity 

as a phenomenon and a field of inquiry have evolved across time and cultures, dating back 

as far as Grecian  times where Plato and others perceived of creativity as a mark of external 

‘daemon’ (Greek) or ‘genius’ (Latin) that emerged from the divine (Albert & Runco, 1999; 
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Finke, Ward & Smith, 1996; Sawyer, 2006). For hundreds of years the socially valued 

‘genius’ was associated with “madness and frenzied inspirations” (Albert & Runco, p. 18) 

and other notions of mental illness (see Kaufman, 2001; Simonton, 2005), through to the 

rise of Christianity when it became the sole province of God. It was during the Renaissance 

that genius came to be understood as incorporating originality, an argument convincingly 

made by da Vinci and notable others (Glaveanu, 2018; Lange-Eichbaum, 1932 as cited in 

Sawyer, 2006; Weihua & Sternberg, 2006).  This began to change thinking, bringing about 

understandings that creativity was not exclusive to artists, but that scientists, architects and 

educators could also be considered creative.  It was during the Enlightenment that the first 

notable research into creative processes was undertaken. In 1797 William Duff 

distinguished genius from talent and highlighted the role of social influences on creativity 

(Albert & Runco, 1999; Dacey, 1999). This was significant in that it sparked many debates 

throughout the 18th  and 19th centuries that saw genius divorced from the supernatural and, 

ultimately, laid the foundations for further creativity research by individuals such as Freud 

and Piaget that has contributed, over time, to an understanding of creativity as a potential 

of every individual.   

  

2.2.2 20th century ideas about creativity   

Early in the 20th century, theorists such as pioneer in creativity research, 

Graham Wallas (1926) began realising models of the creative thought process that were 

both measurable and explainable. His model initially included four stages: 

preparation (scoping the problem as well as problem-solving tools), 

incubation (internalising the problem), illumination (the idea bursting forth) 

and verification (elaboration and application of the idea). Later, a fifth stage was 

added: intimation (sensing the imminent solution) (Dacey, 1999). From this model and its 

ongoing development, creativity began to be understood as a process that can be taught 

and in turn, applied; the implications of which remain significant for educators today. 

Coined in 1927 by a leading mathematician and philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead, 

‘creativity’ (Kaufman, 2009) research undertaken by Whitehead, Wallas and others slowly 

gained momentum.  

Joining the movement soon after was Joy Paul Guilford whose work continues to be 

influential today. Significantly, Guilford (1950) made the distinction between convergent 

and divergent thinking whereby he considered divergent thinking to be a characteristic of 

“the flexible nature of creative thought” (Finke et al., 1992, p. 10). Divergent thinking 



Literature Review 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

36 
   

involves a thought process that generates creative ideas by exploring many possible 

solutions where often, unexpected connections are drawn. Conversely, convergent thinking 

generally involves the ability to provide correct answers to standard questions that do not 

otherwise require creative thinking. Guilford came to be considered a pioneer of creativity 

research. He called for the field of psychological, scientific and educational researchers to 

pay attention to creativity as an imperative for future research during a speech at the 1950 

American Psychological Association convention (Albert & Runco, 1999; Csikszentmihalyi, 

1988; Dacey, 1999; Kaufman, 2009; Runco & Albert, 2010; Weihua & Sternberg, 2006) and 

there followed an increasing interest in the field of creativity research.  

Various new models and measures of creativity began to be developed across a 

range of research fields throughout the 1960-1990s. One model that still has relevance 

today is that proposed by Mel Rhodes. Rhodes (1961) developed his Four Ps Model after an 

extensive review of creativity research where he found that definitions of creativity and 

imagination “overlap and intertwine” (p. 307). He organised these definitions into four 

categories or as he referred to them, strands: person (including personality, intellect, 

dispositions), product (when an idea becomes tangible), process (including motivation, 

thinking, communication) and press (relationships with the environment). Rhodes (1961), 

like Guilford before him, urged the field and in particular, educators, to “recognise the 

importance of continuing our interest in the nature of creativity” closing his now seminal 

work with the call for “every teacher to become more creative!” (p. 310).   

Another champion of creativity throughout the 1950s-1970s, who is also 

considered a pioneer in the field, is E. Paul Torrance. Torrance was one of the first 

researchers to consider creativity in schools during the late 1960s-early 1970s. From there, 

creativity became of interest in the field of education as well as the Arts and psychology. 

Torrance built on Guilford’s work by developing the Torrance Test of Creative Talent (TTCT) 

which measured divergent thinking and problem-solving skills based on Guilford’s 

components of divergent thinking: fluency (which measures the number of differing 

answers to one question developed by one individual, regardless of practicality), originality 

(the development of unique  ideas) and elaboration (the ability to adapt the ideas derived 

from the individual’s fluency and originality) (Kaufman, 2009). However, the reliability of 

the TTCT along with other aspects of Torrance and Guilford’s work came under criticism 

over time. It is both their work and criticisms of it however – along with the work of Rhodes 

and others like him – that sparked an explosion of interest and research into creativity 

throughout the late 1970s and beyond.   
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Discernible attributes that are indicative of an individual’s creative capacity tended 

to be the focus of some studies of creativity throughout the mid-1970s to early-2000s. 

Maslow (1974) for example, thought of creative people as possessing characteristics such 

as “boldness, courage, freedom, spontaneity, perspicuity, integrations [and] self-

acceptance” (p. 117). De Bono (1987; 2009) emphasised lateral thinking and a capacity for 

metathinking as necessary attributes of the creative thinker. These, among others, 

appeared to be characteristics associated with creativity. Further research has shown that 

“real-world creativity doesn’t seem to be the result of any one personality trait; exceptional 

creators seem to combine many different traits and abilities, in a complex mix” (Sawyer, 

2012, p. 83). Amabile (1983) highlighted three personality factors: task motivation, domain-

relevant skills, and creativity-relevant process while Csikszentmihalyi (1997) described the 

creative individual as shifting between competitiveness and cooperativeness at relevant 

times and lists “ten pairs of contrasting personality traits [which] might be the most telling 

characteristic of creative people” (p. 76). Gardner (2008) wrote of capacities such as 

problem-solving, creating new or novel products and questioning all manner of things in 

life, so that those things might come to be seen in a new light. In the latter years of this 

time period, research and discourse tended to centre on aspects of creative personality and 

creative processes (Sawyer, 2012).  

  

2.2.3 Contemporary trends in thinking about creativity  

As the field has continued to grow it has also become widely accepted that 

creativity is complex and that it is needed across almost every field of human 

endeavour (Chan & Yuen, 2014; Gardner, 2008; Lucas, 2016; Richardson & Mishra, 2018; 

Robinson, 2011; Runco & Albert, 2010; Skiba, Tan, Sternberg, & Grigorenko, 2010; Soh, 

2017; Trefffinger et al, 2002; Wagner 2010) particularly as we navigate the early stages of 

the 21st Century where students are being prepared for uncertain futures and where 

complex problem-solving skills and creative thinking capacities are, and will continue to be, 

necessary (Hennessey & Amabile, 2010; Beghetto & Kaufman 2010; Craft, 2005; Faulkner & 

Latham, 2016; Lucas, 2016; Richardson & Mishra, 2018; Robinson, 2011; Sawyer, 2012; 

Skiba, Tan, Sternberg, & Grigorenko, 2010; Wagner, 2010).  

Some of the benefits of creativity noted in more recent times include enhanced life 

successes, improved psychological functioning, improved conflict resolution skills and 

improved construction of knowledge (Hennessey & Amabile, 2010; Plucker, Beghetto & 

Dow, 2004; Mullett, Willerson, Lamb & Kettler, 2016). A key point to note however, is that 
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myriad definitions of creativity exist and continue to evolve, shaped largely by the contexts 

in which they are used (Glaveanu, 2018; Plucker & Makel, 2010; Richardson & Mishra, 

2018; Rubenstein, Ridgley, Callan, Karami, & Ehlinger, 2018; Treffinger, Young, Selby & 

Shepardson, 2002). Such variation in definitions can leave both researchers and educators 

confused about what creativity actually is (Skiba et al., 2010; Mullet et al., 2016). Almost all 

definitions describe creativity as the development of novel or original ideas that are useful 

or effective (Rubenstein et al, 2018; Runco & Jaegaer, 2012) yet some argue that this 

product-oriented view falls short of acknowledging creativity’s "dynamic nature as an 

iterative process” (Rubenstein et al, 2011, p. 101) and more specifically, “the dynamic 

interplay between inconclusiveness and achievement” (Corazza, 2016, p. 265). 

Interestingly, neither of these product-oriented nor process-oriented definitions consider 

personal creative dispositions (Faulkner & Latham, 2016; James & Asmus, 2001; Runco, 

1999).   

Given these wide-ranging views of creativity, it is not surprising that through this 

review of the literature I have not found a definition of creativity that encompasses a broad 

range of perspectives and domains. Indeed, some believe that it is not possible to develop 

just one definition of creativity given its complex, multi-faceted nature (Czikszentmihalyi, 

1997; Harris & Ammermann, 2015; Lucas, 2016; Treffinger et al., 2002; Spencer, Lucas & 

Claxton, 2012).   

 That said, Plucker, Beghetto and Dow (2004) endeavour to achieve this and posit 

that creativity is “the interaction among aptitude, process, and environment by which an 

individual or group produces a perceptible product that is both novel and useful as defined 

within a social context” (p. 90). While not finite, this definition encompasses multiple 

perspectives, domains and environments and furthers the seminal work of Rhodes (1961). 

Rhodes’ 4P model has more recently been integrated with understandings about the ways 

in which the elements of person, product, process and place interact to represent creativity 

(Amabile, 1996; Bereczki & Karpati, 2018; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Sternberg & Lubart, 

1991).   

While Plucker et al’s (2004) definition draws together multiple perspectives that 

acknowledge both the historical aspects of creativity research as well as contemporary 

trends in thinking about creativity, others contend that there are varying levels of creative 

accomplishment that deserve attention, particularly when considering creativity in the 

context of education (Bereczki & Karpati, 2018; Craft, 1996; Craft, 2005; Csikszentmihalyi, 

1997; Kaufman & Beghetto, 2009; Richards, 2007). To this end, the existing model of 
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creativity which distinguished eminent or Big-C creativity from every day or little-c creativity 

(Craft, 1996; 2005), were elaborated by Kaufman and Beghetto (2009) to include the 

characteristics of Pro-C (Professional Expertise) and Mini-C (Transformative) 

creativity. These latter levels of creative attainment were developed in an endeavour to 

resolve the issue of the Big-C and little-c concepts being too general and not accounting for 

the “genesis and development of creativity” nor considering  “individuals who are 

professional creators, but have not reached eminent status” (Kaufman & Beghetto, 2009, p. 

4). This development of the Four C-model recognises that all human beings have the 

potential to be creative. It also provides educators with a trajectory of creative 

development whereby “mini-c creativity serves as the genesis of later levels of creative 

expression” (Bereczki & Karpati, 2018, p. 26). The table below presents the characteristics 

of each accomplishment level as described by Kaufman and Beghetto and lists some of the 

work that contributes to the field of literature related to those creative characteristics. 

   

 

Level  Characteristics  Some contributors to research about 

same/related characteristics  

Big-C  “Eminent accomplishments” (p. 2)  

Domain of the notable artists, 

scientists and creators such as da 

Vinci, Mozart, Curie, Lloyd-Wright  

Csikszentmihalyi (1999); Feldman (2003); Gardner 

(1993); Kaufman & Beghetto (2009); Simonton 

(1994, 2004, 2016)  

Pro-C  “Professional Expertise” (p. 3)  

Professional creators who have not 

yet realised eminent standing  

Ambrose (2005); Feldman (2003); Kaufman 

& Beghetto (2009); Rejskind (2000);  

Little-C  “Everyday innovation” (p. 2)  

Creativity that occurs during daily 

interactions and experiences  

Amabile (1996); Beghetto & Plucker (2006); Craft 

(2001; 2005); Cropley (2006); Feldman 

(2003); Lucas, (2016); Kaufman & Baer (2006); 

Kaufman & Beghetto (2009); Niu & Sternberg 

(2003); Rejskind (2000); Richards, 2007; 

Rudowicz & Yue (2000); Runco & Richards 

(1998); Sawyer, John-Steiner, Moran, Sternberg, 

Feldman, Csikszentmihayli & Nakamura 

(2003); Simonton, 2016; Sternberg, Grigorenko & 

Stinger (2004); Weisberg (2006)  

Mini-C  “Transformative learning” (p. 3)  

Personal and unique insights that 

occur during engagement in learning 

and other experiences.  Emphasises 

intrapersonal and process focused 

aspects of creativity  

Beghetto & Kaufman (2007); Kaufman 

& Beghetto (2009); Runco (1999, 2004); Vygotsky 

(2004)  

Figure 2.  The 4-C Model of Creativity 
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According to Glaveanu (2018), Kaufman and Beghetto’s model positions creativity as a 

contributor:  

to our individual and collective lives but in different ways. It helps us learn and 

improvise in our daily interactions, it helps us innovate at work and, in some cases, 

generate products that get to be recognised by entire communities, nations or at a 

global level. (p. 25)  

The distinction between the four levels was important for my study as this provided me 

with a degree of clarity which, in turn, helped me to better understand each participant’s 

perspectives about creativity as these perspectives emerged from their stories. This also 

highlighted where those perspectives were located within each field of literature.    

There have been many and varied perspectives put forward about creativity over 

time and our understanding continues to develop, shaped by the contexts in which they 

operate. Runco and Jaeger (2012) are strong in their view that in coming to an 

understanding of creativity in any context, and in providing a definition for creativity in any 

scholarly work, researchers should first acknowledge the history of the field of creativity, 

just as I have presented above. While some grapple to find a universal definition of 

creativity, or at least one criteria in a definition of creativity (Runco & Jaeger, 2012; Runco, 

2012), others suggest that we may need to “tolerate and respect the diversity of 

perspectives and enjoy the fruits of cross-disciplinary research, not needing to reach any 

state of unity” (Tanggaard, 2015, p. 75). That is, that we be respectful of variations and 

difference across the full gamut of perspectives and celebrate them for their place and 

purpose within a given context. The context most relevant to this review of the literature is 

education.  

  

2.3 Creativity, education and teachers  

While educational sites such as schools are considered to provide potentially 

favourable contexts for exploring and developing creativity, some argue that creativity is 

irrelevant to educational practice. With a focus on standardised testing being common in 

Western education systems, Kaufman and Sternberg (2007) suggest that those teachers 

who encourage creativity in their students, and who endeavour to teach creatively, may at 

times be falsely accused of being idealistic or unaware of the broader goals of education. 

Others posit that although the potential benefits of creativity in the classroom are well 

documented, creativity-fostering practices are rarely fulfilled and this is often due to the 

biases of educators and of traditional classroom management (Kaufman & Gregoire, 2015; 
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Kaufman, & Sternberg, 1999; Mueller, Melwani & Goncalo, 2011) and at times, a lack of 

originality in classroom practices (Plucker, Beghetto & Dow, 2004; Simonton, 2017).  These 

biases are often founded on myths, misconceptions and false stereotypes about creativity 

such as the belief that humans are either born creative or not, that creative individuals are 

“lone nut[s]”, or that creativity is a soft construct (Plucker, Beghetto & Dow, 2004, p. 85-

87). Gregoire & Kaufman (2016) argue that:   

by nature, human beings are highly risk averse. And, when there is a motivation to 

reduce uncertainty, creativity biases are activated on both individual and 

institutional levels. Across the board, people (not to mention institutions and 

decision makers) deny creative ideas, even when they explicitly cite creativity as 

being among their goals or values. (para 3)  

The fact that Western society in particular is inclined to celebrate creative ideas 

and products after they’ve become widely acknowledged rather than in the process of 

being created, suggests that we do not fully accept nor fully comprehend creativity. Our 

dislike of ambiguity – often a driver of creative endeavours – can cause us to overlook or 

not recognise creative ideas, including ideas in the making (Gregoire & Kaufman, 2016; 

Kaufman & Gregoire, 2015; Mueller, et al, 2011; Simonton, 2017). This has significant 

implications for educators and for their students.  

The news, however, is not all bad. Despite these known potential biases and 

misconceptions, the field of creativity has continued to move forward in a way that 

increasingly recognises the suitability of schools and classrooms for identifying and 

supporting the creative development of young people (Karwowski, 2017; Lubart & 

Besancon, 2017; Runco, 2017; Smith & Smith, 2017). Indeed, society relies upon schools to 

develop citizens to meet its complex needs and in relation to creativity, there is a growing 

expectation that schools will nurture creativity in students as they prepare for unknown 

futures where society will be dependent upon people’s creative capabilities (Crockett, Jukes 

& Churches, 2011; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017; Lucas & Spencer, 2017; Reilly, Lilly, 

Bramwell, Reilly, Lilly, Kronish & Chennabathni, 2011; Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Soh, 

2017). Creativity has been identified as a key educational goal in many Western societies 

and is considered a necessary 21st century skill to be developed in formal schooling (Chan & 

Yuen, 2014; Crockett, et al., 2011; Richardson & Mishra, 2018; Robinson, 2011; Wagner 

2010).  According to Kuratko (2005), we have evolved beyond the myth that creativity is a 

birth trait and cannot be taught. Csikszentmihalyi (1997) for example, is one of many 

eminent creativity theorists (see Beghetto & Kaufman, 2010; Craft, 2005; Gardner, 2008; 

Guilford, 1950; Lucas & Spencer, 2017; Robinson, 2011; Sawyer, 2006; Sternberg & 
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Grigorenko, 2010; Torrance, 1971) who believes that every individual is creative to a 

greater or lesser degree and that their creative capacities can be further nurtured or 

developed.   

These expectations and understandings have given rise to a call for a change of 

thinking in future generations as we shift from notions of schools designed for 

industrialised skills and behaviours (Hargreaves, 2009; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017; Reilly et 

al., 2011; Richardson & Mishra, 2018) to a knowledge-based economy of information and 

communication, where creative skills and innovation are valued (Craft, 2003; Faulkner & 

Latham, 2016; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017; Lucas & Spencer, 2017; Reilly et al., 2011; 

Sawyer, 2006), where creativity is no longer considered the domain of the genius nor of the 

Arts and Sciences alone but rather, it infuses all subjects taught in schools and where the 

emphasis is on learning for deeper understanding (Bereiter, 2002; Craft, 2008; Faulkner & 

Latham, 2016; Plucker, Beghetto & Dow, 2004; Soh, 2017; Reilly et al., 

2011; Richtner & Lofsten, 2014).  Thus, creativity has come to be understood in much of the 

literature, as a core capability that all humans have both the capacity to develop and a need 

to develop.  

The discussion surrounding what creativity actually is and how it should look in the 

context of education is one that is still to reach a consensus. Definitions of creativity in 

education – while they have evolved over time – remain contradictory among researchers 

who view education from a range of different perspectives. While on the one hand, 

educational settings are considered to provide a fitting context for exploring creativity (see 

Crockett, et al., 2011; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017; Karwowski, 2017; Lubart & Besancon, 

2017; Runco, 2017; Reilley at al., 2011; Smith & Smith, 2017) and many argue that one can 

teach for creativity in those contexts (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2010; Kaufman & Sternberg, 

2007) the literature has shown that some perceive those same formal environments to be 

polarised against the necessary conditions for creative thought and action (see Kaufman, S. 

B., & Gregoire, 2015; Kaufman, J. C., & Sternberg, 2007; Mueller, et al., 

2011; Plucker, Beghetto & Dow, 2004; Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Simonton, 2017). There 

are implications then, for how educators – and of particular relevance to this study, 

classroom teachers in the Tasmanian primary school context – perceive of creativity and of 

creative teaching, and how those beliefs shape their practice and influence the ways they 

nurture the creative potential in their students. Mullet et al., (2016) contend that 

“understanding teachers’ perceptions of creativity must precede attempts to develop a 

pedagogy of creativity” (p. 10). Explorations of teachers’ understandings, beliefs and 
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perceptions of creativity through this study, will inform future practice about ways of 

effectively incorporating creativity into the classroom and in turn, nurturing students’ 

creativity.   

  

2.4 Teachers’ beliefs about creativity  

Fundamental to the successful pursuit of creativity in the classroom are teachers’ 

own beliefs and understandings about the concept. A raft of literature exists that explores 

the broad topic of teacher beliefs about creativity (see Andiliou & Murphy, 2010; Bereczki 

& Karpati, 2018; Davies, Jindal-Snape, Collier, Digby, Hay, & Howe, 2013; Mullet, Willerson, 

Lamb & Kettler, 2016). This sweep of existing research has been carried out across K-12 

contexts; however, it is worth noting that among the literature identified in my search, few 

studies have specifically targeted the beliefs of ECTs working in the generalist, upper-

primary classroom. It is acknowledged however, that most of the studies included in this 

review related to years K-12 do provide a break-down of participant contexts (such 

as years), expertise and years in-service.   

Investigation into teachers’ beliefs about creativity is crucial to understanding ways 

of improving practice in the future. Many researchers have expressed concern that 

teachers’ beliefs related to the field are, at times, misaligned with theoretical 

understandings (Andiliou & Murphy, 2010; Beghetto, 2010; Bereczki & Karpati, 2018; 

Dawson, Andrea, Affinito & Westby, 1999; Richardson & Mishra, 2018; Rubenstein et al., 

2018; Skiba, Tan, Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2010).  These misguided conceptions of 

creativity may render the teachers holding those beliefs ineffective in nurturing creativity in 

the classroom (Andiliou & Murphy, 2010; Beghetto, 2010) or unwittingly supressing it 

(Patston, Cropley, Marrone & Kaufman, 2018; Skiba et al., 2010). There is then, a need to 

continue investigating teachers’ perceptions of creativity in order to better inform practice 

and the development of professional learning resources aimed at assisting teachers to 

establish classroom environments that are abundant in creative thinking. There are three 

key overarching areas in which teachers’ and researchers’ beliefs differ: 

1. Teachers' underlying beliefs about the nature of creativity  

2. Beliefs about the attributes of creative individuals   

3. Beliefs about nurturing creativity, including environments that foster 

creativity.   
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It is this conceptual framework, first proposed by Andiliou & Murphy (2010), that I use to 

present the more detailed and wide-reaching review of the literature relating to teachers’ 

beliefs about creativity that follows.  

  

2.4.1 Teachers’ underlying beliefs about the nature of creativity  

Consistently reported throughout the literature is classroom teachers’ overall belief 

that creativity is important both for learning in school and to society as a whole, and that 

creativity can be learnt (Kampylis, Berki & Saariluouma, 2009; Levenson, 2015; Myhill & 

Wilson, 2013; Patston et al., 2018; Rubenstein, McCoach & Siegle, 2013; Skiba et al., 

2010).  These beliefs about creativity are encouraging as they suggest that efforts to embed 

creativity into classrooms both in terms of teaching with creativity and 

teaching for creativity (Jeffrey & Craft, 2004) will be regarded positively by those teachers 

working at the coalface. Despite this positivity, it was also found that a large percentage of 

teachers were unable to articulate a clear definition of what they believe creativity to be. 

The most common characteristics deemed by teachers to be necessary for creativity were 

imagination (Aljughaiman & Mowrer-Reynolds, 2005; Newton & Beverton, 

2012; Zbainos & Anastasopoulou, 2012), and intelligence (Gralewski & Karwowski, 2013; Liu 

& Lin, 2014; Zbainos & Anastasopoulou, 2012).  

By and large, the literature shows that teachers believe creativity to be dependent 

upon a tangible product or outcome that is either original or innovative, or both (Andiliou & 

Murphy, 2010; Levenson, 2015; Liu & Lin, 2014; Newton & Beverton, 2012; Zbainos & 

Anastasopoulou, 2012). This creative product as described by teachers, also requires and/or 

makes use of multiple solutions to a given problem (Levensen, 2015, Liu & Lin, 2014; 

Newton & Beverton, 2012, Vedenpaa & Lonka, 2014). Researchers have expressed concerns 

about this product orientation to creativity however, noting that if creative ability is judged 

by products alone, creative potential becomes confused with accomplishment and thereby 

does not recognise the process involved with creativity (Beghetto, Kaufman & Baxter, 2011; 

Runco, 2007; Sternberg, 2006). Teachers believed that in order for a product to be creative 

it should be novel, but they didn’t necessarily associate that product with usefulness or 

appropriateness (Andiliou & Murphy, 2010; Diakidoy & Kanari, 1999). This omission of 

appropriateness in teachers’ definitions is in direct conflict with what theorists believe 

about creative products (Hennessey & Amabile, 2010; Levenson, 2015; Myhill & Wilson, 

2013).  
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As well as a product orientation, teachers’ perspectives on creativity as identified in 

recent literature, relate to subject-specific experiences or activities. Some of the teachers 

studied only recognised creative products within certain domains or subject areas such as 

the Arts, Humanities or Sciences (Andiliou & Murphy, 2010; Glaveanu, 2014; Runco, 2007; 

Skiba, et al., 2010). Several researchers argue that this is the most damaging of all the 

misrepresentations about creativity as it leads to the misconception that creativity is a 

special talent (Sternberg, 2015; Patston, Cropley, Marrone & Kaufman, 2018). An 

‘Arts Bias’ in particular is often thought about in terms of Big-C creativity (Kaufman 

& Beghetto, 2009; Newton & Beverton, 2012) and for this reason, is limiting in the 

classroom as such beliefs may negatively impact a teacher’s motivation and capacity to 

nurture creativity as a process, and across the full range of the curriculum (Kaufman 

& Beghetto, 2009; Patston et al., 2018). However, a recent study by Patston et al., (2018) 

which was conducted with 2485 student and professional teachers, and carried out across 

six countries, found that, contrary to their expectations, teachers did not hold an Arts Bias 

in relation to creativity but rather they took a broader curriculum view. Once again, this 

latter result is encouraging given the call to educators to develop children’s creativity.  

In studies that focused on teachers’ beliefs about the distribution of creativity, a 

small number regarded creativity as being reserved for the gifted or eminent (Pavlovic, 

Maksic & Bodroza, 2013; Zbainos & Anastasopoulou, 2012). Most teachers believed that 

everybody has the capacity to be creative (Alsahou, 2015; Henriksen & Mishra, 2015; 

Rubenstein et al., 2013; Scott, 2015; Turner, 2013). Given the latter understanding, it is not 

too surprising that studies undertaken by Park, Lee, Oliver & Grammond (2006) and 

Rubenstein et al., (2013) reported that teachers recognised and valued everyday (little-c 

and/or mini-c) creativity. While this is a positive move away from biased perspectives 

previously mentioned, and Beghetto & Kaufman (2010) encourage the inclusion of 

creativity in everyday curricula, they also caution that if teachers’ understandings are 

limited to only those of the everyday - rather than inclusive of all Four-Cs of creativity - this 

may also mean that they inadvertently discourage the creative aspirations of their students. 

Many of the teachers in Mullet et al’s, (2016) review of the literature were unable to 

identify creativity in their students and this may have been due, at least in part, to 

misconceptions and incomplete views held by teachers, such as those described above.   
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2.4.2 Teachers’ underlying beliefs about the attributes of creative individuals  

Interestingly, in studies conducted by Liu & Lin (2014) and Myhill & Wilson (2013) 

teachers shared their beliefs that creativity, the development of creative products and 

creative experiences, are all influenced by a student’s personality and particular set of 

attributes. As such, an exploration of the literature relating to teacher beliefs about the 

attributes of creative individuals, including students and teachers themselves, follows.   

 

2.4.2.1 Teachers’ beliefs about creative students  

A review of the literature undertaken by Mullet et al., (2016) along with other 

studies that explored teachers’ beliefs about their creative students, identified some 

common key attributes including imaginative (see Aljughaiman & Mowrer-Reynolds, 2005; 

Chan & Chan, 1999; Runco & Johnson, 2002; Sak, 2004), intellectual (see Chan & Chan, 

1999; Gralewski & Karwowski, 2013; Runco & Johnson, 2002; Sak, 2004), independent (see 

Chan & Chan, 1999; Liu & Lin, 2014; Runco & Johnson, 2002; Sak, 2004), curious (see Chan 

& Chan, 1999; Liu & Lin, 2014; Runco & Johnson, 2002; Sak, 2004; Scott, 1999), and artistic 

(see  Aljughainman & Mowrer-Reynolds, 2005; Chan & Chan, 1999; Kampylis et al., 2009; 

Runco & Johnson, 2002). Other studies found that teachers often related creativity to good 

behaviour or higher intellectual capacities rather than those attributes described in the 

research as creative (Gralewski & Karwowski, 2013; Mullet et al, 2016) such as 

disruptiveness, distraction (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2010), playfulness, critical, stubborn 

(Aljughaiman & Mowrer-Reynolds, 2005), risk-takers, curious, impulsive (Kampylis et al., 

2009; Runco & Johnson, 2002), adventurous, non-conformist (Kampylis et al., 2009; Liu & 

Lin, 2014; Sak 2004) among many others that teachers more closely related to 

misbehaviours. Overall, teachers were found to favour students whose personality 

reflected socially desirable attributes and intelligence over those who exhibited creative 

attributes as described by researchers (Gralewski & Karwowski, 2013; Mullet et al., 2016; 

Runco & Johnson, 2002). Finally, an interesting finding in a study by Dawson et al. (1999) 

was that while some teachers believed that a student’s personality plays a role in 

cultivating creativity, they were unable to define the way this occurred.   

 

2.4.2.2 Teachers’ self-beliefs related to creativity  

Over the past decade or two, there has been increased interest in exploring 

creative self-belief in general. However, there appears to be less research that specifically 

examines teachers’ creative self-belief. One study carried out by Rubenstein et al., (2013) 
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with teachers in the USA found that teachers’ creative self-belief influenced their positive 

regard for creativity. These teachers believed that they could effectively nurture their 

students’ creativity (see also Boldin, Harries & Newton, 2010; Eason, Giannengelo & 

Franceschini, 2009; Rubenstein et al., 2013, 2018). Importantly, it is likely then that 

teachers’ self-beliefs may shape their classroom practices (Karwowski, 2011; Sak, 2004; 

Tierney & Farmer, 2011). Cayirdag’s (2019) study, based in Turkey, explored the impact of 

creative self-efficacy and teacher efficacy on creativity fostering teaching, and found that 

“teachers who find themselves as more creative are more likely to teach creatively than 

others” (p. 1971). Few other studies examine teachers’ creative self-belief and most studies 

have been undertaken in the USA and, to a lesser extent, the UK and parts of Europe. The 

findings of these studies are significant and indicate that further research into teacher 

creative self-belief, and in the Australian context, is timely.   

  

2.4.3 Teachers’ beliefs about nurturing creativity  

Research into teachers’ beliefs about nurturing creativity has highlighted mixed 

findings. Some studies have shown that teachers believe their students can develop their 

creativity given the right encouragement (Boldin, Harries & Newton, 2010; Eason, 

Giannengelo & Franceschini, 2009; Odena & Welch, 2009; Rubenstein et al., 2013; Turner, 

2013) while others (albeit fewer) showed that teachers believed creativity could only be 

developed to a degree (Myhill & Wilson, 2013; Vedenpaa & Lonka, 2014). Further, some 

teachers have been found to be of the mindset that creativity is fixed, and cannot be 

further developed (Levenson, 2015; Park, Lee, Oliver & Crammond, 2006; Rubenstein et al., 

2018). These latter perspectives contrast with what research has shown: that creativity can 

be learnt.   

Berecski and Karpati’s (2018) extensive literature review of teachers’ beliefs 

about nurturing their students’ creativity revealed that teachers frequently consider 

nurturing students’ creativity to be “related to teaching divergent thinking and facilitating 

active learning, whereas less [teachers] emphasized approaches [that] included 

offering authentic experiences and feedback” (p. 37). They go on to say that by large, the 

teachers in their studies had limited understanding of creativity-fostering pedagogies but 

that they recognised that nurturing creativity requires creative teachers (Berecski & Karpati, 

2018; Henricksen & Mishra, 2015; Jeffrey & Craft, 2004). Teachers have however, identified 

their belief that there are often factors that challenge their capacity to nurture creativity. 

Some of the barriers identified include a lack of available time – including the impact of a 
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heavy workload (Alsahou, 2015; Frawley, 2014, Kampylis et al., 2011; Scott, 2015), crowded 

curricula and an unsupportive school culture (Alsahou, 2015; Bercski, &  Karpati, 

2018; Kampylis et al., 2011; Scott, 2015). On a more positive note, teachers also spoke of 

the factors that they believe enable them to nurture students’ creativity including ICT, 

teachers’ and students’ attitudes and skills (Adams, 2013; Alsahou, 2015; Scott, 2015), 

school culture and parents’ attitude and support (Adams, 2013). Finally, teachers were 

found to believe that the development of creativity, creative products and creative 

experiences, and the teacher’s capacity to nurture a student’s creativity, are all influenced 

by the classroom environment (Kampylis et al., 2009; Odena & Welch, 2009; Rubenstein et 

al., 2013). Finally, but certainly no less interesting, was the finding by Aljughaiman and 

Mowrer-Reynolds (2005) that some teachers did not believe it was their responsibility to 

nurture students’ creative development.  

It seems that among the teaching profession and across a range of countries, while 

teachers’ beliefs and understandings about creativity are advancing – in some instances - 

alongside the research-based literature, there is still a general lack of clarity regarding 

teachers’ definitions of creativity and their understanding of the nature of creativity. And, 

there are at times, issues that persist regarding teachers’ implicit beliefs about creativity 

that may stifle creativity in the classroom. This indicates that there is more work to be done 

on reaching an agreement about what creativity means and looks like in the education 

context, and in developing teachers’ understandings about teaching with and for creativity 

(Jeffrey & Craft, 2004). These findings are drawn from a range of countries, most 

predominantly from the USA and others from Asia, the UK and across Europe. From my 

review of the literature to date, there appears to have been very few studies related 

specifically to Australian teachers’ beliefs about creativity (see Bryant, 2014 – focus on 

creative writing; Frawley, 2014 – focus on Queensland teachers’ beliefs; Patston et al., 2018 

– focus on an Arts Bias), where teachers’ beliefs may be influenced by a different set of 

cultural and societal beliefs.   

A better understanding of how Australian teachers perceive of creativity, of their 

students’ creative potential and what this means for their classroom practice, and how 

those understandings, beliefs and perceptions work for or against the inclusion of creativity 

as a general capability in the Australian Curriculum, is necessary. Of further interest, 

through my search of the literature so far, I have not found any work that focuses 

specifically on early career teacher understandings, beliefs or self-perceptions relating to 

creativity. This is concerning given that teachers at this stage of their career are formulating 
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their learning and teaching beliefs and practices. And, insights into their thinking at this 

career stage would benefit work that is done in Initial Teacher Education and ongoing 

teacher professional development. Notably, there is no literature on this topic that relates 

specifically to early career teachers operating within the Tasmanian education context.    

 

2.5 Resilience  

The field of resilience research is extensive despite it being a relatively new area of 

interest, particularly in relation to education. Resilience is essential to the effective teacher, 

particularly given the challenges that teachers face on a daily basis. Below I provide an 

overview of the field of research as it has evolved over the past 40 or so years. This is 

followed by a review of the resilience literature of most significance to this study: resilience 

and education, teachers, teachers' beliefs and practices.   

  

2.5.1 Resilience: a very brief history  

Resilience, as a researchable field in its own right, is relatively new. Pioneers in the 

field, including Norman Garmezy, E. James Anthony, Lois Murphy, Michael Rutter and 

Emmy Werner, began researching resilience during the 1970-80s. The group remains 

influential. Significant is their agreement that, despite disadvantage, risk or adversity in 

their lives, some children develop resiliently (Masten, 1999; 2001). These pioneers realised, 

and then convinced others, “that understanding what would come to be called resilience in 

individual development had the potential to inform policy, prevention programs, and 

interventions” (Masten & Powell, 2003, p. 2). Upon the seminal work of these researchers, 

others such as Masten, Powell and Luthar, to name a few, continue to build and develop 

understandings of resilience in the contexts of competence and mental health, and 

particularly in the lives of children faced with adversity or substantial risk. Their work 

provides a foundation for understanding and thereby increasing the likelihood of resilient 

forthcoming generations. This is significant given the rising rates of anxiety and mental 

health issues in young people (Gray, 2011).  

Some of the first literature on resilience, published in the field of psychology was 

that of Norman Garmezy, a renowned clinical psychologist whose work focused primarily 

on schizophrenia and the ways adversity in a person’s life impacts their mental health. 

Garmezy questioned why some subjects (primarily children) who experienced adversity in 

their lives flourished while others who experienced comparable adversity suffered great 

anguish and mental health issues. Through his seminal work in the area, Garmezy and a 
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team of colleagues – including the highly regarded developmental psychologist, Michael 

Rutter - launched Resilience Theory. Moving away from the typical emphases on the causes 

of illness, Resilience Theory examined cognitive skills, motivation and other protective 

factors that might provide insight into mental illness prevention. Garmezy’s work 

uncovered the risks and protective factors that are used today in defining resilience.   

Another seminal author who first used the term resilience in the 1970s was Emmy 

Werner. Werner’s work focused on children who experienced economic and social 

disadvantage; often their parents suffered mental illness, issues with alcoholism or drugs, 

unemployment and discord in the family home (Werner, 1996). Following these high-risk 

children through to adulthood, Werner (1996) noted that unlike their counterparts, one-

third of them were able to develop beyond their circumstances and, seemingly unaffected 

by their adversity, live normal, healthy lives free of behavioural problems; these are the 

people she labelled ‘resilient’. Werner (1996) noted that common among those who had 

successfully adapted as adults were:  

five clusters of protective factors: … temperamental characteristics that helped 

him/her elicit positive responses from caring persons; … skills, values and abilities 

including optimism, educational and vocational plans, and domestic 

responsibilities; …characteristics and care-giving styles of parenting that fostered 

self-esteem in the child; supportive adults who fostered trust and acted as 

gatekeepers for the future; and finally, … an opening of opportunities at major life 

transitions. (pp. 49-50)  

Noteworthy is Masten, Best and Garmezy’s (1990) assertion that “protective factors 

moderate the effects of individual vulnerabilities or environmental hazards” so that the 

individual is more likely to be resilient than if those factors were not present (p. 426). 

However, the presence of protective factors does not in itself guarantee an individual’s 

resilience as other influences, such as the severity of the risk, or the vulnerability of the 

individual at a given time, may be very difficult to overcome.  

  

2.5.2 Contemporary trends in thinking about resilience  

 Building on the work of pioneering psychologists and psychiatrists like Garmezy, 

Werner and Rutter, Masten (2001) along with her peers realised that the “recognition and 

study of resilient children [had] overturned many negative assumptions and deficit-focused 

models about the development of children growing up under the threat of disadvantage 

and adversity” (p. 227).  Early understandings of resilience suggested that there was 
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something extraordinary about these children who overcame adversity and succeeded as 

adults. However, Masten contended that in fact, “the great surprise of resilience research is 

the ordinariness of the phenomena” (p. 227); a phenomenon that mostly springs from basic 

human adaptation systems. It is when these systems are “protected and in good working 

order, development is robust even in the face of severe adversity” (Masten, p. 227). Masten 

found that resilience does not “come from rare and special qualities, but from the everyday 

magic of ordinary, normative human resources in the minds, brains, and bodies of children, 

in their families and relationships, and in their communities” (p. 235).    

 This furthers Rutter’s (1999) work and his notion of ‘steeling effects’ whereby he 

argued that overcoming adverse experiences in life develops a person’s capacity to 

recognise and avoid further risks and in turn, builds resilience. There are implications of 

both Rutter and Masten’s work then for the promotion of human capital in society and 

specifically, for the ways in which teachers nurture resilience in their classrooms. Masten 

(2001) argued that “efforts to promote competence and resilience in children at risk should 

focus on strategies that protect or restore the efficacy of these basic systems” (p. 235). 

Masten’s work has been significant in bringing about understandings of resilience not only 

in relation to trauma and severe adversity, but in our everyday lives.  

The surge in interest in resilience research continues, particularly in the field of 

positive psychology (Lopez & Snyder, 2011). It has been increasingly recognised  that 

environmental factors have greater mediation over resilience than was originally suggested 

by previous research focused on individual characteristics (Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990; 

Oswald, Johnson & Howard, 2003; Werner & Smith, 1992) and that resilience is a process of 

positive adaptation, advanced through the development of specific competencies. More 

recently there is a growing body of resilience research that points to the connection 

between individual and systemic processes. As a result, much research supports the 

understanding that resilience is a multi-dimensional process of positive adaptation 

involving developmental growth and reliance on various environmental factors (Beltman, 

Mansifeld, Price, & Cohen, 2011; Felner & DeVries, 2013; Ungar & Lerner, 2008; Winders, 

2014).   

Regardless, agreement on one overarching definition of resilience continues to 

elude the broader field. Some argue that consensus cannot be reached due to the ongoing 

disagreement among researchers as to how resilience should be conceptualised: personal 

attribute, process or an outcome (Ahern, Ark, & Byers, 2008). Others debate whether there 

should be only one definition or whether there should be more, depending on the context 
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within which a definition is applied (see Burt & Paysnick, 2012; Evans & Reid, 2014). Cohen 

et al., (2011) for example, propose that variations of understandings must exist when 

considering resilience in the contexts of say, teaching and engineering, where the nature of 

the professions is different. With regard to teaching, research specifically related to the 

field of education is also yet to reach consensus on a definition for teacher resilience 

(Beltman, Mansfield, & Price, 2011). This is in part due to teacher resilience as a construct 

being a relatively new area of research. A review of the literature from the field of 

education, teachers and resilience follows.  

  

2.6 Resilience, education and teachers  

Despite its quite recent emergence in the early 2000s as a research topic (Bobek, 

2002), studies on education, teachers and resilience are increasing in number. The focus of 

much of this literature is on early career teacher resilience and has been driven by the high 

attrition rate of teachers during their first five years in the profession. This is a global issue 

and one that has, necessarily, received a great deal of attention. Some argue however, that 

while much has been researched and written about the problem, little has changed as a 

result (Beltman, Mansfield, & Price, 2011). This literature on ECT resilience will be explored 

later in this section but first, a brief review of the research related to a broader notion of 

teacher resilience is shared as a means of setting the stage for the more specific work that 

follows.  

Resilience research sits alongside research on teacher stress and burnout and was 

largely influenced by the philosophies of positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 

2000). Day & Gu (2009) indicated that many teachers experience stress daily and for this 

reason, they also require a daily resilience. This notion underpins their belief that research 

in the related field should seek to reveal the processes that allow for teachers’ daily 

resilience. There is wide agreement that teacher resilience is shaped by factors that are 

both interactive and complex and that occur either developmentally or cyclically (Bobek, 

2002; LeCornu, 2009; Beltman, Mansfield, & Price, 2011; Sammons, Day, Kington, Gu, 

Stobbart & Smees, 2007; Gu & Day, 2013). However, there remain many variations in 

conceptions of teacher resilience, creating some ambiguity in the field. In seeking to shed 

light on some of the ambiguity and in endeavouring to make a contribution to the field, 

there have been a number of significant studies both nationally and internationally, that 

have shaped subsequent research.  
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Exploring relationships between context and teacher resilience, Howard and 

Johnson (2004) undertook to examine whether the coping strategies employed by ten 

teachers in Australia who were identified as resilient, and were working in disadvantaged 

schools, were aligned to those identified in the literature on child and adolescent resilience 

(Garmezy, 1985; Howard & Johnson, 2000; Kyriacou, 2001; Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990; 

Rutter, 1985; Werner & Smith, 1992). Howard and Johnson’s (2004) study usefully revealed 

that:  

a sense of agency, a strong support group (including a competent and caring 

leadership team), pride in achievements and competence in areas of personal 

importance are all major protective factors and were all strong features of the 

participants’ talk. (p. 415)  

That is, these were enabling or protective factors that saw the participants successfully 

negotiate stressful experiences (Howard & Johnson, 2004, p. 316).    

Another significant study, carried out in the United Kingdom, involved 300 teachers 

in a four-year longitudinal study of ‘Variations in Teachers’ Work, Lives and Effectiveness’ 

(a.k.a. VITAE) (Day, Sammons, Kington, Gu & Stobbart, 2006). The study aimed to identify 

teachers of varied effectiveness in relation to their overall practice, and to explain the 

causes for the variations. Gu and Day (2007) reported variations in teacher commitment, 

affected largely by their length of time in the profession and matters relating to teacher 

identity, both of which were influenced by contexts, both at home and at school. In short, 

the key influences that the teachers identified were organised into three categories: person 

(home life), situation (school life), and professional values and beliefs (Gu & Day, 2007). A 

key recommendation from this study was that future research seek greater understanding 

of the nature of resilience in supporting teachers to overcome the personal, situational and 

professional challenges in their daily work lives. Day and Gu (2007) also assert that 

successful negotiation of a teacher identity is fundamental to becoming a resilient teacher.  

 

 A visible absence from the research noted by Beltman, Mansfield and Price (2011) 

was research that explored teachers’ understandings of resilience. Most existing research, 

while beneficial to our knowledge of what sustains teachers in the profession (Day, 2008; 

Howard & Johnson, 2004; Greenfield, 2015) and in relation to the daily stressors (Galton & 

McBeath, 2008; Gibbs & Miller, 2013) and the challenges they face (Day, 2008; Ingersoll & 

Smith, 2003), was limited to individual and/or contextual factors and teachers’ views on 

their work environments (Beltman, Mansfield & Price, 2011; Day et al., 2006; Klassen & 

Chui, 2011; Sammons et al., 2007; Sinclair, 2008). Therefore, the intention of research 
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question 1 of this study, to explore early career teachers’ understandings of resilience and 

how these understandings influence their classroom practice, goes some way toward 

addressing this gap.  

  

2.7 Early career teacher resilience as a field of research  

                Within the broader field of research on teacher resilience there has emerged a 

substantial focus on early career teacher resilience. This work is by and large framed in the 

context of early career teacher attrition and retention. Regardless of the attrition/retention 

focus, this body of literature has made a significant contribution to the broader field of 

teacher resilience. For example, Castro, Kelly and Shih (2009) sought to understand why 

novice teachers in their first year of teaching, who were affected by the same conditions as 

their peers who had left the profession, decided to stay. The resilience strategies used by 

the teachers were organised into four categories. Firstly, help seeking, which involved the 

early career teachers seeking support from others both outside and inside the school 

context, including mentors (see also Beltman et al., 2011; Bullough, 20015; Bullough & 

Draper, 2004; Huisman et al., 2010; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Kitching, Morgan & O’Leary, 

2009; Papatrainanou & LeCornu, 2014; Sammons et al., 2007; Shank, 2005; Singer & 

Catapano, 2013; Tait, 2008). Second was problem solving, which involved resolving 

challenges, mostly independently but at times with the support of another (see also 

Heikonen, Pietarinen, Pyhalto, Toom & Soini, 2015; Papatrainanou & LeCornu, 2014). The 

third category, managing difficult relationships, included the resilience strategies teachers 

successfully use in managing, for example, relationships such as those with parents and 

colleagues, (see also Greenfield, 2015; Schlichte, Yssel, & Merbler, 2005). These were often 

managed with help from an ally in the school. The final category was seeking renewal. This 

involves a sound work/life balance, teachers attending to their own well-being and finally, 

teaching satisfaction (see also Beltman, et al., 2011; Hong, 2012; Mansfield, et al., 2014). It 

is these renewal strategies that Castro et al., (2009) argued were the most important 

resilience strategies identified by the participants.  

                A substantial study undertaken in Australia by Johnson, Down, Le Cornu, Peters, 

Sullivan, Pearce and Hunter (2008-2012) explored the “complex lives of [60] early career 

teachers to identify the practices, processes and resources they use to engage productively 

with the challenges of their profession” (Johnson et al., 2012, p. 4). Developed from this 

research, the Framework of Conditions Supporting Early Career Teacher (ECT) Resilience is 

framed by a social theory of resilience, focusing on what works to support early career 
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teachers’ resilience (Tait, 2008), rather than drawing on a deficit model. The framework is 

founded on five emergent themes: policies and practice (see also Ball, 1993; Bunten, 2014; 

Cranston et al., 2010), teachers’ work (see also Abbott-Chapman, 2005; Marble, 2012), 

school culture (see also Al-Hassan, 2012; Allen, Park, Rogers & Borowski, 2016; duPlessis, 

Carroll & Gillies, 2014), relationships (see also Doney, 2012; Toom & Soini, 2015; 

Papatrainanou & LeCornu, 2014; Gu & Day, 2013), and teacher identity (see also Beltman, 

Glass, Dinham, Chalk & Nguyen, 2015; Gu & Day, 2007; Pearce & Morrison, 2011).   

Johnson et al., (2012) found that there are a number of positively focused actions – 

each positioned within the five themes that constitute the framework – that can be taken 

by systems administrators and school leaders in both building and supporting early career 

teacher resilience. The framework has been influential in shaping this study and has been 

applied in exploring early career teachers’ understandings, beliefs and self-perceptions 

relating to both resilience and creativity, providing a context for the environment in which 

ECTs work.  

 

2.8 Teachers’ understandings and beliefs about resilience  

                While literature on teacher resilience, including early career teacher resilience, is 

widely available perhaps less prevalent is literature on teachers’ understandings and beliefs 

about resilience, their perceptions of their own resilience, and about nurturing their 

students’ resilience. Exploring the ways in which teachers understand resilience is 

important for shaping initial teacher education programs that support or foster pre-service 

teachers’ resilience, for supporting teachers’ transition to the profession, and for ongoing 

support throughout teachers’ early career stage and life in the profession. It is also true 

that teachers’ beliefs influence their practices and in turn, their students’ success 

(Ferguson, 2003; Truebridge, 2014). Therefore, teachers’ understanding of resilience, and 

their awareness of the contribution they can make to their students’ developing resilience, 

are important for their practice in creating supportive learning environments within which 

resilience is fostered.  

It has already been established that there are many approaches to, and definitions 

of, resilience in use today. With such diversity in the way resilience is defined, the 

complexity of the construct, and the increasingly general use of the term in the wider 

community for a range of purposes, there is potential for understandings about resilience 

to become confused (Green, Oswald & Speers, 2007; Mansfield, Beltman, Price & 
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McConney, 2012). It is possible that teachers’ incomplete or confused understandings of 

resilience may inhibit their capacity to take care of their own well-being and to identify 

resilient and non-resilient children/colleagues and support them in constructive ways 

(Green, Oswald & Speers, 2007). Exploring teachers’ understandings and beliefs in relation 

to resilience then, is important in informing initial teacher education programs, ongoing 

teacher professional learning and in turn, strengthening related classroom resources and 

practices. I once again borrow from Andiliou and Murphy’s (2010) conceptual framework 

(previously used in this chapter as a way of exploring teachers’ beliefs about creativity) in 

presenting this review of literature related to teachers’ beliefs about resilience. In doing so, 

a comparison between the bodies of literature is more readily observed.  

 

2.8.1 Teachers’ beliefs about the nature of resilience  

Teachers, and schools, play an important role in “providing protective assets for 

children who need to develop and maintain their resilience for coping with stressful life 

events” (Oswald et a., 2003, p. 60). Pivotal to a teacher’s success in providing this level of 

support for their students and colleagues, and in relation to teachers’ self-care, is their 

understandings and beliefs about the nature of resilience (Truebridge, 2016). Broad 

definitions of resilience that have been shared by some teachers demonstrated their belief 

that resilience is concerned with coping, with ‘bouncing back’ and ‘moving on’ regardless of 

perceived difficulties (Green, Oswald & Spears, 2007; Mansfield et al., 2012). These phrases 

are used extensively across the wider community and wider fields of literature (see 

Harrison, 2013; Sammons et al., 2007; Smith, Dalen, Wiggins & Tooley, 2008), and can hold 

a range of different meanings.  

The teachers in Mansfield, Beltman, Price and McConney’s (2012) study used “a 

capacity to bounce back” to describe the ways in which resilient classroom teachers 

overcome “adverse times… problems that arise in the classroom … stress and hard 

experiences… and continue teaching effectively” (p. 361). Further studies of teachers’ 

broader conceptions of resilience suggest that some teachers’ have a limited understanding 

of resilience as a construct and that they sometimes confused notions of competence with 

those of resilience (Green, Oswald & Spears, 2007). While competence and resilience have 

been shown to share similar characteristics, resilience is distinct in that it includes ‘at risk’. 

However, teachers in the study by Green et al. had not considered the possibility that well-

behaved students may also be ‘at risk’. Teachers’ understanding of the distinction between 
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the two terms, therefore, is critical to their capacity to recognise ‘at risk’ factors in their 

students and subsequently provide support for them.  

Participants in the study by Mansfield et al. (2012) which explored graduating and 

early career teachers’ understandings of teacher resilience, described resilient teachers in 

terms of attributes, some of which are also frequently reflected in other research-based 

literature. Some of the most commonly used descriptors included being flexible in their 

approach to the unexpected variations in a day’s work and in the roles that are required of 

them. They described resilient teachers as adaptable when confronted with a range of 

challenging situations, and capable of maintaining positivity and optimism in an ongoing 

manner (see also Bowles & Arnup, 2016). Other factors frequently reported by ECTs as 

being important for teacher resilience included being comfortable to ask for help when it is 

needed (see also Castro, Kelly, & Shih, 2009; Huisman et al., 2010; Papatrainanou & 

LeCornu, 2014; Sammons et al., 2007; Tait, 2008), viewing their practice as malleable and 

able to be improved, skills in problem-solving (see Greenfield, 2015; Heikonen, Pietarinen, 

Pyhalto, Toom, & Soini, 2015; Papatrainanou & LeCornu, 2014), maintaining a healthy 

work-life balance (see also Beltman, et al., 2011; Greenfield, 2015; Hong, 2012), persistent 

and perseverant when working through problems (see also Dweck, 2017; Heckman & Kautz, 

2013), and having self-belief (see also Gibbs & Miller, 2014; Gu & Day, 2007; Hong, 2012; ). 

Less frequently described but nonetheless important were views presented by participants 

including being thick skinned, staying calm when things became difficult, having a sense of 

humour, managing time, remaining motivated, maintaining a support network and 

commitment to their students (Mansfield et al., 2012, p. 361-362). This extensive list of 

“personal strengths, knowledge and skills” that early career teachers use to describe a 

resilient teacher is a clear indication of the complexity of many teachers’ understanding of 

the concept (p. 361).  

 

2.8.2. Teachers’ beliefs about resilient students  

                Throughout the literature, teachers’ beliefs about their students’ resilience closely 

resembled those they described as indicative of teacher resilience. Teachers characterised 

resilient students as those who are good communicators, independent, confident, 

optimistic, responsible, able to make sensible choices, those who have the ability to move 

on, are strong willed and hold the belief that they have control to exercise change in their 

own lives (Green et al., 2007; see also Garmezy, 1985; Howard & Johnson, 2000; Masten et 

al., 1990; Rutter, 1985). Teachers were also able to describe negative, observable attributes 
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of students who were considered ‘at risk’, characterising them as those who experienced 

friendship problems, exhibited disruptive behaviours, had low self-esteem, who were 

lacking in effort at school and lacking in responsibility (Green et al., 2007). Despite teachers’ 

confidence in describing resilient and at-risk students in these ways, it was found that in the 

majority of cases, teachers were not able to actually identify students in their class who 

needed support in relation to their resilience (Green et al., 2007; Russo & Boman, 2007). 

Russo and Boman concluded that the teachers may have superficial knowledge of resilience 

rather than in-depth understanding, particularly in relation to their students, and that this 

may negatively impact the effectiveness of their practice. Green et al., (2007) also noted 

that none of the teachers in their study identified that a student could be at-risk but still 

coping. This is concerning given that students who need help are sometimes able to 

effectively masquerade as managing, thereby going unnoticed (Green et al., 2007; Myers, 

1994). When teachers are unable to see beyond the student’s facade of coping to identify 

that the student is actually at-risk, they may not be aware of the need nor the type of 

support that student needs in order to remain resilient.  

Some early studies of teacher beliefs found that teachers considered resilience to 

be innate rather than a capacity that can be nurtured (Dryden, Johnson, Howard, & 

McGuire, 1998; Oswald, Johnson & Howard, 2003). However, more recent studies indicate 

a shift in this thinking whereby teachers appear to be more aware of the role that 

relationships with significant others and interaction with a range of environmental factors, 

play in the resilience of students at risk (see Beltman et al., 2011; Oswald, et al., 2003; 

Masten, 2001; Unger & Lerner, 2008; Winders, 2014). Early childhood teachers believed the 

school environment to be the most important factor in supporting students’ development 

of resilience (Oswald et al., 2003). On the other hand, several related studies that focused 

on upper primary and secondary teachers, found that teachers tended more toward a view 

of student attributes as well as family support to be influential (Dryden et al., 1998; Howard 

& Johnson, 2000; Oswald et al., 2003). Interestingly, Howard and Johnson (2000) found that 

teachers believed a students’ difficult home-life is not related to their lack of resilience and 

did not place them at risk. The variations in teachers’ beliefs about students’ resilience 

appear to be numerous and pose a risk to the quality of teachers’ practice. While recent 

studies have explored teachers and early career teachers’ understandings or perceptions 

relating to teacher resilience, there is very limited recent literature that specifically explores 

early career teachers’ understandings, perceptions or beliefs about their students’ 

resilience.  
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2.8.3 Teachers’ self-beliefs related to resilience  

While teacher-beliefs in general and teacher-beliefs about resilience are of 

increasing interest to the field, a search of the literature on teacher self-beliefs specifically 

in relation to their own resilience, returns very little. A study conducted by Vance, 

Pendergast and Garvis (2015) explored pastoral care teachers’ beliefs about their own 

resilience and found that the participants had an implicit understanding of their own 

resilience but had “not reflected how to consciously and explicitly unpack these skills…” (p. 

8).  Each of the teachers shared stories that conveyed a sense of their resilience in terms of 

attributes or skills but did not connect those attributes or skills to their teaching practice. In 

Greenfield’s (2015) review of literature related to protecting and promoting teacher 

resilience, he argues that “teachers’ beliefs about themselves and their role sit at the core 

of [their] resilience… [and that] teachers’ resilience and their beliefs embody a mutually 

constituting relationship” (p. 62). He went on to say that by protecting and promoting 

teachers’ hope, self-efficacy and sense of purpose, their resilience is simultaneously 

protected and promoted (Greenfield, 2015; Gu & Day, 2007). In this regard then, resilience 

and self-efficacy - in this case, teacher self-efficacy - are closely connected concepts 

(Benard, 2004; Tait, 2008; Klassen et al., 2011; Tschannen-Moran & Wolfolk Hoy, 2007).  

Teachers’ self-efficacy influences their resilience (Hong, 2012; Knoblauch & 

Woolfolk Hoy, 2008; Tschannen-Moran, & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007) as well as their “levels of 

effort, goal setting, persistence … willingness to try new ideas and strategies, enthusiasm, 

organisation, planning, fairness and commitment to teaching” (Tschannen-Moran & 

Woolfolk Hoy, 2011, p. 59). The impact of self-efficacy beliefs on the quality of teachers’ 

practice, their job satisfaction and their longevity in the profession is therefore significant. 

It is also important to note that a teachers’ efficacy beliefs are most likely influenced during 

their beginning years in the profession and, once established, are resistant to any 

significant change (Hong, 2012; Hoy & Woolfolk, 1990; Tait, 2008). These early years can be 

stressful with early career teachers vulnerable to the influence of school climate, leadership 

and structures on their practice and their resilience (Hong, 2012; Johnson et al., 2012). This 

has implications for teacher preparation programs and school leaders in the ways they 

support graduating and early career teachers in developing their self-efficacy.  

                 Teacher identity is another research area that bares some relationship to 

teacher efficacy beliefs and resilience. Early career teachers with a developed sense of 

personal awareness and the mindset of a life-long learner, are also those “who 

demonstrate strong emerging teacher identities and [are] therefore more resilient … this 
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had a strong effect on their self-confidence and their sense of personal agency” (Johnson et 

al., 2014, p. 541). Quality student-teacher relationships have also been recognised as 

positively contributing toward teachers’ self-efficacy, sense of purpose and resilience 

(Doney, 2012; Greenfield, 2015; Le Cornu, 2013). Finally, Gibbs and Miller (2013) suggested 

that educational psychologists might have a role to play in developing teachers’ sense of 

efficacy and resilience, through the various support resources they offer.  

Early career teachers hold varied personal beliefs about their own potential to 

nurture their students’ resilience development. A strong sense of self-efficacy in this regard 

will make a positive difference in children’s lives (Oswald et al, 2003, p. 63) and this self-

efficacy belief can be fostered and developed through teacher professional development 

opportunities (Briggs, Johnson & Shepherd, 2002; Brooks & Goldstein, 2008; Russo & 

Boman, 2007).  

 

   

2.8.4 Teachers’ beliefs about nurturing resilience  

The literature provides evidence of teachers holding mixed views about their 

capacity and role in nurturing students’ resilience. Many teachers underestimate their 

capacity in this regard, believing that they would have little influence (Oswald et al., 2003; 

Russo & Boman, 2007). This is in part due to some teacher beliefs that resilience is innate 

and unchangeable (Garvie, 1998; Green, et al., 2007; see also Dweck, 2007), and in part due 

to a belief that the time teachers have with their students is not enough to make a 

difference (Oswald, et al., 2003; Russo & Boman, 2007). Of concern for teachers and their 

students is that these beliefs do not acknowledge that risk factors in a person’s life can 

change – positive to negative, negative to positive – and in this sense, such changes can 

alter the resilience of an individual student (Green et al., 2007; Rutter, 1990).  

Other teachers believe that resilience can change and that the significance of their 

role in the lives of students means they can be influential to a child’s development of 

resilience (Brooks & Goldstein, 2008; Oswald et al., 2003; Rutter, 1990) through strategies 

or protective factors  that include developing caring relationships, maintaining high 

expectations and providing meaningful participation and contribution (Brooks & Goldstein, 

2008; Gu, 2014; Masten et al., 1990; Sosa & Gomez, 2012; Truebridge, 2016). Two studies 

reported that most teacher participants were able to describe the protective factors 

required for students to develop resilience, however, those same teachers were unable to 
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accurately detect students in their class who self-identified as resilient (Green et al., 2007; 

Russo & Boman, 2007). This connection between teachers’ “theoretical knowledge of 

resilience and their ability to apply this knowledge in practice” (Russo & Boman, 2007, p. 

29) deserves attention. Therefore, an exploration of teachers’ understandings, beliefs and 

practices in relation to nurturing their students’ resilience, will make an important 

contribution to the field.     

 

Just as was the case for creativity, there is wide-ranging disagreement among 

researchers about how resilience should be defined. This in part, is on account of the varied 

conceptualisations that exist including resilience as a personal attribute, as a process, an 

outcome, or as a combination of attribute, process and environmental factors, for example 

(Ahern, Ark & Byers, 2008, Evans & Reid, 2014). Another contributing factor to the lack of 

consensus is that resilience looks different across different contexts, such as different 

professions (Cohen et al., 2011). As stated previously, the field of education and teaching is 

also yet to reach agreement on a definition of resilience and this can possibly be 

contributed to the fact that teacher resilience as a field of research is in its relative infancy 

(Beltman, Mansfield & Price, 2011; Hong, 2012). This emerging resilience research, largely 

influenced by the philosophies of positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), 

sits alongside research on teacher stress and burnout (Greenfield, 2015; Kyriacou, 1987) as 

these are two of the key factors influencing early career attrition from the profession. Day 

and Gu (2009) indicate that many teachers experience stress daily and, for this reason, they 

also require a ‘daily resilience’. Important to understand then, is how educators – and of 

relevance to this study, early career teachers in the Tasmanian primary school context – 

understand and perceive of resilience, and how their beliefs shape their classroom practice. 

In this regard, this study informs future practice about ways of effectively developing and 

maintaining early career teachers’ resilience, and their students’ resilience.  

 

   

2.9 Creativity, resilience and the early career teacher  

Research into matters relating to creativity and resilience continues to be 

important, particularly in relation to early career teachers’ entry into the profession and 

their subsequent early development as competent and confident teachers. Early career 
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teachers’ transition to the profession throughout their first five to eight years following 

graduation is pivotal in terms of shaping their teaching practice (Aspfors & Bondas, 2013; 

Berliner, 2012) and their teacher identity (Berliner, 2012; Johnson et al., 2012; Pearce & 

Morrison, 2011). The step from pre-service teacher to beginning teacher in a school context 

is, for many early career teachers, substantial and may become overwhelming as they 

assume full responsibility for the social, emotional and intellectual development of their 

students (Aspfors & Bondas, 2013; Berliner, 2012; Kardos, Moore-Johnson, Peske, Kaufman 

& Liu, 2001). Early career teachers often feel underprepared to meet these demands 

(Troxclair, 2013; Volante & Fazio, 2007). As such, there is an increased likelihood that 

teachers at this early stage of development will experience heightened emotional 

responses in relation to their teaching and to matters related to their school environments 

(Berliner, 2012; Hammerness, Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005). And, it is these early 

experiences in the profession that often shape the teacher’s practices throughout their 

career. It is widely acknowledged that in order for teachers, and especially early career 

teachers, to enact the teacher role and to sustain it, they must be resilient (Gu & Day, 2007, 

2013; Johnson et al., 2014) and creative in their approaches and in their practices (Jefferson 

& Anderson, 2017).  

When considering the literature that encompasses notions of both resilience and 

creativity together, one of the two concepts tends to take the leading role, with the other 

discussed as a factor that contributes to the first, or as an attribute of it. That is, resilience is 

often discussed as a factor in, attribute of, or outcome for the creative individual (e.g. Parr, 

Montgomery, & DeBell, 1998; Jefferson & Anderson, 2017), and creativity is sometimes 

considered as a risk mediating factor (e.g. Ebersohn, 2014; Heise, 2014; Metzl & Morrell, 

2008), as a component of social resilience, or an outcome (e.g. Parsi, 2019). However, 

creativity and resilience are rarely given equal weight in the research other than in fields 

such as urban sustainability (e.g. Ahern, 2013), organisational/corporate resilience and 

creativity (e.g. Richtner & Lofsten, 2014), emergency management (e.g. Maguire & Hagan, 

2007), palliative care (e.g. Hartley, 2007) or, in the case of education and personal 

development, where creativity is frequently considered in light of arts-therapy and thereby 

as a contributor to an individual’s resilience and recovery during times of mental or physical 

illness (e.g. Richardson & Waite, 2002; Kim, 2015). In the field of research that looks at 

teachers, and specifically early career teachers, resilience and creativity are almost always 

considered independently.  
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Research in both the fields of resilience and creativity has shown that conceptions 

of each must go beyond that of character traits or attributes, to include the ways in which 

they each interact with factors pertaining to the environment within which they operate 

(Sternberg, 2010; Johnson et al., 2010; Mansfield et al., 2012). Nonetheless, it is difficult to 

ignore the similarity between the characteristics that are described as observable in 

resilient individuals and creative individuals (see Wallas, 1926; Masten, Best & Garmezy, 

1990; Benard, 2004; Brunetti, 2006; Sawyer, 2012). Of interest to this study is that the 

concepts of creativity and resilience may be understood as fundamental to the interrelated 

thinking processes that can be practiced, taught and nurtured through teaching that values 

these ways of being as core to the success of early career teachers and the students with 

whom they work. In that sense, a regard for the common characteristics of creative and 

resilient individuals may be beneficial. The diagram below aims to provide an example of 

just some of the ways in which creative and resilient people have been described in the 

research, and highlights some of the personal strengths, knowledge, skills and 

characteristics that are shared.         

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Examples of shared personal strengths, knowledge, skills and characteristics 
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Definitions of creativity and resilience as broader constructs in the education 

literature, as well as the more specific ways in which teacher creativity and resilience are 

characterised, suggests that creativity and resilience may be understood equally as 

fundamental thinking processes, capable of being taught and nurtured through teaching 

that values these ways of being as core to the success of future generations. Learning and 

teaching environments that are conducive to, and supportive of, nurturing and enabling 

creative thought and resilient behaviours in teachers and students, are significant in the 

development and longevity of all teachers including early career teachers.  Important then, 

is coming to an understanding of how those early career teachers at the coalface 

understand resilience and creativity, what they believe about resilience and creativity and 

how they see their own resilience and creativity. It is also important to observe how ECTs 

see these two disparate, yet interrelated concepts enacted in their daily teaching practices 

in the context of their school environment. This study contributes to the field in that it 

brings to light Tasmanian early career teachers’ understandings, beliefs and self-

perceptions of their own resilience and creativity.  

   

2.10 Summary  

In this chapter I presented a wide range of research-based literature about the two 

disparate but interrelated concepts of creativity and resilience. I explored literature from an 

historical perspective as well as the contemporary literature and focused on that which tells 

us something of early career teachers’ understandings, beliefs and self-perceptions about 

creativity and resilience, although this latter, more specific work, is limited. The literature 

makes clear however, that creativity and resilience contribute significantly to the success of 

early career teachers in their transition to the profession and to the longevity of their 

teaching career as they grapple with the constantly changing nature of their work. These 

challenges are compounded by the political, societal, and economic forces that influence 

educational policy and practice. Hence, I discuss the ways in which the environments in 

which  ECTs work can support their resilience and creative capacities and in turn, their 

ability to navigate these transitional and ongoing challenges. However, the creativity and 

resilience literature within the field of education does not give equal value to the concepts 

but rather treats them by and large, independently. When the two concepts are mentioned 

together, one is usually reduced to either a contributing factor or outcome of the other.  

This study contributes to the literature on teachers’ creativity and resilience in a broader 
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sense, as well as contributing toward filling the “gap” in the literature relating to early 

career teachers’ understandings, beliefs and perceptions related to both resilience and 

creativity, and their classroom practice. In the following chapter I describe the research 

design and process that I implemented in carrying out this research project. 
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3. The Research Design and Process 
 

The process of conceptualising and implementing a research project was one that 

demanded a great deal of consideration on my part, including time spent reflecting on what 

had gone before within the field of study. The choices I made in this regard were those I felt 

would most help me achieve my goal of better understanding the relationship between 

resilience and creativity and early career teachers’ practice. These choices were influenced 

by a range of researchers in the fields of qualitative and narrative inquiry. I begin this 

chapter by describing the ways in which those researchers influenced my approach and 

shaped my understanding of the qualitative research design process.  Following that, I walk 

through the research process as it unfolded and in doing so identify further researchers 

from whom I borrowed ideas and understandings to develop a set of data collection 

instruments such as guided interviews, videography and artefact elicitation. Important in 

this overall development and design process was ensuring that my own ethos, that 

participants should have a voice and that meaning be co-constructed between myself and 

each participant, was upheld. As such, the data I collected for this investigation focused on 

how participants understood their world and the perspectives they gained through their life 

experiences.  Finally, I describe the process of analysis I undertook in making meaning of 

the data, and my choices regarding the ways in which I presented the data through the 

creation of individual portraits.   

   

3.1 Research Design   

The decisions I made about the design of this study were unsurprisingly based on 

what it was I wanted to find out (Patton, 2015) as well as the influence of several well-

regarded researchers. Taking a qualitative approach was a fitting choice as this study 

explored the human lived experience and sought personal meanings and the 

understandings of ECTs in relation to resilience, creativity and their teaching. One 

researcher who initially influenced my thinking in this regard was Van Maanen (1979) 

who succinctly described  qualitative research as “an umbrella term covering an array of 

interpretive techniques which seek to describe, decode, translate, and otherwise come to 
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terms with the meaning, not the frequency of certain more or less naturally occurring 

phenomena in the social world” (p. 520).    

   

3.1.1 A Qualitative approach   

As one of my goals was to explore ECTs’ understandings, beliefs and perceptions 

about resilience and creativity, it was important for me to keep in mind that an individual’s 

life experiences are unique and influential to his or her views. In other words, the ways in 

which each participant understood the world in which they lived during the time of this 

study was different from the next.  Variations in life circumstances between individuals and 

the outcomes of these variabilities are not easily measured, nor would instruments of 

measurement such as those used in quantitative studies capture the individual stories that 

would bring about the insights I hoped to unveil. A qualitative research design allowed 

enough flexibility to capture such multifaceted human experiences and understandings, 

particularly in the context of the ECTs’ work in the classroom (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995; 

Patton, 2015). As such, qualitative research methods that do not seek absolute truths but 

instead, attempt to “make sense of, or … interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings 

people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p.3) were what made the most sense to me 

in designing this study.    

As a qualitative researcher I am a learner, one who actively engages in learning 

about and sharing the participants’ stories from their view; I am not “an expert who passes 

judgements on participants” (Cresswell, 1998, p. 18). I do, however, engage in meaning 

making with the participants. To this end, the research I engaged in and present in 

this report was, by and large, a socially constructed activity. According to Cresswell (2013), 

various frameworks give necessary support to qualitative research, including constructivist 

theory. Constructivism – or interpretivism as it is sometimes referred to in the research 

context - is concerned with meaning; meaning is constructed by human beings - rather than 

discovered - through their social interactions and engagement in interpretation (Crotty, 

1998; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; O’Leary, 2009; Patton, 2015).  As Creswell (2013) illustrates:   

In this worldview, individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live 

and work. They develop subjective meanings of their experiences... These meanings 

are varied and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views... 

Often these subjective meanings are negotiated socially and historically. In other 

words, they are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through 
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interaction with others (hence social constructivism) and through historical and 

cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives. (pp. 24-25)   

I had a critical role as researcher in working with participants to help them (and  me) make 

sense of, or co-construct and (re)present, their view of their work in light of their 

understandings, beliefs and self-perceptions relating to resilience and creativity. This meant 

that I needed to focus my research design further, take it out from under the umbrella that 

Van Maanen (1979) described all those years ago, and bring it into the light of a more 

specific research design that would fulfil these research needs while staying true to the 

traits of qualitative design. For this reason, I turned to researchers such as Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) and their extensive work in the field of narrative inquiry.    

   

3.1.2 Narrative Inquiry and life history   

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) tell us that in narrative inquiry “people are looked at 

as embodiments of lived stories. Even when narrative inquirers study institutional 

narratives, such as stories of school, people are seen as composing lives that shape and are 

shaped by social and cultural narratives” (p. 43). It stands to reason that if narrative is the 

“most natural form of sense making” (Jonassen & Hernandez-Serrano, 2002, p. 66) in 

relation to our experiences, in “how we communicate with others, and through which we 

understand the world around us” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 34) then a research design 

with narrative at the heart of it was fundamental to bringing clarity to the experiences and 

perspectives of the five participants of this study. A closely related concept to narrative 

inquiry is that of life history. Life history focuses on the stories people tell one another and, 

in this sense, it is a deeply personal type of exploration where the researcher and 

participant work together to come to a shared understanding. According to Andrew Sparkes 

(quoted in Hatch & Wisniewski, 2002), life history also has the ability to:   

… focus on central moments, critical incidents, or fateful moments that revolve 

around indecision, confusions, contradictions, and ironies, gives a greater sense of 

process to a life and gives a more ambiguous, complex, and chaotic view of reality. 

It also presents more “rounded” and believable characters than the “flat,” 

seemingly irrational, and linear characters from other forms of qualitative inquiry. 

(p. 117)   

These research processes then, provided an authenticity in the way I came to understand 

the participants and their stories within the real-world contexts of their lives, their 

classrooms and their wider school communities. It is these contexts and the participants’ 

experiences of them that shaped their stories and revealed the complexities, and both the 
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uniqueness and the commonalities between each of the participants’ understandings, 

beliefs and perspectives.   

 I reached an understanding through the work of other researchers, about the 

nature of these qualitative narrative and life history research processes, these richly 

descriptive ways of gaining new insights and in turn, contemplating what I had learnt about 

the relationships between resilience, creativity and teaching practice (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). The participants’ voices were vital to the construction of meaning, for them and for 

me. I did not want to lose sight of that fact but I was conscious that in moving between 

participants’ stories and my interpretation of them I may be “eras[ing] the dividing line 

between observer and observed” (Denzin, 1997, p. 225). My intention was not to 

write about these ECTs nor to tell their stories for them but rather, I wanted their individual 

voices to be heard and the individuals to be seen.  I was influenced by the writing of Lather 

and Smithies (1997) who asked: “Are we talking about these [participants]? for them? with  

them? We should be uncomfortable with these issues of telling other people’s stories” (p. 

9). It was my aim that the reader see each participant for who they are and what they 

believe, rather than me telling the reader about them. One way to achieve this was to use 

large sections of the raw data, the interview transcripts, to maintain the integrity of the 

stories and then to present those stories as ‘portraits’ of each participant (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997).      

   

3.1.3 Portraiture   

In presenting the data in this way, and in bringing together the various elements of 

the data into the complex whole that best presents the participants and their life histories, I 

turned to Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis (1997) who explored the use of voice in 

their work on portraiture. Arguably a richer form of representation than some others that 

are used in narrative research, portraiture is distinctive in that it is closely aligned with the 

way in which an artist would construct a portrait on canvas.  According to Lawrence-

Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis, in bringing the story of each participant together, the 

portraitist considers:   

resonance, which designates particular stories and convergent themes as pertinent 

parts of the whole. The portraitist attends as well to coherence, through which the 

various parts gain meaning from the relationship to each other. And ultimately the 

portraitist attends to necessity or the indispensability of any designated part to the 

aesthetic whole. (p. 274)   
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I discuss Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis’ influence on my work in greater detail 

later in this chapter. Worth clarifying at this point is the distinction between my use of 

the terms ‘story/stories’ when I refer to the participants’ shared life experiences, and the 

term ‘portrait’ when I refer to my presentation of their life experiences, throughout the 

remainder of this chapter.    

   

3.1.4 The portraitist as interpretive witness / subjectivity   

Made transparent in the intentions and authentic practice of portraiture is the 

essential nature and creative role I had as researcher-self; my identity and my own lived 

experiences shaped the way in which I listened for the story, interpreted it and developed 

the portrait (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2005). Researchers, regardless of how painstakingly 

objective they aim to be, are bound to show some partiality in shaping an inquiry. I made 

decisions about every aspect of the research: the research question, aims, who the 

participants would be, the methodologies and methods, and so on.  Lawrence-Lightfoot 

emphasises that in making these decisions, the “predispositions and perspective of the 

researcher is crucial; and the researcher’s perspective reflects not only … her theoretical, 

disciplinary, and methodological stance but also personal values, tastes and style” (p. 11). 

Dixon, Chapman and Hill (2005) support Lawrence-Lightfoot’s view that this partiality 

should not be construed negatively but rather, as a space for the portraitist to 

“acknowledge her or his presence – physically, psychologically, spiritually, and emotionally 

– in the research” (p. 17). This acknowledgment positions me as a negotiator and co-

constructor of the participants’ life stories rather than as a knowledgeable expert on their 

lives and experiences. To this end, I forged a partnership with the participants (Denzin, 

2003) that enabled respectful negotiation between us (Dixson et al, 2005) and construction 

of the final portraits.    

Essential to the integrity of this study then, was the visibility of my own ideology 

within the research (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis-Hoffman, 1997). I do not claim that this 

work is objective nor devoid of my own life experiences but rather, claim that subjectivity is 

inevitable. Indeed, I have shared through the Prologue to this thesis, how my own life 

experiences, both personal and professional, laid the foundation for this study and shaped 

my perspectives as I entered and journeyed throughout the research process. I see this 

subjectivity as a strength of my work or as Peshkin once put it, “as virtuous, for it is the 

basis of researchers making a distinctive contribution, one that results from the unique 
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configuration of their personal qualities joined to the data they have collected” (1988, as 

cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2002, pp. 16-17).   

   

3.2 The Research Process   

I was granted approval to conduct my study, firstly by the University of Tasmania’s 

Social Sciences Ethics Committee (Appendix A) and soon after by the Department of 

Education Tasmania Ethics Committee (Appendix B). As part of the application process, 

copies of various documents to be used in the study were submitted and approved by each 

committee (Appendices C-S). These documents included a preamble for telephone calls 

with school principals, recruitment emails, information and consent forms, guided-

interview schedules, timeline and lesson plan templates, and reflective journal questions. A 

research process plan was also detailed in the approved application.   Of utmost 

importance from the outset, in designing and implementing this ethically sound research, 

was the notion that the benefits to the ECT participants would outweigh any risks 

associated with their participation (Wester, 2011). To this end, any potential risks to the 

participants were identified and considered in the design of the study and measures were 

put in place to mitigate them. I elaborate on these measures related to beneficence along 

with the  ethical considerations and practices – such as informed consent, confidentiality 

and other contentious issues - as they occurred, throughout the recruiting and data 

collection phases of the study and the planned and implemented research process, in the 

remaining pages of this chapter.  

 

 

   

3.2.1 Participants   

I considered a range of factors when selecting a cohort to focus on in this study. 

From a cognitive perspective on teacher development, teachers progress from novice, 

through advanced and then intermediate beginner toward expert teacher (Berliner, 2001; 

Louws, van Keen, Meirink & van Driel, 2017). I initially considered novice, or beginning 

teachers, those freshly graduated from schools of education to those with up to two years’ 

experience. However, beginning teachers have many transitional factors to come to terms 

with which influence their classroom practice. I felt it was important for this study to 

engage with teachers who had already resolved these transitional factors and who were 

slightly more established in their teaching practice and in their awareness of who they are 
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as teachers. That is, their teacher identities were beginning to develop (Day, Sammons, 

Stobart, Kington & Gu, 2007; Olsen, 2008; White & Moss, 2003). I also discounted 

experienced teachers, not because I believed they had nothing to offer but rather at the 

commencement of my study, over eight years ago, literature was increasingly available that 

observed experienced teachers’ beliefs and practices relating to resilience and to a lesser 

extent, creativity in the classroom. This left a group that I have identified as early career 

teachers, those who have between three- and eight-years' experience in the classroom 

(Berliner, 2001).  I was aware that not only would this group of teachers be suitable 

participants for the study, but the study would likely benefit their ongoing professional 

development. Through engaging in reflective discussion about their work, the participants 

examined their own creative and resilient teaching practices and the work that they do in 

nurturing their students’ creativity and resilience. 

 

While there are no strict rules for sample size in qualitative research, narrative 

portraiture favours a small number of participants in order to explore a range of 

experiences and gain in-depth, information-rich data (Patton, 2015; Plummer, 2001). 

Further, sample size is largely influenced by the answers being sought, resources, time, and 

so on (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). My research goals were to bring to light the relationship 

between resilience, creativity and teaching practice as well as the environmental factors 

that influenced ECTs’ resilience and creativity. By selecting a small number of participants, I 

was able to gather vast amounts of information, conduct an ongoing and in-depth analysis 

of that information both throughout the data collection phase of the study and following it, 

and I was able to achieve this within the scope of the study timeframe.    

   

3.2.2 Selection of participants   

I selected participants in the study through a three-stage, third party process 

designed to eliminate the risk of perceived coercion. With ethics approvals in place, I 

initially telephoned primary school principals across all regions of Tasmania, seeking 

permission to conduct my study in their school. I also sought their assistance in identifying 

ECTs in their school who met the following selection criteria:    

• participants were currently teaching in a Tasmanian public primary school,   

• they had been teaching between three and eight years,   

• they were currently employed at 0.8 fraction or more (so teaching 4-5 days per 

week),   

• they were generalist primary teachers rather than specialists, and   
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• they were currently teaching in year 3 or above so that formal student consent 

(related to incidental video footage as described further on) was a reasonable 

expectation.   

I attached participant information letters and consent forms to a follow-up email sent to 

those principals who had agreed, and who in turn forwarded them to identified ECTs and, 

requested that any who were interested contact me directly for further information or 

discussion. This step ensured that ECTs did not feel pressured by me to participate, nor to 

make a hasty decision to do so. I was initially contacted by six ECTs who expressed an 

interest in the study and of those six, five remained participants.    

   

3.2.3 Establishing and building relationships   

Establishing familiarity and rapport positively affects the relationship between 

researcher and participant which in turn, puts the participants at ease to honestly and 

openly share their life stories, to express their beliefs and perceptions (Denscombe, 2009; 

Seidman, 1998) and to entrust me to honestly and ethically re-tell their stories. This is 

particularly so in life history and narrative research which, according to Plummer (2001), 

“involves establishing and maintaining a close and intimate relationship with the subject” 

(p. 136). The researcher-participant relationship is necessarily close and therefore, must 

also be “authentic” in that it is founded upon “trust, respect, acknowledgement of roles, 

appropriate experience for the task at hand, willingness to reveal, and time and energy to 

put into the activity” (Cole & Knowles, 2001, p.69). To this end, on receipt of each ECTs’ 

consent to participate and before the ‘official’ data collection began, I met with individual 

participants in their classrooms at a time suggested by them so as to minimise any intrusion 

on their work or private lives (Denscombe, 2009). I used this opportunity not only to discuss 

the study in more detail as described further on, but importantly, to begin establishing a 

relationship with each individual. These relationships continued to build for the duration of 

the study and left their imprint “on the final product, the research portrait” (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 160).     

Important in establishing and further developing relationships with the participants 

in my study, was my capacity to “listen empathically [to participants] ... [to] identify 

with participants and show respect for participants’ emotionality” (Ellis & Berger, 2003, pp. 

469-470). I was able to quickly lay the foundations for these relationships through being 

genuine, honest and personable in my encounters with each participant. According to Ross 

(2017), building effective relationships with participants also requires the researcher to 
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make herself “vulnerable” and “in doing so, [be] willing to forgo some of the power that is 

embedded in most research processes” (p. 4). One way I was able to achieve this was by 

being open to participants asking questions of me, particularly during our first meeting 

where, for example, one ECT asked about my teaching background. This was a point of 

commonality between us where I as researcher was able to connect my own experiences 

with those of the participant and in turn, according to Ellis & Berger (2003), “open up 

conversations about how we live and cope” (p. 471). It was important for me to ensure that 

the participants felt able to raise questions (Holstein & Gubriem, 2012; Ross, 2017) before, 

during and after the research process , and in doing so, to feel reassured that they shared 

the control of our initial discussions and the subsequent interviews. I made decisions about 

what and how much was appropriate to disclose to participants on the basis of the 

relationship I developed with each of them.   

 

   

3.2.4 Guided interviews   

Deciding on interview as the main mode of data collection was not a difficult 

decision for me given the purpose of my study. The focus of narrative and life history is on 

understanding what people experience and how they interpret those experiences. Seidman 

(2013) proposes that the best way to achieve this is through in-depth interviewing. Indeed, 

many researchers attest to interview as an effective, systematic data collection technique 

for use in qualitative studies (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Holstein & Gubrium, 2012; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). A point of difference among researchers, however, is how they perceive of 

the passivity or otherwise, of the researcher and participant in the interview context. 

Holstein and Gubrium (2003) suggest that rather than the interviewer being in the business 

of extracting information from the interviewee, “treating interviewing as a social encounter 

in which knowledge is constructed means that the interview is more than a simple 

information-gathering operation: it’s a site of, and occasion for, producing knowledge” (p. 

4). Or, as Ellis and Berger (2003) elaborate, the:   

… interviewing process becomes less a conduit of information from informants to 

researchers that represents how things are, and more a sea swell of meaning 

making in which researchers connect their own experiences to those of others and 

provide stories that open up conversations about how we live and cope. (p. 471)  

Further, Cole and Knowles (2001) prefer the term “guided conversations” to 

‘interview’. In a guided conversation, researcher and participant engage in a transactional 
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process that is less formal but nonetheless guided by the researcher’s intentions, the 

participants’ circumstances and their life stories. In contrast, Plummer (2001) refers to the 

life history interview as an “open interview”, arguing that the term “conversation” 

misrepresents the role and responsibilities of the interviewer. In the open interview, there 

is no “prescription as to how the subject is expected to behave” and yet the subject is often 

“expected to take the lead rather than merely responding to a series of cues given by a 

questionnaire” (Plummer, 2001, p. 142). In deciding the interview approach that would best 

fit my study, I found a middle-ground between the two perspectives and adopted a term 

commensurate with a semi-structured notion of interview, ‘guided interview’.    

The guided interviews were indicative of traditional interview conventions in that 

each one had a clear purpose and a set of well-considered, pre-prepared guiding questions 

that maintained a focus on the goals of the study.  However, there was adequate flexibility 

in the guided interview schedules to respond to the “emerging worldview of the 

respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 111) both during 

the interview and at various stages of the study. It is these emerging views and ideas that 

informed further questioning in later interviews and that allowed me to invite extended 

responses from the participants where it was of value to do so.     

   

3.2.4.1 Three-interview series model   

With the decision to collect data through guided interview made, the next step was 

to consider how many interviews would be needed and when they should occur so as to 

maximise opportunities for exploring the meaning of the participants’ life experiences in 

connection with their understandings, beliefs and perceptions relating to resilience and 

creativity. For this I initially turned to Dolbeare and Schuman’s (1982, as cited in Seidman, 

2013, pp. 20-21) well-established three-interview series as a model. According to Seidman 

(2013) the three-interview series:   

… allows both the interviewer and participant to explore the participant’s 

experience, place it in context, and reflect on its meaning... The first interview 

establishes the context of the participant’s experience. The second allows 

participants to reconstruct the details of their experience within the context in 

which it occurs. And the third encourages the participants to reflect on the meaning 

their experiences hold for them. (pp. 20-21)    
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The format of the first interview and final interview in my study both stayed true to 

the characteristics of the three-interview model. Interview One explored how participants’ 

life experiences from their first memory of school through to their decision to become a 

teacher, their pre-service experiences and their transition to the teaching profession, 

influenced their understandings and beliefs about resilience and creativity and their 

teaching practice. The final interview provided an opportunity for participants to reflect on 

the ways in which key aspects of their lives and work interacted to bring about their 

present understandings and beliefs. In this regard, the guided interview schedule was 

designed in a manner that required participants to look back, to go deeper, to consider how 

their thinking may have changed (or stayed the same) and to consider what meaning that 

held for them and their current and/or future practice.    

 

The purpose of the second interview in the three-interview model is to focus on the 

“concrete details of the participants’ present lived experience in the topic area of the 

study” (Seidman, 2013, p. 21). However, given the complexity of teacher’s work and of the 

notions of resilience and creativity, a single interview would not be enough to achieve what 

was required for my study. Rather, I needed to create opportunities for exploration of the 

participants’ ideas about both resilience and creativity, as well as opportunities for them to 

reflect on their practice in relation both constructs. For this reason, I developed a two-part 

guided interview schedule that focused explicitly, and explored in-depth, participants’ 

understandings, beliefs and self-perceptions relating to creativity in Part A and resilience in 

Part B. I then created a guided interview schedule designed to be used in follow-up 

interviews that elicited participants’ reflections on their own resilience and creativity, and 

their resilient and creative teaching practice, while viewing segments of video footage of a 

lesson they had facilitated, and that I had recorded, some days/weeks before (see 

Videography below) . 

   

3.2.5 Videography   

It occurred to me as I was designing the study, that while some participants may be 

sufficiently aware of their own resilience and/or creativity to easily articulate their beliefs 

and self-perceptions, others may not be. It was also possible that participants’ beliefs 

may contrast with their practice, and if this was the case, they were likely to be unaware of 

that fact. I needed to consider a way for participants to step back and view their own 

practice in a non-judgemental, non-threatening environment. I looked to Videography as a 

means of achieving this. It is increasingly common in contemporary narrative life history 
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research to use video as a means of recording data and for presenting research findings. 

Perhaps slightly less widely used is Videography; an approach that, in the case of my study, 

involves making video recordings that serve as reflective devices for use during the 

interview process. Videography, according to Jewitt (2012):   

… uses video primarily to gather data ‘rich nonverbal cues’ to stimulate critical 

reflection... [and] call[s] for ethnographies to be formulated as multi-vocal texts 

and ‘reflexive mirrors’ rather than objective data ... Videography understands and 

uses video as a tool to re-orientate the power of the researcher gaze and to give 

voice to research subjects/participants. (p. 3).   

Marshall and Rossman (2015) believe that video usefully captures “activities and events as 

they happen” and it can shine a light on various verbal and non-verbal communication 

patterns that would otherwise not be known to the subject, in this case, the participant (p. 

186). There was certainly a noticeable benefit for the participants in viewing the video 

footage as they each reflected on aspects of their broader teaching practice as well as the 

moments that they believed best reflected their resilient and creative teaching practice, 

and the moments where they endeavoured to foster resilient and creative traits in their 

students. The participants’ selection of these specific segments of the video footage 

provided a pretext for further in-depth exploration of their practice in relation to resilience 

and creativity, during follow-up interviews.   

Worth noting is Merriam & Tisdell’s (2016) belief that capturing useful video 

footage can be limited by the technical expertise of the researcher and, it “can be intrusive 

(although as ‘reality’ television shows attest, the camera is soon forgotten in many 

situations)” (p. 169). The video camera I used in each of the participant’s classrooms had 

the benefit of a remote sensor that was worn around the neck of the participant during 

recording of the lesson. The sensor allowed the camera to respond to the participant’s 

movements around the classroom, automatically following and reengaging with the 

sensor. This meant that if my presence in the room became a distraction for the children or 

the participant, I could leave the room and the camera would continue to focus on the 

participant. However, there is no doubt that despite me leaving the room on most 

occasions, students were still aware and naturally curious about the presence of the 

camera. Given that the purpose of the video recording was as a reflective device for the 

participants’ use rather than a means of assessing learner engagement or teacher 

effectiveness, I did not consider this small show of interest to be problematic for the study.   
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While it was what the ECT did that was of interest to my research, out of respect 

for the student, the ethically appropriate thing to do was to offer students the right to 

informed consent, regardless that the video footage was only ever viewed by myself and 

the participant. Even with students’ consent, I was mindful throughout the video-recording 

phase of the students’ right to withdraw their consent at any stage either by verbalising 

their wishes, or by indicating through body-language or gesture, their discomfort with the 

recording. It was also necessary to attain parent/guardian consent for the videorecording to 

be made as the children were all younger than 12 years of age. A critical component of the 

information shared with students and parents/guardians was that a student’s participation 

or non-participation in the study would have no influence on any aspect of their 

participation in the respective class, including the instruction they received from their 

teacher, and their assessments.   

  

  

3.2.6 Location and period of data collection   

Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis (1997) advocate that research – and in 

the case of my study, research conducted through interview – is most effective when 

framed by the natural setting of the participant or, as they prefer, “the actor." In doing this, 

the actor is at ease and becomes the expert, located within their domain. The researcher 

on the other hand, is unfamiliar with the territory (in this case, the territory is the 

participant’s classroom) and uses the actor as their “guide or authority” (p. 43). The 

relationship that is born from this context is powerfully conducive to in-depth discussion 

and examination of “behaviours, thoughts and feelings” that bring rich data to the study 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, p. 41). The researcher’s assumptions are often 

challenged in this context where she is regularly faced with unexpected realities and 

through this surprise, she learns (Eisner, 2002). I conducted the guided interviews in each 

participant’s classroom, thereby providing a naturalistic setting in which both the quality 

and interpretations of the data were enhanced (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) and relationships 

between participants and myself were established and sustained.     

Despite planning for the participants to be familiar in their own settings, it was also 

important to acknowledge the participants’ vulnerability in these school settings, when 

exploring the environmental conditions that support their own creativity, resilience, 

and practice. This was particularly so whilst we were physically located within the school 

environments where some of those conditions may have been tested. As such, alternative 



Research Design & Process 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

79 
   

locations were offered at the participants’ discretion. All the participants in this study 

whose stories are shared in the narrative chapters that follow, agreed to hold the guided 

interviews in their own classrooms.  In addition, I was sure to remind each participant as 

each data collection phase commenced, of information already provided to them at the 

time of their consent to participate. In particular, they were reminded that, if at any time 

during or after the data collection phase they wanted to withdraw some or all of their data 

from the study, they had a right to do so, without question. 

I interviewed each ECT in their own classroom on five occasions and videotaped 

them at work in their classrooms during two lessons of their choice on two further 

occasions, as detailed above. I chose to contain the data collection period to one school 

year wherever possible so that any changes in participants’ thinking or practice over the 

course of the study would be less likely influenced by external factors such as a potential 

change of class, year group, school, leadership and so on. The exception to this was 

Elizabeth who, for availability reasons, I visited over an eighteen-month period and in two 

different classrooms. Elizabeth was teaching a year 3/4 class at the time of the first three 

interviews and one videotaped observation of her practice, and a year 5/6 class for the 

remaining two interviews and one videotaped observation.     

   

3.2.7 Recording   

With the participants’ permission, I made digital audio recordings of all interviews. 

This process provided a means by which our comprehensive interviews could take place 

without the restriction of time and ability factors necessary for written note making.  The 

audio recordings also ensured that participants’ word for word responses to my questions 

and our related discussions were accurately noted and transcribed (Patton, 2015; Robson, 

2002). In addition, and with participants’ permission, digital photographs were taken of the 

personal artefacts that they each brought along to the final interview as a representation of 

their overall understanding of resilience and creativity at that point of the study. The 

photographs augmented the data collected and reported and enhanced the reliability of 

the data contained in transcripts and produced from the discussions (Patton, 2015). Finally, 

while video-recordings (as described above) were made of two lessons run by each 

participant on separate occasions, these were used as a reflective device only and were not 

transcribed. However, conversations between each participant and myself about what they 

observed in the footage of their own practice were recorded as part of the follow-up 

interview 1 and 2 process. These transcripts and photographs formed an integral part of the 
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data for analysis. In accordance with the University of Tasmania Social Science Ethics 

committee guidelines, the audio recordings, photographs, transcripts and video footage will 

be destroyed within 5-10 years of completion of this study, as advised to participants on 

the information sheet and their signed consent forms.   

   

3.2.8 Member checking   

Important for the internal validity of my study was ensuring that my interpretation 

of the participants’ stories held true. In addition, I was aware that the flexible nature of 

guided interview - which can involve recording of non-verbal cues, the freedom to modify 

questions as a result of what emerges during the interview and so on - implies a lack 

of standardisation which may in turn raise concerns about reliability (Robson, 2002). Both 

these issues were addressed through the implementation of member checking of 

all portraits before completion of the study. I made my preliminary findings, in the form of 

transcripts and draft portraits, available to participants in electronic form so they could 

check that their experiences and perspectives were truthfully reflected. According to 

Maxwell (2013):   

… member checking is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of 

mis-interpreting the meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective 

they have on what is going on, as well as being an important way of identifying your 

own biases and misunderstanding of what you observed. (pp. 126-127)  

This step was not only important for ensuring my truthful representation of each 

participant’s story. It was also critical in meeting my ethical responsibilities to the 

participants in terms of providing them a final opportunity to withdraw any data which they 

believed may pose  a risk or have unintended consequences for them. No changes were 

required, and no concerns expressed by four of the five participants. Indeed, they each said 

that they enjoyed viewing their own portrait and some expressed their appreciation that I 

had faithfully (re)presented their individual story. Belinda noted - using track changes on 

the electronic document - some small discrepancies with reference to demographic details 

and timelines in the historical section of her portrait. These discrepancies were 

subsequently corrected in the portrait of Belinda presented in Chapter 4.   

   

3.2.9 Initial meeting and interview   

The initial meeting and interview took place in immediate succession and together 

laid the foundations for me to build a relationship with each participant as previously 
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described, ensured that the participants were fully informed about the study and provided 

an opportunity to begin the data collection process. When we came together for the first 

time we began by discussing the purpose and nature of the study in greater detail, and I 

answered participants’ questions regarding the time-frame for the study, the expectations I 

had of the participants, and how I would manage the stories they shared. I reassured 

participants that while their stories were likely to include both professional and personal 

information and experiences that were later to be presented as portraits, they would 

remain anonymous in the process and in the reporting. Anonymity is particularly important 

in a relatively small and closely connected state such as Tasmania. I assured participants 

that their names and other identifying information such as connected people, schools, 

locations etc on any documentation would be replaced with pseudonyms and that all 

potentially identifying information would be destroyed after the data analysis had taken 

place.   

 The final steps in this introductory meeting were firstly to gain formal, signed 

consent from each participant and with this managed, to hand them information letters 

and consent forms to pass on to their students and the students’ parents. The information 

letters made both students and parents aware of the wide-angle video recordings that 

would take place in their classroom, the purpose of the recordings, and the possibility that 

images of students may be incidentally captured as previously described. With these 

pragmatic aspects of our first meeting in order, we were ready to move on to the first of 

the guided interviews.   

I designed the first interview in the series with the intention of  “establish[ing] the 

context of the participants’ experience” (Seidman, 2005, p. 17) and exploring participants’ 

life history and relevant past experiences in light of their beliefs and understandings of 

creativity and resilience. It was important to understand how participants had themselves 

experienced resilience and creativity throughout their schooling and what part those 

experiences had played, if any, in the formation of their current beliefs. I also sought to find 

what and/or who their influencers were growing up, and in their decision to become 

teachers, and what their life experiences had brought to their understandings and beliefs 

about resilience, creativity and their teaching practice. In asking the participants to 

reconstruct their stories, it was important to avoid asking “Why did you become a 

teacher?” and instead, open a space for conversation with  prompts such as “Tell me about 

you as a ...” so as to encourage responses that narrate a “range of constitutive events in 

their past family, school and work experiences that place their [understandings about 
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resilience and creativity, and their work] in the context of their lives” (Seidman, 2013, p. 

21).   

   

3.2.9.1 A timeline of significant events   

A timeline template was used at the beginning of the first interview as a reflective 

device. I had emailed the timeline template to each participant prior to the interview so 

they could become familiar with it. I asked them to think about significant events in their 

lives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) from their first memory of school through to the event 

that put them on the path toward a career in teaching. This timeline was intended to, and 

in some cases did, form the basis of the first interview in relation to question two which 

focused largely on the participant’s schooling. It was also intended to provide a visual 

reference for me to better understand the context of each ECTs’ school life. However, not 

all participants found working with the template easy and some found it a distraction, as at 

times I did. I believe this was in part due to my lack of experience in implementing such as 

device as well as my inadvertent lack of guidance for participants about how to complete 

the document. It did prove to be a useful tool for some, including Grant who had 

experienced several significant events throughout his school life that shaped his pathway to 

teaching and his beliefs. Grant plotted most of those events on his timeline and I was able 

to seek clarification from him during the interview by pointing to time periods or events, 

and in turn jotting notes of relevance accordingly.  Grant also re-visited the timeline 

himself on a few occasions during the interview and this seemed to assist his recollection of 

people and places connected to those significant events.   

   

3.2.10 Subsequent interviews   

I was aware that by participating in the study, these early career teachers were 

giving a lot of their time to completing the various parts of the research process, including 

the interviews. For this reason, I was careful to negotiate a timetable with each individual 

participant that prioritised their availability rather than my own. In doing so, I also had to 

be mindful that there was enough time between each interview for participants to reflect 

upon what they had shared in the previous interview so that they came to the next 

prepared with anything further they wanted to add, with questions and with a developing 

sense of their own understandings and beliefs. I also needed to ensure adequate time 

between interviews to undertake some preliminary analysis of the stories that emerged 

from the interview that went before, using that information to revisit events or beliefs in 
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greater depth, and to fill any gaps in their stories. In that regard, each guided interview was 

refined based on the themes that emerged (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).     

3.2.10.1 Guided interview 2a and 2b   

 I conducted the second guided interview in two parts with the first part focused on 

the participants’ understandings of creativity, and the second part focused on their 

understandings of resilience. Both guided interviews allowed for an in-depth exploration of 

participants’ understandings about how their perceptions of creativity and resilience 

influenced their beliefs about learning and teaching. Some participants preferred to 

complete both interviews on the same day and others preferred that I returned later to 

complete this second interview.   

  

3.2.10.2 Follow-up interviews 1 and 2   

Follow-up guided interviews were carried out as soon as possible following each of 

the participants’ video-recorded lessons and receipt of their written reflective journals. 

Follow-up interviews 1 and 2 explored how the participants’ theoretical understandings of 

creativity and resilience were applied in their classroom practice. The interviews referenced 

a range of artefacts including the participants’ written lesson plans (where provided), their 

written reflective journal entries, and segments of video footage selected by the 

participants as examples of their resilient and/or creative classroom practice.   

 

3.2.10.3 Guided interview 3   

Throughout the third and final guided interview I encouraged participants to reflect 

on the significance that the experiences they’d shared with me previously held for them 

(Seidman, 2013). This allowed for further exploration of their insights into the 

environmental factors that support resilience and creativity. This guided interview 

simultaneously focused on aspects of the participants’ developing teaching practice and the 

“ongoing process which entails making sense and (re)interpretation of one’s own values 

and experiences” (Flores & Day, 2006, p. 220).   

  

3.2.11 Artefact elicitation   

Artefact elicitation is a powerful means of exploring experience more deeply 

(Barrett & Smigiel, 2003). Burns (2000) contends that even with other effective methods in 

place, such as the three-interview model, there often remains a need for “deeper 
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exploration into the experience of classroom situations” (p. 395). These artefacts are, 

according to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), “collections of items that trigger memories of 

important times, people and events... [and which assist participants' recollections of] the 

‘little fragments that have no beginning and no end” (p. 114) and around which we tell and 

retell stories. Artefact elicitation provides diversity in modes of understanding how 

participants realise and frame their classroom practices (Hatch, 2002). The inclusion of 

artefacts such as participants’ lesson plans, video recordings of the lessons and written 

journal reflections, as well as a personal item that held significance for the participant in 

relation to creativity and resilience, provided this diversity.    

  

3.2.11.1 Artefacts: Lesson plan, journal entry, video recording   

On two separate occasions, participants were asked to provide me with a written 

lesson plan for the lesson taking place. Obtaining the lesson plan beforehand ensured the 

plan reflected the intended teaching rather than the enacted lesson which I then video 

recorded. On completion of the lesson and after I had left the school, participants were 

asked to respond to a series of questions in a written journal. It was intended that the 

journal be completed no more than two days after the lesson so that participants’ 

recollections of events were clear. The video footage allowed participants to reconsider 

their written reflections without constraint of the “demands of instruction” (Sherrin, 2000 

as cited in Rhine & Bryant, 2007, p. 347). Finally, the footage enabled rich and complex data 

(Mousley, 1998) to be revisited and the events to be described in detail. Video footage was 

not transcribed. The video recordings were viewed only by participants and me during 

discussions 2 and 3 and the related conversations were recorded and fully transcribed.   

  

3.2.11.2 Artefacts: Item of personal significance/meaning and written journal   

In preparation for the final guided interview, participants were invited to bring with 

them an object that held significant meaning for them relating to their understanding of 

creativity and resilience in the context of teaching and learning. They were also asked to 

respond to a series of questions about the object in their journal.  The artefacts provided a 

way of delving into participants’ experiences in greater depth.  As the artefacts were 

personal items, they remained with participants after the interview. Therefore, the artefact 

was photographed (where possible to do so) as a record of data, assisting recall (Patton, 

2002) during the analysis process.    
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According to Clandinin & Connelley (2000), viewing artefacts such as those 

described above “in the context of a narrative inquiry constitutes something that might be 

called archaeology of memory and meaning” (p. 114). I included these artefacts in the data 

collection process for their capacity to illustrate participants’ teaching practices, particularly 

in relation to their previously described perceptions of creativity and resilience, and how 

these unfolded in their classroom practice. I also included these artefacts for their 

relevance in helping to formulate an understanding of the participants’ perceptions and 

practices, and the interplay between the two at the end point of their participation in this 

study.    

 

3.3 Data Analysis    

Staying true to qualitative research design as an iterative, interactive, meaning-

making process, I analysed the data throughout the data collection period. This was an 

‘organising and refining’ (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 197) process as I mapped a new set of 

understandings that emerged from the subsequent interviews onto the previous one, 

building up layers of meaning of each participant’s experiences and practice. I continued 

sorting and sifting the data throughout the portrait writing process as I became more 

familiar with the participants’ verbal nuances and expressions as they sought to make 

connections between their knowledge and understanding of resilience and creativity and 

their own practice. The writing phase was deeply analytical, which I outline below.    

    

3.3.1 Analysis of three guided interviews   

The initial process I undertook in analysing the data was the same for each of the 

guided interviews in the three-interview series. This initial analysis phase occurred once the 

data was transcribed immediately following each interview, and before the subsequent 

interview took place. The first step was simply to read the transcript. This was, in effect, a 

second reading as I had transcribed the data myself. I read carefully to gain a clearer sense 

of the participant, to ‘hear their voice’ and their story emerge. Re-reading the data several 

times ensured I gained a deeper understanding of the participants’ responses (Hackman, 

2003; Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). As I read, and listened, I referred to my field 

notes, and any information recorded on the timeline each participant had completed in our 

initial meeting. The notes and timeline helped shape the data analysis process as I was able 

to document my thinking which, in turn, benefited the analysis (Ratvitch & Carl, 2016).    
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Rather than code the transcribed data for specific words or phrases, I read and 

listened for themes or telling statements. This was a process of manual open coding 

(Ratvitch & Carl, 2016). I highlighted those themes and statements using colours that 

identified ideas of similar or same grouping. I also highlighted any participant responses I 

wanted to seek clarification on, and I added any relevant follow-up questions to the 

subsequent interview schedule ensuring any gaps or things I was uncertain about were 

explored further. I kept a journal throughout this informal analysis period where I recorded 

notes about what I had learned or any issues I encountered and later used those notes to 

stimulate reflection (Bogdan & Biklen, 2011). I used the highlighted transcripts, notes and 

documents to make enhancements to each subsequent schedule and later, in creating the 

portraits.  Worth noting is that in the third and final interview in the series of three, the 

personal artefact provided by the participants did not in itself contribute to the data 

collection and therefore did not form part of the analysis process. Rather, I analysed what 

each participant had to say about their artefact.    

   

3.3.2 Analysis of follow-up interviews   

The analysis process I observed for each of the follow-up interviews that took place 

after the videotaped lessons, was almost the same as I described above for the three-

interview series. A key difference was that I included in this process time to revisit the 

recorded footage of each participant’s lesson. This was simply a way of refamiliarising 

myself with the footage/lesson so that when I re-read the transcribed data, I could easily 

recall which segments of the lesson the participants referred to as they reflected on the 

footage during the respective follow-up interview. The documents that supported the 

analysis process at this point in time were also different. Rather than a timeline, I referred 

to the written lesson plans and written reflective journals participants had provided. In 

every other sense, the process of analysing the follow-up interview data was the same as 

for the three-interview series. The analysis of the data, and relevant documents, were used 

to shape subsequent interviews in both the three-series and follow-up interview phases, 

depending on where each one fell in the calendar.   

   

3.3.3 An iterative process, akin to weaving   

Just as a weaver considers both the weft and the warp when weaving, I too 

considered the interview transcripts in relation to individual participants (analysing the data 

vertically, if you like) as well as looking horizontally across all participants. If one theme 
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emerged strongly from one participant’s transcripts, I checked across all participants’ 

transcripts to see if there were connections to be made across them all.  

This weaving process, moving vertically and horizontally across the frame provided 

by the research questions, helped me unpack how resilience and creativity resonate for 

individual participants and how those related to the themes that emerged from other 

participants’ stories.   

   

3.3.4 Composing the portraits   

The final phase of analysis was in composing the participant’s portraits. This 

repeated engagement with the data which occurred in the latter stages of the study, largely 

took the form of writing. I wrote extensive narrative drafts, revisited them in light of the 

research questions, original data and themes, categorised sections, compared ideas, 

restructured, re-wrote. Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) advocate writing as a method of 

inquiry, stating that engaging in writing itself can bring about more than meaning alone but 

rather, it is a process of deep thinking that can “loosen the hold of received meaning that 

limits our work” help us to see new possibilities and “[produce] knowledge differently” (p. 

969). Each re-writing stage brought about increased clarity for me in identifying what it was 

that I had learnt from doing the study. The writing process was important for me in making 

sense of the data and revealing the answer to my research questions. However, the way in 

which I wrote the narratives was also significant for me and took some time for me to 

become clear about and comfortable with.    

 

3.4 Writing and ethical dilemmas   

Deciding how best to (re)present the life stories that I had collected was not 

without its challenges. Indeed, in seeking the answer to how best to craft and shape the 

participants’ portraits I wrote and re-wrote their stories several times and in very different 

ways. I included myself in some versions and removed myself as much as was possible from 

others. I read about ways of presenting narrative life stories (Clandinin & Connnelly, 2000; 

Lincoln & Denzin, 2003) and I read actual narratives, looking for guidance (e.g. Pittaway, 

2004; Zehntner, 2016). However, I was conscious that the stories I had possession of had 

been entrusted to me by the participants in my study, and so I wanted to treat them with 

the respect they deserved, maintaining their integrity. I grappled with how to do this while 

also achieving the goals of my study. In this sense my dilemma was not a new one. I 
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grappled with how to best present a sense of the participant as a person because achieving 

this would likely bring greater clarity to their beliefs and perspectives. Finally, I decided the 

most authentic way to develop the narrative portraits was to include substantial sections 

drawn directly from the interview transcripts where reasonable to do so. This way, I was 

still visible in shaping the text, but it was the participants who became the most visible 

through the transcribed data that featured in the portraits.   

     

3.5 Portraiture and voice   

As portraitist, my own voice was significant in presenting the participants’ 

perspectives. Paradoxically, the portraitist voice is, according to Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005) 

“both everywhere in the work and is judiciously placed; it is both central and peripheral” 

(p.10). As the portraitist I was vigilant in ensuring that I dependably presented the stories 

that the participants shared with me. I was “active in selecting the themes [that were used] 

to tell the story, strategic in deciding on points of focus and emphasis, and creative in 

defining the sequence and rhythm of the narrative” (p.10). Ultimately, as the portraitist I 

was an interpretive witness who had the responsibility to ensure I treated the stories that 

each participant shared with me, with integrity. To achieve this, I first had to listen for a 

story, rather than to a story (Chapman, 2005; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2005; Welty, 1983). 

According to English (2000) this differentiation in researcher/portraitist voice implies that 

the portraitist is actively shaping the narrative rather than reporting it or indeed, creating 

the story. However, this is not the intention nor reality of portraiture. Rather, in my role as 

the portraitist in this study, I have identified and selected elements of the participants’ 

stories that were of relevance to the research and participated in “shap[ing] the story’s 

coherence and aesthetic” to achieve the finished portrait (Lawrence-Lightfoot, p. 11).    

   

3.6 Limitations of the research design   

A potential limitation to the study is the discussion and elicitation of lesson plans 

from participants. It is acknowledged that teachers may conduct a well-practiced lesson so 

as to reflect their beliefs about optimal performance relating to resilience and 

creativity. However, the purpose of this study is to investigate how their perceptions of 

their own resilience and creativity influence their practice rather than to make judgements 

about effective practices.   
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3.7 Summary 

In this chapter I have detailed the ways in which various researchers have influenced 

how I conceived of and shaped this study into one of qualitative, narrative inquiry, with a 

modified three-interview series design and reported as narrative portraits of each 

participant. In this regard I have described the research process in terms of data collection 

and, (re)presenting the data. The research design has proven both effective and appropriate 

for the investigation.    

In the next chapter I briefly introduce the early career teachers and follow each 

introduction with the participants’ portrait. The portraits are randomly ordered as no one 

portrait holds greater weight than the other.  
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4. Narrative Portraits 
 

 

In this chapter I introduce the five early career teachers who generously shared 

their stories with me. Following each introduction, I present each participant’s story as a 

narrative portrait. As with the development of any portrait, I begin with the under-painting 

that acts as the foundation upon which each portrait is built. The under-painting invigorates 

the tonal quality of the work, illuminating areas of light and shade – in this case, the 

experiences that have shaped the participants’ lives up to the point where they became 

established early career teachers. From there the portraits gain focus as layer upon layer, in 

both lean and fat strokes, I bring together the shapes (participants’ understandings), and 

the colours and textures (their perspectives and beliefs) to reveal their stories of resilience 

and creativity. There is a final stage where the glaze is added. The glaze provides a 

transparent finish that overlays the portrait, but not until the very end. It doesn’t change 

the picture but does bring greater clarity and depth to what we see at the point in time at 

which the portrait is finished. In these portraits the glaze is reflected in the artefact each 

participant chose as a means of illuminating their own understandings of creativity and 

resilience at the end point of the study.  Each portrait has the same overarching structure 

which builds from the foundation up, just as it was created. However, within that broader 

structure, at a more focused level, variations occur that reflect the unique features of the 

person who sat for the portrait (represented in italicised text) as they are brought to the 

canvas and arranged by me as artist (represented in plain text).   

  

   

 

 

   

Note: The names of all people, including the participants, all places (other than states within 

Australia) and all schools have been replaced with pseudonyms to maintain the anonymity 

of the participants and others who feature in their stories.  
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4.1 Elizabeth 
 

No matter how hard life can be there’s always a way to get through.    
                                                                                                          Elizabeth    

 

 

 

Almost five years on from graduating with a Bachelor of Education (Primary), 

Elizabeth, now in her mid-late twenties, feels content at the school where she is currently 

employed. She has had a variety of fixed-term teaching experiences before coming to this 

school, moving between years Kindergarten to 10 at several different schools, both urban 

and rural. She now enjoys permanency with the Department of Education.     

Elizabeth feels well-supported by colleagues at her school and is developing 

confidence in her own teaching practice. While the road to classroom teaching has not 

always been a certain one for her, nor has it been without its challenges, Elizabeth is now 

enjoying a phase in her career where she confidently identifies as a teacher who is both 

creative and resilient.      

Elizabeth was very giving in terms of the ease with which she shared her 

experiences with me. Our conversations took place over an eighteen-month period. For this 

reason, the stories and examples of teaching practices that she shares relate to both her 

year working with a year 3/4 class and the beginning of her year working with a year 5/6 

class.    

 
*      *      * 

  
 

Elizabeth emerged through her classroom door with a kind and welcoming smile, 

though I sensed a slight hesitation – not too surprising given this new and potentially 

unknown situation she had agreed to be a part of. My eyes glanced around the classroom 

at the displays of children’s work pinned in an orderly fashion on display boards, and the 

bookshelves to the side and underneath. The desks were arranged in groups of four or six 

and there were pegs for students to hang their bags on just inside the door. The 

whiteboard at the front of the room included reminders and messages and Elizabeth’s chair 
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sat nearby. Elizabeth’s year 3/4 room was tidy and organised. The large north-facing 

windows allowed a welcome ray of light to warm the room, though this was beginning to 

fade as the afternoon was drawing to a close. We sat on the child-sized chairs next to a 

desk and, both of us feeling more relaxed now, we began discussing the life experiences 

that paved the way for Elizabeth to become a teacher. We started with her memories of 

school.    

 

From student to teacher: Influences and inspirations 

I absolutely loved [school] … loved learning and loved hanging out with my 

friends. Elizabeth told me that she began school in rural Tasmania and during her primary 

school years, she and her family moved between two other states of Australia before 

returning to Tasmania by year 3. Here she moved between different primary schools a 

number of times because Mum was a teacher and occasionally transferred between 

schools, taking her children with her.  I think I was really lucky because of the teachers I 

had... I think they had a huge impact... you know... they nurtured me to be [creative] I 

suppose. Elizabeth recalled with fondness, one year 5 teacher who was significant in 

shaping the teacher she is today. She made things really open-ended and would give us 

something really basic and say “right, what are you going to do with it?” A lot of the time 

you would have to come up with something, and some people didn’t, but I was one of those 

people who enjoyed that sort of task, I suppose. What did the teacher do for those students 

who didn’t come up with an idea? I think that ah … she possibly didn’t reach them... it was 

just two steps in front of them and they needed... to have more structure so that they could 

become more creative.     

Elizabeth’s high school years were more settled. She told me that she was an 

academically successful student and also enjoyed a range of after-school activities. I ended 

up dropping all those things for College and Uni. Elizabeth spoke of the uncertainty that 

college life in years 11 and 12 brought her. I don’t know why, I really hated it. It wasn’t 

enjoyable for me... friends sort of grew apart and I didn’t like the big distance between us… I 

just felt really... I really didn’t like college … I actually didn’t do any pre-tertiaries for year 11, 

I was going to do hair dressing, and I did a hair dressing course [at College], and I passed it 

and got my Certificate. But I didn’t like it, it just wasn’t me. So, I decided in year 12 to do 

teaching. In contemplating an alternative career pathway, Elizabeth had reflected on the 

work she had seen her mother do as a generalist classroom teacher. She reminisced about 

times when she’d visited her mother’s classroom as a child, along with her younger sister 
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(who is now also a teacher). Mum being a teacher, she was really good at it. And I loved all 

that sort of thing. We used to spend time in her classroom before we’d go to ours, you 

know, helping her sort things and all that sort of stuff, and I loved it. I asked Elizabeth to 

clarify what “being good at it” meant to her. She made really good relationships with the 

children, she had a sense of humour with them, and they just really respected her. She used 

to be really creative. Well, she still is really creative. And, she’d come up with really good 

ideas and it would look really fun.    

Teaching hadn’t been a calling for Elizabeth but rather a decision that had felt right 

at the time and one that was encouraged by significant others in her life. However, Mum 

warned me against it. She said, “you won’t have much of a social life, being a teacher” but I 

thought no, no, I’m going to do it. When I actually went and did my pracs, I really loved it 

anyway, so it just sort of suited... I wasn’t really sure to start with but... I loved it. Loved Uni, 

loved learning, loved hanging out with my friends. My four best friends are all teachers and 

we all went to Uni together. We still keep in touch.    

The four professional experience placements (or ‘pracs’) Elizabeth undertook 

throughout her degree studies were her first step toward realising the genuine pleasure 

and fulfilment she would gain when she had a class of her own. Pracs were really nerve 

racking... and I was worried that [teaching] wasn’t going to be for me. You feel a little bit 

alien when you’re a prac student. A lot of people don’t talk to you if you’re the 

only prac student, and that sort of thing. It’s confronting. But I didn’t dwell on that, I had to 

just soldier on. When you’re actually in there [as a qualified teacher] it’s really different. I 

had good pracs, I had challenging students in the classes which was good for me. And the 

Uni side of things, well, obviously there was the pressure of assignments, but ... I was quite 

organised, so that wasn’t so stressful for me. I really loved [prac]. I went to a range of rural 

and in town [schools].   

 

An initiation by fire 

Elizabeth said she was both excited and nervous to be commencing her first year as 

a graduate teacher at the rural district high school. The school encompassed all years from 

Kindergarten through to year 10 and for her first year Elizabeth taught on a [year] 5/6 for 

two days a week and I had a [year] 2/3 for two days, and then I did a bit of PE. I ended up 

doing high school the following year. For the first year I taught a 7/8 class for one day and 

had a 2/3 for another day. And I was the resource teacher as well, so I did small groups. And 
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there was a day when I was doing relief. And that relief day was actually [spent] doing a lot 

of work at [a different, semi-rural school]. I taught year 9 History one year as well. I taught 

kinder to year 10 throughout my time there ... I’ve been mixed up the whole time until I 

came here. This is the first time I’ve been on one class full-time, this year and last year.     

I asked Elizabeth to describe what her transition to teaching in a District High 

School was like for her. Oh, I was actually shaking all over and I was really scared that the 

kids would notice, because I was actually a lot shorter than them too, and I was thinking ... 

I’m really scared, and I thought, how am I going to go? And the content, like, the actual 

work I was a little bit worried about how to teach that high. But... that side of things was 

fine. It was more that I was really intimidated ... but after probably a week or two... I got to 

know the kids... and I didn’t let that show to the kids, that I was worried about it. Because 

you weren’t really sure what you were [doing each day] … you had to think on your feet. 

And, if [a teacher] had [given you] some planning for a year 10 [relief] class but it only 

lasted for half an hour, you had to go, well... what’s my plan B? So, I was always thinking 

ahead. You had to be ready, to be resilient. I had a particularly challenging year 5/6 class on 

a Friday – I didn’t like teaching that class at all – but every day I thought, no, if I don’t turn 

up, I am just failing myself. So, I always tried to push myself to get in there. If I went back 

now, knowing the things I know, I wouldn’t have a problem ... Anyhow, I thought, from a 

perspective of having to teach year 9 History to 5/6 to PE to 2/3 classes, I thought, no point 

worrying about it, plan for the week, do your best ... and I didn’t dwell on things. So, I just 

went with it. It was the flexibility as well. You see, one time I had planned for the whole term 

so that there’d be no stressors. And then I was thrown into changing. It changed every term. 

So, I just couldn’t be too prepared. I had to stay flexible. And that’s helped me hugely here 

because now, if someone says “right, we’ve got such and such on Wednesday” and I only 

just found out about it, well, I just run with it.    

 I wondered whether Elizabeth had been mentored by a colleague during this 

transition. No. The whole time I didn’t have anyone. Not like when I was in the primary 

[school], my first year. I had a really difficult class too. I would actually say that 5/6 class 

was harder than any of the other classes I taught. I had the AST down there helping me a lot 

with that. When I went to the District High School though... no one came and checked on 

me. And no one came and helped me. It was really hard. I suppose I felt a little bit 

insecure ... I was worried [colleagues] were going to judge me... so I didn’t worry them too 

much.  
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Remaining positive, Elizabeth said that she had learnt a great deal in her first year 

or so. She suggested that her experiences teaching in a high school context had prepared 

her for all manner of situations, including some really challenging ones. I’ve seen all sorts of 

things... I've seen kids have massive tantrums, pocketknives, you name it. I’ve had parents 

come in with crowbars and hit other kids. I’ve seen it all. And … you put yourself at risk 

sometimes, like when that parent was trying to hit a child with a crowbar. He had hit the 

child once and then he was going back to get him again. So, I opened the door and pushed 

[the child] in … and I locked the door. We called the police but there was no one else there 

with me at that time. I just stood in front of the door and said “I’m not moving ... I’m not 

going to let you in there” to the parent. I was shaking but I just stood there, and he said, 

“move out of my way” and I said, “I’m not going anywhere” and then he took off … thank 

goodness. And I thought, this is probably not the smart thing to do but at the end of the day, 

I felt that the child mattered more. And luckily, [the parent] didn’t hit me. So, you just make 

choices … in these situations, and you don’t really know whether it's wrong or right.   

I wondered whether dangerous situations like this caused Elizabeth to question her 

decision to be a teacher. Oh look, I love my job, so I didn’t question that... My partner said 

“that’s really stupid, you shouldn’t have done that. You should have let him go... the 

consequences would have happened... because you could have got hurt.” But you have 

to make a choice at that time. And you know … how could I live with myself if something 

had … if he’d hit him again in the head and he died? I wouldn’t... couldn’t live with myself. 

So, I just made that decision. I wondered if Elizabeth would do things differently if she was 

faced with a similar situation again, given that she’d now had some time to reflect. I’d 

probably do the same but … actually being pregnant I would have done it differently. I don’t 

know what I’d do differently... I’d rather not think about that. But I’d always try to put the 

student first. I’d try to get them out of harm’s way however I could. 

Given her feelings of disempowerment to ask for help throughout this somewhat 

unstable first year of her career, I asked Elizabeth what strategies she had put in place in 

order to survive her initiation by fire to the teaching profession. I had to be creative about 

how I approached the students to make sure they were engaged, to lessen behavioural 

problems, you know… I didn’t do too much hands-on stuff until I got to know the kids. Just 

as she believed it was for her mother’s teaching practice, for Elizabeth building 

relationships with the students was hugely important. I think that’s the most important 

thing about teaching. If you’ve got the relationship you can get anyone to do anything you 

need them to do. And, if it’s a respectful relationship, that’s not hard. It was difficult, but I 
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got to know every child from Kinder to year 10 in the school. I made sure to go and see them 

at recess. I’d really push myself, as uncomfortable as it was with some of the older ones, I’d 

have a conversation with all of them, and as often as possible. If you have a respectful 

relationship with your students, your job’s easier. It takes the pressure off. Then you can be 

more resilient because it just… it makes you understand why they're doing what they're 

doing, because otherwise you'll approach a child and maybe go a bit hard on the discipline, 

and it could end up being a big flop because you didn’t realise they had all these other 

behaviours and reasons. So, knowing the children makes a huge difference with that.   

During this stint teaching into the secondary years, Elizabeth was offered a full-year 

contract at Lea Primary, a semi-rural primary school, on a year 3/4 class.  She was in her 

second year at Lea Primary when she became a participant in this study.     

 

An established teacher: resilience and creativity intact    

Now firmly established as a full-time classroom teacher in her fourth year since 

graduating and in her second year at Lea Primary School, Elizabeth feels her resilience and 

creative capacities - which had both been tested since entering the teaching profession – 

are now intact. For example, Elizabeth reflected on past occasions where a student, or 

students, had become disengaged in their learning, noting that these situations tested her 

creativity as a beginning teacher and in turn, unsettled her resilience. It was really 

challenging, trying to be creative and trying to get [students] enthusiastic about things. 

Even though the curriculum ... it’s quite rigid with the higher years ... so you’ve got to try 

and be creative in delivering it. I found it a real challenge to make it fun. Of more recent 

times however, rather than succumbing to the negative implications of student inattention, 

Elizabeth is more able to re-focus and work resiliently and creatively to develop strategies 

for re-engaging students. I could wonder … you know, have I done the right thing here? But I 

just keep reflecting and making sure that next time ... I do a better job or change it slightly. 

There was one student in particular who didn’t really engage with our lesson the other day 

and I was able to not let that bring me down and instead say “well, let’s change it” … Unless 

I’m feeling tired or unmotivated -  making it really hard to cope with behaviours - I’m quite 

happy to, you know, bounce back and create something different.   

Feelings of guilt had also tested Elizabeth’s resilience at times. Last year I had a boy 

in my class who could only write his name. But he was too high-needs to have the teacher 

aide … He had issues going to the toilet, everything like that. So, he was constantly … 

dragging me, pulling, you know, for everything. I felt really guilty that I was spending too 
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much time supporting him and not with the others. I wondered whether colleagues or other 

school staff were able to offer Elizabeth some support to manage this on a daily basis. I 

spoke to his mum … but she finds reading difficult, she can’t write or spell. And … I’ve asked 

heaps for support; it's just so tight with staff. I just thought well, I can only do my best. This 

year … he has a full-time aide, which is fantastic. An aide would have been good last year.    

Guilt wasn’t the only emotion Elizabeth felt when working with her students. She 

shared some stories with me that highlighted the level of resilience she believes a teacher 

needs to have in order to effectively support students’ resilience. One story in particular 

affected her on a deep, personal level.  I've got a child in here with a very busy family and 

she's actually been sticking to her work and doing really well. But she had to tell her parents 

in front of the school social worker and everything whether she wanted to stay with mum or 

not, and she said “no I don’t” … She came back into the classroom and she just broke down 

and she said, “I told mum I didn't want to go home with her.” And I thought, … I’ve got to be 

really careful what I say now because I don’t want to give her false advice that everything's 

going to be fine, or you know, you are definitely going to leave with someone else, or if you 

do move somewhere else it might be better … because it could be worse. So that really 

tested my resilience … how to approach that for her.      

Flexibility and adaptability: Doing things better 

Despite identifying as a teacher who is now able to work resiliently and creatively in 

the classroom, Elizabeth feels she can always do better; in particular, flexibility and 

adaptability were key ideas related to resilience and creativity in Elizabeth’s mind, just as 

they had been when she was a beginning teacher. And, I think … since we’ve started this 

[study], I’ve really had that in mind. I could do more. I think everyone can do better. I’m … 

quite resilient. I’m comfortable to say that. But I can always look back and go, “oh, I could 

have adapted better than that” but, I do think that I am resilient. You have to be because 

you never know how the kids might react to things you have planned for their learning, so 

you’ve got to be resilient to try and stick with what you want to do. But you know, you still 

need to be flexible enough so that if it doesn’t work you don’t feel like you’ve failed … you 

just change it to make it work. If it’s not working today, or its too much for them, I’ll just 

stop and do something else. I’m quite comfortable to do that. It’s about the flexibility.   

And, I think I’m creative because... I’m always thinking how I can do things better... 

and how I can make sure the kids are all learning. It means being as flexible as I can with the 

kids too... letting them follow their own ideas when we can. When a teacher is flexible 
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enough to respond to students, encouraging them to take risks with their learning, then she 

too is being creative and resilient. I try to be as creative as possible and try a different range 

of things. But sometimes I suppose, you can get caught in that … rut, a little … so, I think 

that you’ve got to always be willing to try something new … you might do a lesson and 

[students] might really get lots of learning out of it, and you go right, that was excellent. Or 

you might get a totally different class the next year and that not work, that’s when you’ve 

got to be creative, and go well, how do I get the same outcome in a different way? So, 

you have to adapt.     

Elizabeth stated with certainty, her belief that resilience and creativity are 

important attributes for her as a teacher, and for her students as well. I think you’ve got to 

be able to think on the spot, to run with something they perhaps hadn’t 

foreseen, to embrace the unexpected. These understandings held true in the stories 

Elizabeth shared about her time as a beginning teacher where she didn’t always know what 

class she would be teaching from day to day, or what school she would be in. She had to 

be flexible and adaptable. Then there’s those times when … if the student is not engaging 

with what we are doing, to support them ... I’ve got to come up with another way, and that 

can be challenging like, if it’s just not getting through to them, or you know, I’m not helping 

them enough in that way. That’s when I have to think outside the box. And I think that, 

you’ve got to run with something... you have to... like when you’re doing an art piece and … 

a child puts up her hand and asks, “could we do it this way instead” and I’ll say “yes, we 

could.” And so, we switch it around, so it works [for the students]. I think a creative teacher 

is somebody who can bring things out in children where they can also create. I think 

branching out ideas ... and taking something and making it into something else, ... helping 

students to create something that’s successful...[that] you might not have expected.   

If they fail, they’ve got to keep trying 

But students can explain their thinking; that’s important because it keeps them 

focused. If they know what they’re doing, why they're doing it and how they’re doing it, they 

can stay... engaged. It’s about persevering and finding your own pathways, opening them 

up, without hitting a wall. And, working together with the children rather than just me 

saying that things should happen a certain way … Letting [students] do it – not always me 

doing it – me working alongside [students] but mostly, them having a go because being 

resilient... and creative ... is taking control of your own learning. And, that’s important 

because when they’re adults we don’t want them to be set in their ways or not be able to 
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think outside the box. They have to be resilient as adults and if they fail, they’ve got to keep 

trying ... to bounce back from that... So, it’s about perseverance as well. If we only nurture 

them to follow a rigid program, they're not going to be able to do amazing things when 

they’re older. So... [we] need to nurture them into creativity and resilience.    

Elizabeth believes that students will be more engaged and that their outcomes are 

always going to be higher if they’ve got a certain amount of resilience, creativity and in 

turn, autonomy. I think if we can get … all the kids’ resilience up then we are going to get 

those marks up as well. If they’re worrying about things, they can’t … they won’t focus. I 

think it’s so important. She noted the value of nurturing resilience and creativity to help 

students navigate their personal lives while also achieving at school. I’ve seen a huge 

difference in kids that have a lot of issues at home because we as a school have built on that 

resilience and strengthened that. They’re actually a lot better at doing their schoolwork.   

As was modelled for Elizabeth by her own year 5 teacher, she believes that 

designing learning activities that are as open-ended as possible and that allow the kids to 

learn through exploration as much as possible, helps develop their creativity and 

autonomy. During a recent History unit her class had been working on in conjunction with 

the other year 3/4 class, we got [students] to come up with their own questions to be 

answered by others. And, some made brilliant questions that we didn’t think of … that was a 

chance to see how they were thinking and making them be creative, by taking control of 

their own learning.    

Elizabeth noted that when it comes to nurturing students’ resilience and 

creativity, things can crop up during the school day that she doesn’t really ... plan for but 

rather, responds to spontaneously. For example, … with my students … where there’s 

something small that they get upset about and you think, well, in the scheme of things 

that’s not hurting them. And, I say to the children often “it’s not hurting you, you’re okay, do 

you really need to be upset about it?”    

Nurturing resilience and creativity: When they’re ready 

While Elizabeth continues to engage students through fun and creative teaching 

strategies and approaches, she hadn’t necessarily thought about developing the students’ 

creative thinking in an explicit way. Now that she has further focused her thinking – through 

participating in this study – she told me that she is more inclined to plan ahead for resilient 

and creative learning opportunities. Going through this process, I’ve really tried to say well, 
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hang on, have I incorporated a creative part for them to be able to expand their thinking... 

something a bit more open ended … or a strategy to help their resilience...  I know that with 

my year 3/4 kids that long writing and lots of words is actually quite challenging for them 

and being able to brainstorm and draw a picture and things like that … helps to get them to 

open up their [creative] ideas and build on what others say too, boosting their [resilience] 

to have a go if they were otherwise stressing and getting teary over things.   

This brainstorming was, in her view, just one aspect of a structured process that is 

necessary for her year 3/4 students to think creatively and act resiliently with their learning. 

In the same way she believed a structured process may have assisted her peers in year 5 to 

work creatively, she also believes in lots of thinking, lots of brainstorming with the class, 

and you [the teacher] modelling it and showing them how to do it, and students getting to 

do it themselves. Then they get into a habit of … [working] that way … it can open 

up opportunities for them. And, I think giving the questions... clues... and lots of ideas at the 

start … showing them an example of what I’m [looking for], gets them prepared... I put quite 

a lot of these structures in place. That helps them not be afraid of saying what they want to 

say … I often tell them what we are going to do just so they know, and once they fill those 

gaps in, they’re like, “okay, I’m not scared of what’s going to happen next” … With these 

kids, writing a lot of words is challenging for them … because they're scared to have a go … 

but that structure … giving them a pathway or starting something for them can give them 

an opportunity to be able to get that. And that’s often where they go, “oh, is that what you 

meant, I can have a go at this now.” Good questioning as well. “How could you change this? 

Why would we do this?” Getting them to think of as many different directions [and] 

possibilities as they can.    

Elizabeth believes that not all students are equipped to work or think creatively 

until they reach a certain level of development. With her year 3 students for example, she is 

inclined to keep them focused on the method or structure that she sets for them because 

they can lose what they are doing and why they are doing it. When a child sits there and 

doesn’t know how to start something, that’s when they need help. Not because they're not 

creative, but they need some steppingstones to get to that level. Elizabeth re-emphasised 

that it is usually her younger students that display this need for support. She's more 

inclined to allow her older year 4 students to test out their own ideas, to stray a little from 

the set task and explore the topic at hand in a manner they choose, so long as she can see 

that they can still achieve the intended learning outcomes for the lesson. It’s when they 

start to share ideas, when they want to run with an idea, when they are getting things down 



   Narrative Portraits - Elizabeth 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

101 
   

on paper or they come up with something a little bit left of field … that would indicate they 

are ready. With my year 4s I try to give them those opportunities to be a bit more creative 

and, if they go with a different tangent, then I go “right, go to work, go with that.” So, I do 

try to foster creativity with the more … the ones who are more capable, more ready for it. 

Fostering a positive mindset 

In her year 3/4 class, Elizabeth has quite a lot [of students] who aren't very 

resilient nor creative risk takers. We’re doing a once a week class meeting, trying to get 

them to start to be more resilient about things. We have a little saying in our class that 

when its ah, “I can’t do this”, we always add on the end “now”. So that we just try and get 

the mindset of, well no we can’t do it right now but we’re going to eventually be able to. So 

that’s one way I try and get them to think about that. When we do the class meetings, 

that’s where there will be a real resilience focus and we’ll cover topics like that. But we use 

the “I can’t do this - now” at any time.   

I try to focus on creating a positive mindset. For example, when students make 

comments about their own work like, “it’s crap”. Rather than address the negativity, I help 

them build a positive mindset, focusing them on what’s important and how they have 

effectively demonstrated that. I focus on encouragement and praise to develop self-worth. I 

use positive reinforcement and setting short achievable tasks to enable success, and to build 

short term goals. I just try to be as positive as I can. I just think it works better for 

[students] … you know. I mean, it makes me not stress out either. The other thing too is I've 

got some kids who don’t like drawing, but they might like to do something another way. So, 

I'm always quite flexible with them to do it other ways. There's a written version or 

whatever suits them or I've got the opposite where one child really struggles with writing 

and sometimes, I say look, with your brainstorming if you want to draw pictures of your 

ideas, that absolutely fine. That helps them to stay in that … positive mindset.     

Helping students to maintain this positive mindset means that Elizabeth also needs 

to work at keeping the learning activities relevant and engaging for them. However, much 

as she had in the past alluded to a rigid curriculum as a contributing factor in inhibiting her 

teacher creativity, so too are her feelings about the demands of the curriculum. I think the 

curriculum is very heavy. Some of the things can be a bit... boring... that you have to teach, 

and you think “how can I try to make it as creative as possible?” And, sometimes it’s 

just really difficult to make it creative. I find that, because...  you’ve now got Health and 

you’ve got to teach Science, and you’ve got to teach all these different things and you think 
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“gosh, how can I?” You’ve got to toughen up and be creative to try and fit it all in, but 

you’ve also got to make it fun because some things are... are heavy, boring subjects... that 

they say you need to teach. That also makes it hard to nurture [students’] creativity. That 

part’s tricky because if you don’t teach that and you go off on a bit of a creative tangent, 

that can actually mean you miss a whole heap of learning you are meant to cover. Elizabeth 

told me that this is something that can at times, become overwhelming. You know, you’ve 

got to bounce back though … you’ve got to be flexible enough to you know... if you feel like 

you’ve failed you just go, right, what do I do to fix it next time. And I suppose, that’s being a 

resilient teacher.     

 

Professional development 

I was interested to hear from Elizabeth that she is really only now, since 

commencing this study, becoming familiar with creativity as a General Capability in the 

Australian Curriculum. I know that it’s a through line for all the curriculum … it does depend 

on how the teacher applies that to their teaching, their pedagogy. Look, I haven’t ... looked 

at it thoroughly though. This is my second year in the same year, so I’ve sort of just got into 

a habit of knowing what I’m supposed to be teaching. I know that it’s about allowing that 

higher order thinking and getting kids … from what I understand … getting children to go 

there. Creativity is something that I’ve got on my PDP [professional development 

plan] now... and one of our school policies is that our teaching is to be creative, that’s 

something we’re expected to do... so I always consider it with my planning anyway.   

Elizabeth has had no professional learning relating to this General Capability:  I 

don’t know if there’s much Professional Learning that can actually teach you [how to be 

creative]. I think it’s something you have to learn yourself, because teaching someone how 

to be creative would be difficult, I imagine … I don’t know how they’d show us to do that. It 

would be great to have a really creative teacher working right alongside me all the time, to 

show me how to do it (laughs). I’m always trying to learn off others, there is a culture for 

that here. And modelling is done really well here. Our Prep teacher ... tries to nurture the 

kids to do things creatively, and gives them really open ended, fun tasks … and I’ll go down 

and have a look and see what she’s doing … it’s all well and good to have a conversation 

but, it’s nice to actually see what they do.     
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Social connectedness plays a part 

Despite no explicit professional learning, Elizabeth still felt empowered to work 

creatively due to the supportive collegial environment at the school. When you feel like you 

can take risks and do things, you’re going to be more creative because none of your 

[colleagues] judge that you’re doing the wrong thing, and that’s what we're like here. The 

teachers and the Principal are kind... and that allows you to feel a bit more relaxed and 

willing to try things and not feel judged... you can just go with something and they’re pretty 

good, so it feels good.    

It occurred to me that social connectedness had meant something to Elizabeth’s 

perception of herself as a resilient and creative teacher. This was evident throughout her 

earlier stories of the young girl she met on her first day of school, the uneasiness she felt 

when friends went separate ways in college and the enduring friendships she made at 

university. Had relationships played a significant role in her transition to the teaching 

profession too? Yes. We have a really nice environment here. We’re lucky that we can chat 

to each other when we need to. I’m pretty happy most of the time … and I think that 

everyone else is too. We’ll actually lean on each other if there’s an issue, as a staff. And 

we've had a few things that have happened like, one staff member’s partner has been 

diagnosed with cancer and so we've all been just helping that person out and I think that’s 

nice that we are all aware so that we can help. We just lean on each other. I think it sort of 

goes from top down in most places… and here … we all try to be resilient and help each 

other out. We’re aware that we can’t always be perfect but we all... work out how 

we’ll bounce back from that. And that trickles all the way down I think, to the 

kids. Modelling that. If I know how to overcome things that challenge my resilience, and I 

can talk about that, I can do that for my students too.    

In her current school, support from colleagues was not only shared at times of 

personal difficulty. Elizabeth found professional conversations and working collaboratively 

highly beneficial in supporting her teaching. If there's an issue with children… we [the staff] 

share that problem. Like, if … something’s going on at home with a child… we can all help 

nurture that child through. And we do that a lot. Being able to share knowledge of students 

in this way has helped her to maintain her own resilience in that she feels more capable to 

work with these children knowing that she in turn has the support of her colleagues. 
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…but not all relationships are positive     

Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) famously stated that “every positive value has its price in 

negative terms.” My conversation with Elizabeth reflected Picasso’s idea - it had reached a 

turning point. Up until now, her talk of relationships had been positive. However, this was 

not always her experience. Rather, Elizabeth found that collegial relationships were at 

times supportive but at other times they tested her resilience and creativity. There are a lot 

of teachers I find [who] don’t have any resilience and they don’t cope with change. There’s 

always a couple at every school. And I try and reflect on that and think well, I mean, I know 

I'm definitely not perfect, but I try to be as resilient as possible. Elizabeth spoke of one 

teacher she knows who’s very flighty and … if something changes in the way things are 

done at school, Margaret will get huffy and she won't cope at all. I don’t think that we have 

supported her enough to change that behaviour either. I'm someone who can get along 

with anyone pretty much, but I find her quite challenging. I’m normally assertive, but I’m not 

very full on with her. You have to be really clear with Margaret, otherwise she won't listen. 

The other issue is too that sometimes I’m not as strong as I should be because Margaret’s 

older. I feel like I should actually, you know … sometimes teachers can be a bit … they can … 

talk down to you a little bit. That’s something I’ve found challenging.    

On another occasion, there was a miscommunication about a shared task and what 

needed to be done. Margaret came to school and … she looked [at what I had done] ... and 

she went off … like, I’ve never seen before … she went right off. Margaret said I didn’t [do] 

what she asked me to … she said, “you’ve made me feel sick”. I just stayed calm 

and [got] everything's sorted and [I] just got over it, like that. I did think it was 

unprofessional to have a go at me. And, I do think that what I had done would have been 

fine. However, I just made her happy and just got it done. So, I can be resilient.    

Elizabeth explained that being resilient meant that when you are put in a situation, 

you can come back from it. That was stressful though. That sort of thing challenges my 

resilience. This position of inferiority that Margaret seemed to have imposed on Elizabeth 

reminded me of the stories she shared of her prac placements where she had felt alienated 

or unsupported. Once again though, Elizabeth decided not to dwell on things, even though 

it was just one of several issues with Margaret that she was dealing with.    
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Juggling the personal and professional 

Elizabeth shared with me a self-awareness that her capacity to be resilient and 

creative often depended on whether she was functioning well in either her personal or 

professional space at a given point in time. Last year my Pop passed away. When I was at 

school, instead of letting that bring me right down, I just moved through it... I mean, it was 

obviously very upsetting... but I moved through it quite quickly. A resilient teacher is 

someone who doesn’t let things affect their teaching. Like, if they’re upset or angry about 

something, they don’t let that show, they can just stay calm and successfully choose the 

best options at that time. Yes, so I think I am a resilient teacher... but I think I’m more 

resilient when I’m at school than when I’m at home. I can cope with most situations when 

I’m in my professional school zone. But, if something happens at home, like a fight with my 

partner or something, I don’t cope very well with that, even though I deal with that sort of 

stuff at school all day. But when I’m at school, there’s a job to be done; it’s my job to make 

sure that everything stays calm and is sorted. It might be that, when I know I’ve got control 

of this situation at school … then I don’t feel that I have to have as much control in my own 

life.    

I moved our conversation back to relationships as I was keen to hear about any 

other relationships that Elizabeth felt were important for her effective practice. Having 

a really good relationship with the kids, they will open up more and go with something 

that they might not have otherwise, and they will feel pretty comfortable to question 

things. And the nice thing here too is the different staff and Principal get involved, and they 

have a really good relationship with the kids. If you have a good rapport with your students, 

they can feel comfortable taking risks... and [in this regard] relationships between the 

students are important too.   

I asked Elizabeth what aspects of relationship building she felt were most important 

for nurturing her students’ resilience and creativity. I really make sure I listen to the kids 

and if I don’t get back to them [straight away] then I’ll always get back to them later. That 

makes them feel like they matter... when there’s something upsetting or worrying them... 

they will come and tell me … and I think that’s lovely that we’ve got those relationships. I 

think if they didn’t have that – and a lot of [students] don’t have that – it would be really 

hard for them to problem solve... and … take risks … and do different things with their 

learning. And, not shutting the students’ ideas down during discussion is important too. 

Listening … that allows them to be creative without being anxious about sharing. They need 

to know that no matter what, it’s OK, they can have a go and it won’t be judged. Ah, lots of 
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positive reinforcement too ... I’m pretty [consistent] with that. When they feel good about 

themselves, they go “I can do this, I can try this; next time I’m going to try something 

else.”    

Having a joke with the kids 

Reminiscent of what Elizabeth had told me about her mother’s teaching practice, 

she said that humour is central to building great relationships with her students, and in 

turn helps nurture their creativity and supports [their] resilience. I always try to... have a 

joke with the kids... as a way in … to break down barriers and begin building relationships 

with the children so that they feel more confident to say things. Elizabeth felt that her 

capacity to build those relationships was a key to her success as a teacher who is resilient, 

and who can nurture her students’ resilience. I’ve got a really quirky child [Bob] and he’s 

quite interesting, and ah, he hasn’t got along with many teachers before… before I 

had him he used to sit under the desks all the time [but now] he does everything I ask of 

him. We [share] a really good sense of humour … The other day – it was quite sweet and 

funny at the same time - another boy put up his artwork and said, “oh, what do you think of 

my artwork?” And [Bob] was sitting next to me and he said, “that is so lovely”, and then the 

boy went off with his artwork and [Bob] turned to me and he whispered … “but I don’t have 

a clue what the hell it is.” And I lost it, I just laughed. So, you know, he feels that he can do 

things now, and feels a bit more relaxed. If you are stressed, you can’t be creative like 

that.     

 

A whole-school approach 

At Lea Primary School, a culture of democratic decision-making was evident 

through the work Elizabeth was currently engaging in to re-develop the school’s Policy and 

Procedures document. This work was proving beneficial for Elizabeth’s professional 

development as a teacher who nurtures students’ resilience. We started revising a policy 

and procedures for the school just recently... one section at a time. We all go home and 

write some notes on each section, and in staff meetings we will go through one section. A 

lot of it is on resilience; that’s a real school driver at the moment. Elizabeth noted that being 

part of this shared process of reviewing school policy, particularly around supporting 

student’s resilience, helped her to understand it at a deeper level. The discussions around 

why we came up with what we did, really helped.    
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Connected with this work the staff are undertaking on the policies and procedures, 

is a whole-school approach to nurturing students’ resilience. While Elizabeth has had no 

Professional Learning (PL) opportunities presented to her that aid in developing her own 

resilience as a teacher, she has found that engaging in policy development and PL 

opportunities associated with nurturing students’ resilience, has been beneficial to her own 

resilience as well. I think … it makes you more aware of what … your weaknesses and 

strengths are as well. So, whatever you are doing with the children, you are reflecting on 

that.   I think it’s been very valuable, and I think it’s really nice that the whole school’s doing 

it.      

As well as taking a democratic approach to policy making that has included collegial 

discussions about nurturing students’ resilience, Lea Primary School have taken a whole-

school approach to actioning the support and development of students’ resilience this 

year. We did an online survey last year and found that quite a lot of our children were really 

low in resilience indicators. So, I’ve made a real focus on this. I’ve done things like outside 

sport to build up their social skills. We do teach resilience explicitly once a week as 

well. We’re following a Mind-Up program at the moment. So that includes a lot of things 

like role-plays – working through situations and how you would handle them, and then we 

discuss it as a class. We have regular class meetings and things as well. 

Another program adopted by the school to support the student’s resilience is PURR 

(Perseverance, Understanding, Respect and Responsibility). It’s a whole school approach 

which is really nice because you are picking up those things and trying to get them to boost 

their, you know, when they show us resilience, we can reward that. It’s effective and I 

think it’s nice to reward that and they really do like it. It’s not rewarding them for picking up 

rubbish necessarily, they've actually got to do something that’s …  out of the 

blue, it’s something really demonstrating understanding or persevering to get that maths 

question done when they are struggling, that sort of thing.      

I was scared he was going to go across the road and a car hit him 

It was the beginning of Elizabeth’s fifth year since graduating, and her third year at 

Lea Primary School when we came together to talk about how her beliefs and practices 

relating to resilience and creativity had developed. Elizabeth was running late to our 

meeting; the Receptionist had let me know that she was dealing with ‘a situation’ and 

would be along soon. When she arrived, Elizabeth looked a little flustered. She told me that 

a student had, in a rage of temper, run away from the school grounds and was pacing up 
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and down the street out the front of the school. He was from the class next door - I’ve 

always tried to make a relationship with kids I don’t teach, just to create a nice 

environment - so, I knew that particular child has a really sweet side, but I personally think 

he also needs some social work help. I think he’s got a lot of problems at home and he’s got 

a lot of anger issues. I’m worried for him. When he was getting angry like that... I was really 

scared he was going to go across the road and a car hit him and I thought maybe he will just 

purposely get someone to hit him. And I thought, even though I’m pregnant – and I was 

concerned that he might lash out and hit me in the tummy – I still had to do what’s right for 

him. And, I said to him when I got out there, “look, I’m not here to lecture you... I just want 

you to walk back with me.” At first, he started to get more angry and I said “you can’t stand 

here all day so let’s just make it quick and walk together.” So, we walked back together, and 

I just said “look, I really appreciate that you walked with no problems.” I just praised him. As 

soon as I went out there, I thought, I’m not going on the attacking side because that’s silly 

when someone's angry. I’ve seen people do it before; lecture them. It’s the worst thing you 

could do. They just need to be heard, even if they’re in the wrong. So, I probably just 

survived.  

This was an example of a time where Elizabeth’s resilience was tested, and I was 

interested to find out more about the comment she had made about building relationships 

with students she doesn’t teach and how that might have influenced the outcome of this 

situation. I really try to get to know what every single child’s really into so I can have a chat 

to them about it and show them I’m interested in them. And they get really excited, and so 

that’s bringing that rapport again, which helps. Even outside on duty today, I kicked the 

football with a couple of the boys, and they went “I didn’t know you could kick the football” 

and I went, “Yes, I’ve got some surprises” (laughs). We have some jokes and that’s a nice 

way of developing those relationships. If you have a good relationship with them, your job’s 

easier; it takes the pressure off so that you can … be more resilient.  I asked Elizabeth to 

elaborate further on how she believed this is an example of supporting students’ 

resilience.  It helps build rapport and with that comes trust. I think if someone trusts you 

then you can get to know them more and then we can actually get down to the bottom of 

well, why they are reacting some way. I think that’s very important.    

 

Her practice changed over time 

Some aspects of Elizabeth’s beliefs about nurturing students’ resilience and 

creative capacities had begun to shift over time. When Elizabeth reflected on her previous 
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work with her year 3/4 class whereby she believed providing a strict structure to scaffold 

students’ thinking was beneficial, she now noted that students creating their characters 

with the restraints [imposed through] telling them what I was looking for, limited their 

creativity. Allowing [students] the option of creating their own character would have 

allowed for diversity and individuality. Elizabeth’s thoughts about structure, and where, 

when and how to apply it to a lesson, had developed. She explained that the process of 

thinking about and discussing creativity had begun to re-shape her teaching practice and 

she was beginning to make these changes through the work she did with her year 5/6 class 

this year. Well, if it’s more open ended you get more out of the kids, whereas if it’s more 

structured you can’t… you follow a pattern and then… you’re actually driving the kids to do 

what you want them to do rather than letting them take control of it. Elizabeth feels that 

this key change to her practice has strengthened her capacity to nurture students’ 

creativity because it allows the kids to come up with a lot more diverse and creative 

answers.     

One form of scaffolding that Elizabeth does still firmly believe in, is 

brainstorming. Being able to brainstorm together … provides an opportunity for [students] 

to open up. To bounce off each other helps that creativity because they’re exposed to 

alternative perspectives and new ideas. This gives them an entry point and exposes them to 

possibilities they might not have considered. Talking out loud allows students to clarify their 

thinking. I’m also aware of the kids stressing out if there’s things that don’t suit them - and 

that’s the nature of my class - by not shutting their ideas down during discussions... 

and brainstorming ...  allows them to be creative without being anxious about sharing.   

The more Elizabeth and I spoke about her understandings of, and ways of 

nurturing, resilient and creative thinking the more frequently she raised matters to do with 

helping students to become comfortable with ambiguity and individuality. This was 

achieved mostly through freedom of expression rather than adhering to what would 

otherwise be accepted as right or wrong. For example, during the poetry class about 

colours that represent particular emotions, Elizabeth had considered what level of 

intervention in relation to accurate answers, she would make. If they chose black for happy 

and blue for sad, that’s fine because it was about a colour that represents those emotions 

for them, for whatever reason. So, I let that go. But, if they didn’t quite…  follow the 

structure [of the poem] and it didn’t make sense in that way, I would … steer them back to 

where they should be at, because that was the purpose of [the lesson]. But I wanted them to 

do it however it felt for them.    
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It was apparent to me that there was also a small shift in Elizabeth’s thinking about 

how she engages students in creative ways. She had also begun to see the value of student 

choice for their engagement. So if they are researching something, rather than just ah, drip 

feed all the information, get them to research, get them to write what they are going to do 

the questions on, or brainstorm as a group, and then they can actually find out the 

information themselves … that’s much more valuable to them.  Elizabeth said that allowing 

students to pursue their own interests when doing research work, better engaged them in 

their learning. In science, instead of me going through all the experiments, I’m allowing [the 

students] to [choose] their experiment. They’ve got to follow a method and they've to do the 

experiment in front of the class, but the choice of experiment is theirs. Tapping into their 

interests really helped those students with high needs [in particular] to engage. It seemed 

that for Elizabeth, giving students choice was a key factor in engaging them in creative and 

enjoyable ways.   

Alongside that, she also believes that it is important to walk-the-walk in front of her 

students and by modelling resilient behaviours in front of them, they are better placed to 

take risks with their learning. When they see that, well this didn’t go to that plan, or that 

didn’t go to that plan, it models that I’m okay to say I’ve made a mistake. And, because of 

that, then they are actually more comfortable when they make a mistake. Now they say, 

“well hang on, I’ve made a mistake too.” Mistakes are not a big deal anymore in this class, 

and that’s important for their resilience. And for their creativity.     

During the eighteen-month period that Elizabeth participated in this study, we 

covered a lot of ground regarding her understanding, self-perceptions, beliefs and practices 

related to resilience and creativity.  Elizabeth shared with me that she had learnt a great 

deal from engaging in these reflective discussions and processes. I would say that I have a 

deeper understanding of creativity and resilience because I’ve been reflective… I’ve thought 

more about what those things mean than I had before. This study has made me more aware 

about how to nurture the kids’ resilience and creativity too and … its possibly given me more 

opportunities to try things in class. And my thinking has changed where I’m now thinking 

well, it's not about what I do, it's about how I help the students to be creative or resilient. 

I’m quite proud of my teaching this year because I think the kids have …  just really 

benefited from it, and they are really happy.     
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Someone’s always doing it tougher   

In preparation for our final conversation, I asked Elizabeth to think about a personal 

belonging that represented her current understandings and beliefs about resilience 

and creativity. She presented her grandfather’s ration book from the World War II period. I 

recalled that Elizabeth had earlier told me that she lost her ‘Pop’ some time ago. [Mum] 

gave me the ration book when I turned eighteen. It’s got his name in it and … his 

handwriting which was really beautiful.  Elizabeth told me that this book, for her, 

represented past lives of great resilience and creativity, as well as representing her own 

beliefs about creative and resilient ways of thinking and being.     

Pop was from a really poor family. He was a farmer. The family struggled a lot. 

Mum’s grandfather, his brother, all of them lived in the one little house; they were quite 

poor. I think theirs was one of the last places in [the town] to get electricity and things like 

that. Mum’s always talked about that. Elizabeth said that the book prompted her to feel 

inspired at every opportunity, to see possibilities and alternative perspectives. If you’re 

someone that actually has everything set out for you, you know, everything laid out and 

everything’s easy, you never know what it’s like to… be put under pressure. And, when I 

went through Uni and came out and I was told that if you want a job you have to teach 

Kinder to year 10, I had to be extremely creative. I had to. And resilient. I had to go right, 

how am I going to do this? And from that ration book I suppose, linking that back… you’ve 

always got that pre-thought of well, if they could survive such hard times, then I should be 

able to do this easily. So, just knuckling down, persevering and trying to solve problems, 

even if you don’t have the answers just yet.   

Elizabeth told me that, while she acknowledges that she lives in much easier times 

than her ancestors did, she still draws on their experiences to shape her own. To that end, 

she believes she needs to be a creative problem solver to ensure she achieves all she wants 

to. In this sense, the ration booklet - and the meaning it holds for Elizabeth - is influential to 

her teaching practice and is often used in her teaching.  When you’re teaching, it’s all well 

and good just to tell the kids what things were like [historically], but actually having an 

example, like the ration book, links the kids directly to something that I’ve experienced. That 

helps them in their own learning, because they like to investigate and find out a bit more 

about what their own family’s been through. I’ve found that to be quite a creative way of 

getting the children to be excited about their learning.    
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According to Elizabeth her grandfather had to be both a creative and resilient 

thinker in order to solve the problems he faced and to help his family do the same. His 

ration booklet always reminded her that no matter how hard life can be, there’s always a 

way to get through. If you’re not going to be resilient, I suppose, you could just give up. And 

[I’ve had] experiences where I’ve felt I’ve not been very successful in a lesson. But then, I 

think of others who’ve had a lot harder lives than me and I know I can honestly come back 

from this and do a better job next time… That’s something entrenched in me I suppose.  In 

that sense, I’m always trying to be creative and resilient, and I always try to model that with 

the children. So, hopefully that creativity and resilience will flow through to them too 
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4.2 Belinda   

If our school was a movie, I was one of those extras in the background.    

                                                                                           Belinda    

    

Belinda developed a strong dislike for school - especially secondary school 

where she became both academically and socially withdrawn.  When she left in year 11, she 

vowed that she would never go back to school again. Yet, she has happily spent much of 

her working life to date, in school, first as a teacher’s aide and now as a teacher. She was in 

her mid-forties, a wife and a mother, when she achieved her Bachelor of Education degree 

as a fully online student. A move to a new state just before graduating into the profession 

brought about a fresh start for her entire family. While the journey to this point was not 

without its bumps in the road, she has arrived with a greater sense of her own resilience as 

a teacher and to a degree, of her creative teaching capacities.  This was not the first time 

Belinda and I had met, and this is perhaps the reason she was so open to sharing stories of 

her personal and professional life with me at various times throughout the twelve months I 

visited her classroom.   

*    *    *   

A small town, a seaside village. The air was fresh, and the sun was shining as I 

pulled into the school car park. Belinda appeared from behind the staff room door and 

greeted me with an exuberant welcome. She introduced me to some of the school staff and 

as we walked across the grounds to her classroom, she pointed out the various sections of 

the school including the classroom she had worked in last year. Belinda is clearly very happy 

at this school and airs a sense of pride in the place. Belinda’s classroom is open and bright 

with views out to the bay. The walls, the doors, every space is filled, proudly displaying 

students’ work from various projects over the course of the year. One area has students’ 

work in progress in piles, laptops stacked, some resources scattered. Two finches, the class 

pets, chatter away at the side of the room. This classroom is alive. Belinda is keen to fill me 

in on the story behind the work her year 6 students have been doing. She tells her stories 

with enthusiasm and vivacity, and I am quickly caught up in her excitement. I was curious to 
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find out about Belinda’s story before she became a teacher. I hoped that I would come to 

understand how her life story, starting with her earliest memories of school, shaped the 

teacher she is today.    

Memories of school: The good, the bad, the ugly 

Growing up in the country in the 1970s, Belinda attended the local primary school 

where she formed many fond memories such as the school grounds lined with long rows of 

pine trees where she and her friends would gather the pine needles and form them into 

the rooms of imaginary houses, or creating and performing plays for the Kindergarten 

children who just loved it, as did Belinda.  Then there were the less pleasant memories like 

how absolutely horrified she felt when she was moved into prickly Mrs. Green’s class. I was 

scared of her... she was really strict... and the classroom was a yucky... horrible old 

refurbished art room. It seemed to me that Belinda’s memories of primary school were 

largely based on her emotional responses.    

Belinda told me that her high school years brought with them some uncertainty 

both academically and socially. I remember one year in math I got like As, and then the next 

year I didn’t understand something, and from then I just went downhill. So, I was one of 

those kids who... didn’t really have a niche. If our school was a movie, I was one of those 

extras in the background. I wouldn’t be a character of one of the jocks, I wouldn’t be one of 

the cool kids, I wouldn’t be one of the you know, beauty pageant queens, I wouldn’t be the 

nerd, I wasn’t one of the bright ones, I would be just ... in the extras, you know, that they get 

in to fill the space. So, I had to be resilient there. And, I remember that I used to often get 

teased. I never used to ever want people to see that it was affecting me, I would just be 

like... water off a duck’s back, that type of thing ... Like I say to [my] kids, “if someone’s 

giving you a hard time don’t react” because that’s what they want … that’s the way I’ve 

always been at school. Why I had that resilience when I was in high school, I don’t know. I 

don’t know if it’s something that I got from my family or my parents. Maybe it’s because I 

don’t ever remember seeing my parents emotional or upset about anything.  I don’t 

know. Belinda said it was the friendship triangles that she fell into that she feels caused her 

to struggle socially, often finding herself on the outer with her two closest friends. If there 

was a rift, I was usually the one being left out, and … I didn’t stand up for myself very well. I 

used to just … sulk off somewhere else on my own … so socially it wasn’t great.      

It was only while sharing her recollections of school with me, that it occurred to 

Belinda that she had been bullied at school. I’ve never thought of myself as bullied before, 



   Narrative Portraits - Belinda 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

115 
   

but when I think about it, I guess I was through ostracisation. I remember on the school bus, 

if I was in a time when I was ‘out’ with these two girls, a neighbour of one of the girls - she 

was a really nasty piece of work - she used to make my time on the bus absolute hell. I never 

really thought of myself as bullied, but I guess in the true sense of the word I was. Belinda 

had kept these experiences to herself, never reporting to her parents that she was having 

trouble at school, she pretty much just soldiered on, on her own.  Belinda felt there was no 

one who would go into bat for her even though she had a younger sister at the school. She 

was part of my problem really. She was … very attractive and very popular at school. All her 

friends lived nearby whereas the few friends I had (when we were friends) lived out 

of town. Yeah, she used to make things quite difficult for me. You know, she’d tell kids 

things that you wouldn’t normally share from home.     

Unfocused in class and inclined to avoid anything other than what was absolutely 

necessary to get by, Belinda had not been a motivated high school student. I think I was just 

lazy ... I just would rather have been outside. Belinda did have one positive memory of 

senior secondary school. Her art teacher, Mrs Bogart, was the one teacher that Belinda felt 

she had built a relationship with. Hers was the only class I ever really did anything well in, 

because I loved it. I remember her talking to me once about my lack of engagement [in 

school overall]. She asked me “why” … and I couldn’t tell her, and I still can’t tell 

you. School didn’t engage me or didn’t motivate me … But I wasn’t naughty …  I always did 

what was expected of me, but I didn’t apply myself to my work. I couldn’t leave school soon 

enough and certainly had no intention of ever returning. If you’d told me then that I might 

have, you know… [that] I would actually go to Uni, I’d have laughed at you.   

Becoming a teacher: Resistance, resilience and self-belief 

Belinda had been working as an aide in a school for some time and recalls vividly 

the day she first thought of becoming a teacher. [The class] was waiting to go inside and I 

could see that the teacher got caught up with a parent, and it was winter, and it was cold … 

so I took the kids inside, sat them down, just started reading them a story. I didn’t realise at 

the time that [the teacher] had snuck in the back and was sitting down watching. The 

children were highly engaged, and this was noticed by the teacher who later called Belinda 

aside and asked, “why aren’t you teaching?”  

Up to this point the thought had never entered my head; the idea of university 

study seemed unfathomable to her. Regardless, this teacher had planted a seed and so I 

began looking into the possibilities ... but kept finding reasons to avoid going any 
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further with her investigations. With all thoughts of pursuing this path aside, 

Belinda returned to her usual routine. It was at least twelve months later when  I was sitting 

in the staffroom… the office lady sits a newspaper down in my lap. It was this great big one-

page spread, and it said something along the lines of “are you working in a school 

environment and thinking “I wish I was teaching,” or I could do better … or something like 

that. And there were all little check boxes and I’m going tick, tick, tick, tick. I looked up at 

Vera and she went “do it, ring them.” “Oh no I can’t… I didn’t finish year 11, and… how 

could I do University” and in the end, just to humour Vera, I rang. Belinda confessed that 

during her conversation with the university Faculty Officer, she was subconsciously trying to 

talk herself out of applying by citing all the reasons she may not be suited to study.  

However, the Faculty Officer was able to allay Belinda’s fears sufficiently that she finally 

completed the online application and then awaited the verdict as to whether she would be 

accepted. I had convinced myself that I would not be accepted.  And ah, then I got an email 

to say that I’d been accepted … and I’ve looked at it and I’ve gone, Holy Shit!  And, I 

remember Roger [husband] was with some friends on the back deck...    

I went, “they’ve accepted me”    

and he goes, “for what?”     

and I said, “the University, they’ve accepted me”    

and he went, “Holy Shit!”    

And I started making excuses, “oh but yeah, I have to go and do Uni Start and that’s in 

Tasmania, and so…  And all the way in my head I’m thinking, “they haven’t read my 

application… they don’t understand”. When the time came, Belinda did attend Uni Start and 

Orientation which boosted my confidence, for a while. Although, when I got my first marked 

assignment back with a ‘D’ on it, I thought I’d failed. She soon discovered that “Holy crap, 

that can’t be right!” Belinda had achieved a Distinction for her first assessment task.    

It was Belinda’s experience as an aide that she attributed her confidence in front of 

a class to. Any insecurities she had related more to the content she was teaching than to 

presenting in front of the class.  Had she gone from year eleven straight into studying an 

education degree without the opportunities she’d had to engage with a class over the seven 

years that she worked as an aide, where she could make connections between theory and 

practice, she believes her confidence and in turn her resilience to push on, would have 

been diminished. I often think, thank God that wasn’t me. 
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The emotional rollercoaster of a beginning teacher 

Belinda described her first years in the teaching profession as a rollercoaster 

ride. Her police checks and clearances to teach took some time to come through as she 

had moved from interstate and the processes were slow. As a result, she had missed out on 

any positions that were available for that term, so she worked as a relief teacher. 

In November of that year, she was called to Morewood District School for relief. When I got 

there, I was asked to just sit and wait.  All the classes had started, and I thought “what’s 

going on?”  The senior staff member explained that they wanted her to take on [a] Prep/1 

class for ten weeks while the usual class teacher took the swimming program. Despite this 

being a challenging school to work in, she accepted the position. The kids were just all over 

the place. By the end of the ten weeks, I had them on track though. Establishing an effective 

learning environment was arduous and required perseverance on Belinda’s part.      

At the end of this first teaching year, the Principal of the school in her local town 

of Coolabay offered her a full-time position on a year 4/5 class. Belinda commenced her 

new adventure at Coolabay District School, in Term One the following year. At the end of 

the term there was an email sent to all staff from the Principal. It was along the lines of “if 

anybody’s got any leave they want to take or if they want to alter their hours please let me 

know.” And I remember saying, “I’m in trouble here, I think my job’s going to go, last one 

in … I reckon they’ve got to get rid of staff.” The next day the Assistant Principal (AP) called 

Belinda aside. Straight away I knew. It was like I was walking to Death Row.    

And I went, “I’m pretty sure what this is about”    

And she went “oh God Belinda.”      

I said, “it’s alright.”     

The Principal explained that one of the head teachers had unexpectedly decided to return 

to school early. This had implications for the two teachers who were covering her position – 

they needed to go back on to class which in turn meant there was no longer a position for 

Belinda. I was out.     

 I said, “it’s alright, it’s the way it goes, I understand.”      

The Principal replied, “you're making this very easy”    

I said, “if you want me to stamp my feet and shake my fists I will, but will it fix it?     

And she goes, “no.”     

I said, “well, it’s just the way it is.”    
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  Anyway… so that was it, you know. The class were in tears; I was in tears. I was out 

of work. I packed up my room. And, you know how I told you that the Principal said to me 

“you are taking this well?” Actually, you know what, I didn’t take it that well at first.  At 

work ... I was saying “it's okay, you can't fix it,” but when I went home, I was a mess, I was 

bawling. It was actually like I had been kicked in the guts ... I wasn’t resilient then. Belinda 

was putting on a brave face at school, much as she had done as a teenager when she was 

teased and bullied in high school. I was a basket case. And I don’t actually know why it 

affected me so much. I’d only been [at the school] all of I suppose, eight weeks ... I wasn’t... 

resilient at all. I was gutted. [I] didn’t expect it to upset me as much as it did and that caught 

me off guard a bit. I think it was like, you know, I’d been given something and then, they’d 

just snatched it away... but I wanted it... and I was like, “it's not fair!” And I remember [my 

husband] saying to me a few weeks later, “I actually didn’t know what to do with you.” But 

then, pretty quickly - particularly at work and around other people - I was, “oh well it's 

okay... it's just the way it is... I can’t change it, just get on with it. I’ll get relief, I’ll be fine.”  I 

was only just holding it together. Belinda said that putting on a brave face is just part of the 

job. You’ve got to have resilience. I can walk the walk … when I’m at the coal face … but 

when I get on my own... I might indulge in a bit of self-pity. I put on a good face.    

Then there was a surprising turn of events. On the Sunday prior to school resuming 

for Term Two, Belinda received a call. It was the Principal of Coolabay District School, “I just 

want to let you know that you’re actually on holiday, not on termination… she’s not coming 

back.”  There had been a change of plans due in part to the indecision of another teacher. 

Now I’m angry. I’ve packed up my room, we’ve put [the students] through all that … While 

grateful to have a job, she was angry about the unnecessary turmoil she’d been put 

through. She started back on the class at the commencement of the new school term. I had 

to share the class with another teacher, and that was a whole new set of problems. Grace 

and I were chalk and cheese in our behaviour management...  because the kids were used to 

me, they were just being little rotters for her. I always felt like I was trying to mend things 

for her, so it was a really tough year.     

At the end of this difficult year, the Principal assured Belinda that she would have 

work with the school for the following year. There were ten staff transferring out, so all 

would be fine for her. Belinda was skeptical though as all the other teachers had already 

been told what class they had next year, except for her. So, it was no real surprise to find 

the opposite was true; there was nothing for her due to a number of teachers who wanted 

to transfer in to Coolabay. I went, “OK, alright” … you know, once again not showing 
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emotion or anything. It was in the January that the Principal from Blue Bay Primary – some 

85 kilometres down the road - called to let her know that she had work for her if she 

wanted it. I was one day on Prep/1 while the Prep/1 teacher took music, one day in year 4/5 

while the regular teacher took PE, and then one day at Launching into Learning. And I said, 

“what the hell’s Launching into Learning?”    

Belinda found the diversity of her role to be both a distraction and at times a 

blessing. She likened the experience to relief teaching every day of the week. There were so 

many things on a Thursday, like sports carnivals, or performances or something, so 

sometimes I wouldn’t see them for three weeks. Belinda felt a lack of ownership and 

connection with each class. As a result, behaviour management was a little bit tricky…  they 

weren’t used to me and, [the regular teacher] and I were a little bit different in that 

sense. Belinda didn’t feel like a teacher that year. What this experience did do 

for her, however, has told me the area I feel more comfortable in because, on the morning I 

was on the 3/4 class it was … yes!  And, that told me that I wanted to be in upper primary.    

 The following year Belinda was again offered a position at Blue Bay Primary. She 

was to begin the year working full-time on the 4/5 class and then later, when the usual 

teacher returned, she would drop back to three days a week. I felt lost. Her lack of 

connection to a class the previous year had left her unsure how to begin. However, 

she survived the first months. She developed routines and expectations with her class. 

Things were ticking along. It was time for the regular classroom teacher to return and share 

the load. With this came a wave of confidence crisis for Belinda; she began to feel as though 

she was in the spotlight, she was accountable… responsible. Belinda had 

become anxious. There are some really high-fliers here, and I spent the whole year stressed; 

I worried because I didn’t think I was getting [students] extended, and you know, I didn’t 

think I was doing them justice. Belinda said that it did not matter that her colleagues were 

telling her she was doing a fabulous job, or that parents’ feedback was that they 

were delighted with her teaching, that school leaders were rapt nor that the students 

were obviously enjoying it. In my head I wasn’t doing a good job. It’s just that I’m my own 

worst critic. I’d never done it, so I didn’t think I could.    

On being a resilient and creative teacher 

Belinda told me that she firmly believed that teachers have to be resilient because 

of the challenges they face on a daily basis. Resilience to her meant that when things go 

wrong, don’t lose it. Get over it … soldier on...  adapt according to what’s happening, much 
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as she had done herself one more than one occasion during these early years in the 

profession. I remember in my first year out [in the profession] there was funding, just for 

first year teachers, for three sessions and ... I’m pretty sure … we talked about resilience. 

There were lots and lots of things covered … taking care of ourselves, mental health and you 

know, stress and resilience.   

I asked Belinda whether she believed her creative capacities may have also played a 

part in helping her to overcome these early career challenges. I’m struggling ... with what 

creativity is … Ah, so I don’t really know how to answer that. If being creative is like, you are 

doing art, I get it. But I’m still not sure that I have completely got my head around what 

creativity actually is. Talking about creativity became easier for Belinda when she 

considered the concept in light of teachers’ work.  Oh, they’ve got to be flexible, because 

you know, if you're being creative your also reactive ... not in a bad way ... reactive in like if 

something is generated from something the kids have said, and you can go with it. You’re 

able to think on the spot and use that idea to … engage the kids. The terms flexibility ... 

adaptability ... finding alternative ways of doing something and, persevering to achieve any 

given thing, featured in her descriptions of creative teaching practice.     

I asked Belinda for her thoughts on nurturing her students’ creativity. I don’t think 

I’ve ever really thought about it. I mean, I think of creativity as me being creative and 

getting the best out of the kids or engaging the kids, but I actually haven’t thought about it 

from the other angle of helping them to be creative, unless we are doing art. Actually, 

some of the biggest things that I do in the class creatively I guess, are things that I haven’t 

spent a lot of time thinking about. You know, they come to me quite quickly. Sometimes in 

the car on the way to work … or I’ll just actually be standing up there teaching and it will 

just flow into something. I think if I plan, really plan for a lesson, its less creative. It’s 

something that I’m getting the kids to do, or we are just bantering or talking … so I think I’m 

better at that than actually consciously trying to develop creativity in the kids. I don’t think 

it’s really been on my radar as far as these kids go … they are so high energy 

and sometimes off task. I’m just happy [if] I can keep them engaged in the lesson. I think 

sometimes though... when I teach creatively … when I go with something, I’m 

spontaneous … that models it for the kids. So that’s nurturing creativity, maybe? 

A confident teacher emerges 

It her fourth year since graduating when Belinda had her own class, full-time for the 

first time that she began to feel more confident as a teacher. The self-doubt she had 
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experienced earlier about her capacity to become a teacher was beginning to disappear., 

although she was initially, horrified... and dumbfounded... and was hyperventilating 

when she found out she was on the year 6 class. This was because she had never taught 

above year 3/4 before and earlier when the Principal had asked her “in an ideal world what 

would you teach” Belinda had replied with, “anything but year 6.”  It was the reassurance 

given to her by the Principal, staff and a parent that helped her get over the initial shock 

and decide to soldier on. And, it was my best year ever, and I don’t want to go back to 

infants now. These kids were exceptional, no behaviour management problems. We really 

did some great stuff last year. We did flash mobs and created a haunted house for our 

school fair. We had the best year. The creative endeavours that Belinda had enjoyed with 

this class were reminiscent of the types of activities she valued during her own primary 

school days. And, all those kids… you could just trust them, and they were just beautiful. I 

could have a laugh with them, and … tell them they were wonderful.     

This year, Belinda is again teaching a year 5/6 class. While her confidence as a 

teacher continues to develop, she began the year with some trepidation in relation to 

what might be in store with regard to student behaviours. This particular group of students 

had gone through their primary school years separated … for good reason; behaviour issues. 

However, they are in year 6 now and there’s only one year 6 class so, they have to be 

together. Last year I stewed and … panicked about curriculum and the content all year. This 

year I stressed about the actual kids and behaviour management. Despite this, Belinda has 

enjoyed her time so far at Blue Bay Primary, working with this group of children. It’s a nice 

school. They’re a hard class but they’re not bad kids, they’re just not self-directed, they can’t 

work independently. And, I love that you can have a banter with them. I love that you can 

call them on something … that you can have a joke with them.    

A sense of humour, safety and pride 

Humour is an attribute that Belinda believes is important, particularly in terms of 

the way she uses it to support students’ resiliency and, her own creative teaching 

practice. That very day she had been working with a student who generally struggled in 

mathematics.  He was grappling with the concept of algorithm trading in subtraction. So, 

Belinda’s solution was to use an example that was not only visual and relevant to the 

student, but also humorous. I said “Bobby, I’ve got five fingers here, take six of them,” and 

he went “huh”, and I said, “go on, go on I dare you take six, come on, take six.”  But he goes 

“but you haven’t got six,” and I went “oh darn” (laughs). Belinda saw this successful 
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strategy as an example of her own teacher creativity but also as a way of relaxing Bobby 

and … opening him up to other, creative approaches to the task. Belinda also talked about 

the place of humour in helping her, and her students, to overcome challenges and be 

resilient on the whole. Ah, I don’t take myself too seriously. Every time I stuff up in this 

classroom... I always go “oh no, have a look at what I’ve just done.” I think it’s modelling 

isn’t it, like it’s for them to be able to see that ... it does all go pear shaped sometimes, but 

that’s okay. I say it here all the time, “uh oh, the wheels fell off.”  Belinda had previously 

shared her belief about the importance of creating a safe learning environment for her 

students, and it seemed that her use of humour may have contributed to her achievement 

in this regard.    

A sense of ownership, pride and belonging were features of a safe learning 

environment, in Belinda’s mind. I think that the kids feel that this is their room, but I 

work really hard, not that you’d know looking at the mess in here at the moment, but I 

always want to try and make sure that the room is nice for them, you know. I want the kids 

to feel that they’re proud of our room... I don’t have a lot of ah, prompting things [posters 

for example] because ... it just becomes like the audible white noise, they see it, but they 

don’t look at it. I’d rather them be able to come into a room and say, “oh did you see my 

such and such on the wall.” I want the kids to feel that this is their place, and ... I want them 

to be proud of the room. While it can get really noisy, and to anyone else it probably looks 

like complete chaos at times, ah ... I’m quite proud of the culture I’ve got in here. Recently 

Belinda’s Principal dropped in to spend some time in her classroom. He commented that 

the biggest sense [he gets] from this classroom, is that the kids in here feel safe ... they are 

not scared about getting it wrong, you know, [and] they’re willing to have a go.     

Challenging resilience and creativity in preparing for the road ahead 

Belinda was also determined to teach her students some independent learning 

skills. She was aware that in a few short months they would be moving on to high school 

and that their experience would be much like hers was as a teenager; a new school in a new 

town, miles away from home. Our focus has been on self-direction, using integrity, taking 

risks. And, they’ve slowly progressed. She also tries to build in them a bit of a thick skin ... I 

always talk about how [at high school] “there’s not going to be a teacher there holding your 

hands... they’ll say to you, this is what you need to read, in two weeks' time this is what I 

need to have from you, and it won’t be mentioned again, you know, so if it’s not done you 

fail.” So, just trying to instill in them that pride ... and perseverance ... that extra layer of 



   Narrative Portraits - Belinda 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

123 
   

skin … let it wash off, you know, and harden up basically. In the real world you are not 

always going to get along with everyone, or like a decision that’s been made for you in the 

workplace. But you can’t drop the bottom lip and say, “well I’m not doing it.” And letting 

them know that sometimes there’ll be mistakes, but hopefully if they do make a mistake, 

they won’t be, oh all grumpy and grouchy over it … they’ll think “oh okay, I’ll just try and get 

it right next time.” So that’s the mindset I try to create in here, where I can. Belinda’s sense 

of what characteristics the students need to develop in order to be resilient and successful 

at high school and in the workforce were reminiscent of those she had earlier suggested 

that she herself needed during her high school years.     

One of the biggest concerns Belinda identified in relation to preparing her year 6 

class for the challenges of high school life, and that tests both her resilience and creativity 

as a teacher, is the students’ lack of self-direction. That’s my sharing table over there and I 

often work with my low kids, or anybody struggling over there. As soon as I do that, the 

wheels fall off over here. This is a struggle I’ve had all year. I’ve got all these conferencing 

things to do with [students’] writing, which is a one-on-one thing, but I just can’t. It is piling 

up and piling up, and they are all asking for their work, and I spend most of my time when 

I’m trying to work one-on-one with someone, having to come back to pull them back into 

focus.... It’s very difficult to set them on a task independently, while I’m working in a small 

group. They’re good kids but they’re very high energy and … keeping these guys on task 

when my back is turned is one of the biggest problems that I’m faced with … and anything 

that involves loose and unstructured stuff, that’s difficult. And I think sometimes, stuff that 

involves creativity ... is inherently unstructured. And so, their [lack of] ability to be self-

directed … I’m finding that... that’s challenging my resilience at the moment, I’m finding it 

really frustrating. I have to be a constant presence. So, in these situations, I think creativity 

and resilience are a little bit linked because for me, they’re both challenged.     

Another significant influence on Belinda’s resilience as a teacher and, at times, her 

creativity is tiredness and fatigue. She told me that it is times such as these that her 

resilience in particular is frail and that the smallest things that would under any other 

circumstances, wash over her, become problems. You know, if there’s been lots of little, 

little, little stuff...  sometimes it all adds up. And, if I’m a bit tired added with that, it’s a 

challenge. Talk[ing] to the same kid four or five times... exasperation I guess is … the 

word. And, I find it really hard when ... I think it was [a few weeks ago], I was physically and 

mentally stuffed. I was so tired. And the [students] had gone back to [behaving] the way 

they did at the start of term. And so, my resilience I guess, was tested. I don’t think I reacted 
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as much as I perhaps should have. Perhaps if I’d just gone raaaaahhhhh, but I didn’t. I tried 

to keep things mellow and calm.  But the downside of that was that ...  I just struggled, I was 

just physically and mentally exhausted.  But I can recognise that in myself too... that, “now 

is not the time to address the kids about it, because you are not in a good place.” And, I 

know sometimes … the flexibility is a big thing in resilience, and I can be flexible. But there 

are other times when I can’t. Like these three boys I’ve got, sometimes … they get the better 

of me and I don’t roll off it as easy as I might. So, while I think I am in the big sense of the 

word resilient, I can roll with things sometimes, there’s other times that it's just … the straw 

that broke the camel’s back type of thing. I think it would be a lot less stressful if I could 

always just, you know, brush it off … I think we’d all like to be a little more resilient 

sometimes.     

Throughout the year, Belinda had gained a greater sense of herself as a creative 

teacher and it was about halfway through the year when she was able to tell me that a 

characteristic of her creative teaching is her imaginative design of learning and assessment 

tasks. In the last term I’ve been trying to be, if it’s the right word, creative... more from a 

differentiation angle. I [developed] an assessment ‘menu’ that gives [students] choices 

and … heightens their interest. And I said  they can choose one main or a dessert, and an 

entree, or two entrees and a dessert, and then there’s all different tasks in 

there; analys[ing] the words of the song; explain[ing] the meaning; drawing pictures of the 

three locations, and … a journal of a stockman from the Gurindji people.   

Belinda’s menu included activities that addressed the range of abilities of the 

class. So, that gives them an opportunity to choose, rather than me saying “you’re going to 

do this.” They’re taking control of their learning. So, I think that’s creative teaching … in the 

way I’m trying to differentiate the learning and presenting options. Some of the assessment 

tasks are more achievable for students with low literacy skills. So, they feel more confident 

to participate, and be... more resilient. However, creative design of learning activities 

wasn’t the only development in Belinda’s thinking about creativity; flexibility had become 

more apparent throughout our discussions.     

Flexibility in teaching is important 

Belinda frequently mentioned flexibility as being important in a teachers’ work, 

particularly in relation to both resilience and creativity, so I asked her to elaborate 

further. If you’ve got a plan in mind but a student comes up with a different idea … you need 

to go with their interests so that they can be creative. I think it’s just a matter of seizing the 
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moments when teaching opportunities present themselves … while they are engaged in that 

way of thinking. Or, if something’s not working … if the kids are unsettled and you’ve got a 

plan, forget it and change according to what’s happening … don’t get bent out of shape, just 

move on … or be flexible, to shift tack. Sometimes things work and sometimes, they don’t.    

Belinda reflected on one such occasion where she had been interrupted before the 

class and as a result, had not had a chance to fully prepare all the learning resources. During 

the lesson, she was cutting [the paper] and … listening to [a student], but ... I remember... 

the thought that ran through my head at the time was, “this is all going to shit.” While I was 

getting [the cutting out] done, I remember thinking “I shouldn't have done the pairing up [of 

students] until I knew who was here.” So that made me flustered. I couldn’t get my head 

around who I needed to switch [with whom]. [It was] all going pear shaped, and I remember 

feeling like “Oh God how am I going to bring this back” ... I’ve got to ah, take a step back 

and have a shift here, because they are not coping with it … So, I just stood in the middle of 

the room and went “alright, everybody. Stop.” And, I went around and read the stories, they 

calmed, and I calmed... I had control... I think that's what helped get it back. So ... I didn’t 

drop my bundle ... I fixed it. A resilient teacher knows that it's part of the job and there’s 

going to be days when it all goes to hell and there are going to be kids that push your 

buttons...  But it's not a reflection on you as a teacher. And, knowing that … tomorrow will 

be better ... But knowing that it is always going to … ebb and flow … it’s just part of the job. 

You just work through it and try to help the kids to work through it so that there’s … less 

ebbs and more flows, I guess.    

In that time, you’re ‘it’ for those kids 

Just as her rapport with her high school art teacher, Mrs Bogart had been 

influential to her as a student, she believes that building positive relationships with her own 

students is important. I always laugh when you get to the end of the year [and your 

students say] oh you’re the best teacher ever. You know very well that whoever they’ve got 

next year they’re going to say exactly the same thing to. But, in that time you are ‘it’ for 

those kids. Some of them haven’t got as great a home life perhaps, and sometimes they 

may only have a handful of people they have a connection to, but you are one of them, so 

you’re significant in their lives. I didn’t realise just how significant ... until one time, I was 

driving home … and I saw this hand in this car waving. I didn’t know who it was because the 

car had tinted windows. The next day, one of my students [excitedly] asked “did you see…  

did you see me waving?” Now … I make sure [to] look out for him.  He is one of the kids I 
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have the most trouble within this classroom... maybe I have got [through to] him, because 

he’s just about jumping through that windscreen to get my attention... So sometimes, I think 

it's important to realise ... how big an impact you have on students. If I jump down their 

throat or something, that it can actually have a really negative impact.   

Belinda recalled one occasion where her emotions got the better of her when 

responding to a student’s comment. A friend of Belinda’s daughter had just the day before, 

hanged herself. I was only just holding it together. One of my students asked “did you hear 

about that [girl] in Coolabay? Mum saw it…”  And I snapped, “she didn’t see it!”  I just 

snapped at him... because ... I wasn’t in a good place. And, when I was driving home that 

night suddenly… his face just popped into my mind and I thought “my God, what did you 

do?” He was gutted that I had snapped at him. [The next day] I actually pulled him aside 

and I said, “Frank, I owe you an apology … I’m really, really sorry.” And I told him why. He 

was fine, but you know…    

According to Belinda, it is not always easy to build relationships with every child. I 

had a poor relationship with a student who was in Jack’s class [Jack is the teacher in the 

classroom next door]. I’d had problems all year with her. I happened to be on duty and ah, 

this girl - Jane - was really quite verbally violent to one of the kids in my room. I called her on 

it. And she just pwoh, just went off. I thought look, I’m going to talk to Jane about it. I didn’t 

know her very well.  We didn’t have any sort of relationship at all... and it was really … it 

was hard … hard work to try and, [know] her.  She had no resilience whatsoever. I just kept 

working at her, trying to build a relationship with her where she’d feel comfortable enough 

to talk. And by the end of it she relaxed. But that was, challenging. If that had been one of 

my own kids in my own classroom, I would have known the triggers, I would have known ah, 

where to go, I would have known some of the family background. But I didn’t have any of 

that. So, it made it, like not knowing, not having that relationship made that really hard, 

because it was urgent, I guess. I didn’t understand her situation ... I found my resilience 

tested. It was really, really hard work not to lose my cool. Whereas I guess if you’ve got ... a 

relationship with the kids, that hard work is already done.    

Everybody here is really supportive 

Belinda told me that the collegial support she enjoys at Blue Bay Primary School is 

very different to what she had experienced in other schools she had worked in. She did 

have colleagues with whom she was friendly at Coolabay District School; the interactions 

were always pleasant. But I didn’t feel I could go to them. I never really went to them and 
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said, “I want to run something by you” or “I’m not sure how to handle that.” It’s not that I 

couldn’t have; I’m sure I could have, but I just didn’t feel that connection... and I’m sure 

that’s because it was a bigger school. When I was at Morewood District School... I felt even 

worse there. The secondary staff ... I didn’t even know their names. And I think that’s why I 

love it here so much... this is a better fit for me. Belinda said that the collegial support at this 

school is one key factor in her resilience as a teacher. Oh, the staff here are so supportive. 

Collegial support, in Belinda’s view, involves much more than teamwork.  

Sometimes, she just needs to get things off her chest and having a colleague she can trust 

to share those moments with has been important to her.  Jack, in the classroom next door, 

is her confidante.  Jack ... and I are each other’s rock. He’s exactly … in his teaching career 

where I am. We work very well together and we often… are each other’s sounding board. I 

think that support is the key, the core of everything, you know, including resilience. I think 

if ...you didn’t have that you’d be a total stress head, you’d be worrying about everything 

you did. I know I can go in that [shared office] and go, “I’m going to swear.” I know I can in 

that room. That’s our vent room. We pretty much talk about everything as far as the school 

goes. Now Ruby  ...she’s the one I go to if it comes to something academic with the kids, 

because she knows all these kids ... she is amazing, she knows the kids so well. Helen is 

another; she’s just beautiful. She’s ah, ... she’s very arty... sometimes I’ll just go to her to ... 

unwind and talk. We’ll often have a bit of a joke ...and just a chat.    

Nope. No professional learning on creativity… or resilience 

I wondered whether the support that Belinda received from colleagues and school 

leaders extended to professional or collaborative learning opportunities related to 

resilience or creativity. Nope. No professional learning on creativity. I haven’t ever 

registered that its part of the curriculum. And I look at [the curriculum] regularly, like my 

planning folder has the curriculum sitting in there, but I don’t really … occasionally I see the 

word ‘create’. I’ve always just gone into like the history curriculum, the math curriculum, 

science. The same was the case for professional learning related to resilience. It’s not to say 

that it isn’t out there, but … while I know there’s always room for improvement, it’s not 

something where I’ve said to myself that I’ve really got to focus on, or you know, I don’t feel 

I have a huge need … I’ve got higher needs in my practice than resilience; I think. That said, 

Belinda noted that it is the curriculum itself that at times challenges her resilience as a 

teacher. Just trying to get through all this content sometimes … feels impossible. And, [the 

Principal] said, “you won’t... it’s physically impossible to get through all that.” All the 
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different standards, there’s so much to cover... It was a huge weight off my shoulders when 

the Principal said that. Because, I’ve been pressuring myself that I had to get through all 

this, and I was pushing the kids that we’ve got to get through this, we’ve got to do this, 

we’ve got to move on. It makes it hard … to be creative. But when he said that, it gave me 

the OK to slow things down, take a little bit of pressure off ... to breathe.    

While there has not been any form of professional learning opportunity presented 

to Belinda to develop her skills in nurturing students’ resilience, there has been support in 

the form of resilience-building programs that are run at the school. Jasmine, who is our 

social worker, is running a Happy Bag session for some of the girls. Ah, I’m not entirely sure 

how that runs but I put [forward] girls’ [names] that were … perhaps struggling a little bit in 

the friendship area. There is one girl whose name I put up for the program because ... her 

resilience was quite low. And, there’s a woodwork [group] on Wednesday afternoons. ...One 

of the grandfathers comes in and does woodwork and the kids I’ve put up for that are ones 

who … my boys who maybe don’t have as many successes because their literacy scores are 

low, or you know, they ... struggle with friends. And I think our [Health and PE teacher] has 

done quite a bit of work with those girls on resilience. Whether resilience per se is always a 

focus ... I’m fairly sure it would be ... because it’s something we talk about a lot, you know, 

as a staff, about the resilience of some kids.     

I wondered if anything came out of the various programs run by the school, that 

informed the way Belinda nurtured her students’ resilience. Maybe conversations? We’ll … 

often compare notes I guess... There was one student here that … I was … a bit worried 

about and I actually said like, I want to put her forward for an assessment. And I talked 

about it with [the PE teacher] and I said … “look I’m just wondering about this child” and ... 

then he actually said, “you’ve hit the nail on the head, I’ve noticed exactly the same thing in 

PE.” And then there’s one of the kids in here who's on an IEP mostly because of low 

resilience. He’s been a lot better this year, ah, but, … I was bracing myself that I was going 

to... have to work on that with him this year, but I haven’t, because he has matured. We 

[staff] go to each other ... share resources, and talk, “you had so and so last year... how did 

you deal with that lack of resilience.” And I think intuition is important too. So, the kids 

could be …  being a right pain in the backside, and you’ll realise that, that’s actually 

got nothing to do with the fact that their pencil’s broken, or their whatever it is, there’s 

something else going on... and knowing that. So, I think as far as the kids’ resilience and 

reacting to their ... lack of [resilience], having some intuition and again knowing, 

being ... very familiar with them, building relationships with the kids. 
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Seeing resilient and creative practice in a new light 

Over the twelve months that Belinda and I had been meeting to discuss resilience 

and creativity she told me that her thinking had not changed a great deal from the first day 

we met. She still thinks of creativity as arty stuff mostly, but she can see that some of the 

things she does as a teacher in developing learning activities and resources ... is a creative 

product. She also told me that her creativity is mostly recognisable in her spontaneity as a 

teacher and... in being able to come up with ideas on the spot... I was thinking about that … 

what does she mean by creativity and creative teaching practice? ... and I thought... it’s 

knowing the kids and being able to project, or, put things across in a way that will connect 

with them. Doing stuff that’s interesting to the kids and changing it up regularly. And, I think 

it’s … doing things a little bit left of field to keep the kids engaged. That’s the way I see it. 

Which is what I always try to do... As far as her resilience goes, she is still her own worst 

critic, but she doesn’t let it get her down, she just keeps chipping away at things.     

Belinda’s response that her thinking had not changed much was interesting as from 

my perspective, it appeared that her thinking, particularly in relation to creativity, had 

indeed developed. When she thought more about it, she did seem to recognise some 

changes in her own practice, particularly in the way she nurtures her students’ creativity. I 

mostly just keep coming back to the actual concept of the lesson and letting the kids use 

their own creative thinking about whatever it is. And sometimes, I can be a bit theatrical in 

how I respond to their ideas. Being theatrical, you know, I think that’s being a little bit 

creative on the hop, perhaps, you know, being animated and ... I’m a bit whacky 

sometimes, … celebrating some of the things that they said. And, being able to tolerate high 

noise levels can in some situations, assist … in nurturing creativity. Because... I was 

reflecting on the lesson we did the other day and I was thinking, “oh my God they were so 

noisy.” But then I didn’t create an environment that encouraged anything else. So, it was 

just the nature of the lesson. It was always going to be noisy ... because I wanted them to 

be ... working through shared ideas. And, in order to think creatively [and in this particular 

scenario] they had to be animated to an extent. You know, there was a time when I would 

have said that my creative teaching doesn't actually nurture students’ creativity as well. But 

I was sitting back and watching that video of my teaching that you gave me, and I was 

thinking about that ...and some of the ideas that they were offering up... in actual fact they 

had to think really creatively to come up with those things. And, I [wonder] if I hadn’t done 

those... all that creative adlibbing, hamming up stuff, whether they would have come up 

with their own, or whether they would have been as engaged to do it.       
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You guys are groundbreakers!   

Feeling very proud of her achievements, Belinda shared an artefact which she 

believes represents her understandings of resilience and creativity, particularly in terms of 

her teaching practice. It was a resource she developed which, as far as she was aware, no 

one else at any of the schools she had worked at in the past, had done. I said to the kids – 

and this is close to my heart – I said to the kids “we’ve kind of hit a groundbreaker at our 

school, because no one here has used the technology and incorporated it into learning in the 

classroom... so you guys are groundbreakers!”  I’ve created … a year 5/6 website, and our 

kids can access … most of their learning at home now. It came about because two boys in 

my class … who are in year six … have very low literacy skills … they can’t read. So, rather 

than me sitting next to them all the time, and reading to them, I created this site with all 

sorts of accessible resources on it. So, it’s like a flipped classroom. For example, there’s 

videos on there, there’s stuff for them to read, there’s a song, ...there’s lots of things that 

they can access that doesn’t rely on strong reading skills or things like that.  Here Belinda 

felt that her website resource was enabling, particularly for students with low literacy 

skills. She told me that this helped with their resilience as learners. And you know that old 

thing where parents ask, “oh what did you do [at school] today” and the kids say, “oh 

nothing.” Well, [parents] can actually go online and see, and they can talk to the kids about 

what’s on there. So, I kind of like to think that’s … helping students’ resilience.... [and at the 

same time] being creative. 
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4.3 Xavier   

    
… an optimal environment for creativity is really the same    
    as an optimal environment for resilience    

        Xavier  

    
 

Xavier is in his late twenties and is in his seventh year in the profession. He believes 

wholeheartedly in the value of continued learning. He takes every opportunity to gain from 

more experienced colleagues, through reading texts, listening to presentations by notable 

educators, through professional development opportunities and, through his work with 

students. He gathers new understandings and uses them to improve his teaching 

practice. He knows just how fortunate he is to be working in a school where professional 

learning is valued, and provides him with opportunities, resources and support to achieve 

his goals. Currently, his focus is on developing his students’ 21st century learning skills, 

including creative thinking skills, and developing their grit, including resilience. 

 

*     *     * 

The receptionist called through to Xavier to let him know I had arrived. The school 

Principal came out of his office to introduced himself, offering words of encouragement 

relating to my study. Resilience is a focus at the school, and he is keen to see what comes of 

the work. Xavier arrives at reception, welcoming me with a shake of the hand and gesturing 

to follow him along the corridor to his classroom. Xavier has a warm and friendly manner. I 

sense some uncertainty, and perhaps curiosity, about how our first meeting will unfold.      

Xavier’s year 5/6 classroom layout is very functional. Student desks are arranged in 

groups of four or six, with just one or two sets of two desks. The classroom has a separate 

room to the side for bags and coats, and in the back half of the room there is a divider wall 

separating a wet area and the L-shaped learning space. Xavier has positioned his desk at the 

front left-hand corner of the room, opposite the door. The electronic smartboard and 

whiteboard are to the side of his desk, at the front of the room. The yellowish painted walls 

remain mostly uncovered, though some posters and signage with practical information and 



   Narrative Portraits - Xavier 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

132 
   

guidelines are dotted here and there. On the same side of the room as Xavier’s desk there is 

one long wall of windows looking out over a treed play area, creating a calm ambience. As 

Xavier and I sit down to talk it is the end of the school day. Chairs are up on tables and the 

vacuum is whirring up the corridor outside the room. Our conversation begins with Xavier’s 

first memories of school.    

 

From student to teacher: Relationships and adapting to change 

After moving to Tasmania at age five, Xavier attended a local preschool in the 

North. He recalls feeling unsettled during his first days at preschool. He was the only Indian 

boy in the school. I didn’t see any other people who looked the same as me. So, I think ...I 

might have cried going in to my first preschool. I’m sure I would have enjoyed it after the 

initial stages, but I just remember being nervous and probably scared a little bit too. I would 

have been the same at school, being an Indian boy. At home I had my brother and we were 

best of friends, playing together. Going to school was difficult to start with I think, trying to 

fit in. I don’t know if I was conscious of skin colour or not, but it was just something 

different, it seemed to me. I have lots of great memories [of school] as well.   

Xavier spent kindergarten through to year four at a public school. It was then that 

his parents separated and so he moved with his mother to a different location and 

subsequently, to a different school on the other side of the city for just four or so months, 

before returning to his first school to complete his primary school years. Xavier feels that 

this is a period in his life that significantly contributed to his development as a resilient 

person. Probably [because] when my parents separated, we were quite young. And, 

probably not having a father figure growing up. That’s a major thing. Like, my brother and I 

had to deal with that throughout our childhood. That was challenging … living in one spot 

then having to move. It was really difficult and … just seeing lots and lots of different, 

difficult circumstances I think has really helped me grow as a person and bring out my 

character as well. Mum - in her own way - nurtured what she believed would be good values 

to try to encourage us to have a really positive, successful childhood and outlook on life. But 

I think also, trying to build up my own sort of perseverance or grit in a way, to try to get 

through times that were quite challenging.      

Xavier has many fond memories of the significant relationships he developed during 

his primary school years. I enjoyed [school]; I really did. The fact of being with friends, I think 

that’s most important, and being able to work with them. But also, supportive teachers. I 
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have some fond memories of teachers in primary school, high school ah, college as 

well. Xavier has no doubt as to what makes a teacher memorable. It’s their personality, I 

think. If they really built a relationship and were just caring. Especially when you’ve got 

concerns and issues, it’s great when you are younger to find, ah, in life in general, that you 

can rely on someone to support and care, so I think that’s why I remember specific teachers - 

it's those qualities.   

It was towards the end of year ten in high school that Xavier had a conversation 

with a careers advisor who helped him to realise his interest in becoming a teacher. I was 

just at that stage of my life [where I] wasn’t really sure what I wanted to do. We had a look 

at some options and [the careers advisor] said “what are you passionate about?” [In year 

10] I was involved in helping some younger students, as a peer support [person], and I felt I 

really had a spark for working with people. So that led me down the path of wanting to 

pursue education.  Xavier was driven (and still is) to make a difference in children’s 

lives. Especially at school when I could see a result ah, working as a peer support for, 

someone in a younger year and just seeing that there was a difference made, moving a 

person from where they are at and getting them to a point where they’ve actually got some 

success. That to me is making a difference. 

 Xavier told me that his resilience had been tested due to some personal issues that 

occurred in his life during his time at university.  [While I have] some really fond memories 

of Uni, it was a difficult period in my life as well. Dad had been in and out of my life growing 

up. In my second last year of university Dad retired and moved away. That was difficult, 

because I [didn’t] understand why certain things happened and even though I tried as best 

as possible to block out things and persevere … it gets to you at certain stages, and it’s 

just really difficult to persevere mentally sometimes, with those challenges in life. Most of 

my family live in another country, so me, Mum and my brother relied heavily on friends for 

support during this period of disruption in their lives. Just knowing that other people are 

there to support and help and knowing that these things can happen in life, that helps.     

 

A well-supported beginning to a teaching career 

Working as a relief teacher immediately following completion of his degree 

studies was Xavier’s first experience as a qualified teacher. He signed a fixed-term contract 

for the final term of the year, at a rural school of fifty children in total. Xavier’s class had 

sixteen children across years four, five and six. So, it was a really small school, but a great 



   Narrative Portraits - Xavier 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

134 
   

place to work at. Although, he also found it a little nerve-racking... I felt quite 

overwhelmed. I remember driving - it was a long drive [from my home] to the school - lots of 

things were going on inside my head, just being nervous. But, walking into that classroom ... 

I felt empowered knowing that it’s mine, I’ve got stability there and I can put in my routines 

and expectations in the class. So, I guess it was nerve-racking and exciting at the same 

time.   

A professional learning opportunity was presented to Xavier in his first year which 

was beneficial to [his] overall success, including his development as a resilient … and 

creative teacher. It was a scheme, offered by the Department of Education, 

called Beginning Teacher Time Release (BeTTR). Through this scheme, teachers in their first 

year of service are released from their routine duties for around two hours per week so 

that they can undertake professional learning as required. That release time was really 

valuable … being able to access that PL and also the chance to observe experienced 

teachers, was really important. The following year, Xavier was given a short-term contract 

at another rural school, this time with a slightly larger student cohort. He told me that the 

year was interesting and challenging as he started with a year 5/6 for the first term, then I 

went to a 2/3 [in term 2] and then did some other support work there until some things 

happened with the year 5/6 teacher, and then I got moved back onto the 5/6 for the rest of 

the year. The school were aware that in order for Xavier to gain permanency with the 

Department of Education, he would need to work six consecutive school terms. They 

wanted to try and help me out as much as possible, so they kept my contract going without 

breaks.   

Xavier remained on the year 5/6 class at the rural school for three years 

altogether. The first year ... was exhausting. Oh, it was a great three terms, but it was a real 

eye opener for me, going full-time onto class. Xavier recalled moments during this year 

where his resilience was tested. For example, there was one instance that happened with 

this really challenging group that, yeah, I just had to stop and move on to something 

different and take a break from it. And it was probably just an accumulation of [things] ah, 

the group of students ah, probably my own planning and delivery of the lessons as well, that 

contributed to it. And, reflect[ing] on practice, it was probably the lesson design in some 

parts that factored in. It was around his third year of teaching full-time, that Xavier’s 

confidence as a teacher was starting to increase and I was more certain that this is where 

I’d like to be. I just began feeling a bit more ownership of the classroom as well. Xavier 

attributes his growth in confidence to the support networks he had established at the 
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school. There are so many experienced teachers that I have had as mentors. I had lots of 

questions in planning meetings for example, when there’s different styles of planning used 

that I haven’t been familiar with. So, they were really accommodating, and I found that so 

helpful.    

 

An established teacher: Connectedness remains key   

After three years, Xavier moved on to the urban school, Newborough Primary. It 

was his fourth year at the school when we met. His first couple of years there were on a 

year 4 class, then year 3, and this year he moved to the year 6 class.  His confidence has 

continued to grow, largely due to the environment in which he is working. He told me that 

collegial relationships and social connectedness have been integral to his success as a 

resilient and creative teacher. It’s been really powerful for me to work with more highly 

experienced colleagues to be able to draw on, or refer to them, for advice, and talk about 

the theory and practice. Just knowing that there’s people that you can touch base with or 

debrief with. And it’s the background information from teachers … things that may have 

been working with previous classes or previous teachers. Some of my children are finding it 

difficult with learning programs, so asking what I can do to help them, or a 

particular student; it just makes for a really positive environment that encourages you to 

have a go, trial things, try new teaching practices, and it’s really an encouraging place to 

work at. Xavier told me that he not only has the support of colleagues for these individual 

cases, but that there is a whole-school approach to supporting one another to, in turn, 

support the development of students’ resilience and creativity.      

At Newborough Primary School working groups have been formed whereby staff 

engage in discussion and development of resources and materials that support their whole 

school’s work related to various curriculum areas and matters of social and emotional well-

being. Staff get together and work on planning and influence the policy in the school.  I’ve 

been involved in the socio-emotional wellbeing team. We’re working on an advocacy role at 

the moment between staff, so if we’ve identified some children who really lack socio-

emotional learning skills [for example] and are in the at-risk category [we are] trying to 

work collaboratively to identify and support these children. We are working as a whole 

school - it’s not just a 5/6 problem, or an early childhood one - we are all working as a team. 

I think it’s a really positive direction for the school.   
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While this social-emotional team’s work is, by nature, more closely related to 

Xavier’s classroom work around resilience, I wondered if he also saw value in it for 

developing his creative teaching practice. I can. It’s given me an insight into how 

children are thinking, what some of the emotional factors are with them, within the 

classroom setting which has then helped me with my planning. Therefore, sort of developing 

my creativity in terms of how I plan and deliver the classes. And, because we [as a 

staff] have got such a great rapport with the children, we’re in discussions regularly during 

morning tea or lunch time [duty] to encourage children to explore – if they're in the sandpit 

or in a game situation - encouraging children to talk about ways that they can improve their 

game situations. The feedback we get from different teachers about children and their work 

habits, it’s really positive.     

Given this related work Xavier had been engaging in, I wondered how familiar he 

was with creativity as a General Capability in the Australian Curriculum. I am familiar with 

it, but I haven’t delved into the literature as much. From what I have been reading … it’s a 

difficult concept to define and so sort of up to interpretation within practice. But it’s 

probably allowing the people that you're working with to be inquirers. One of the things 

we’ve talked about at the staff level is inquiry and what that look[s] like; and developing the 

children’s thinking skills. So that’s something that I like to encourage through concept maps 

and mind maps as a teaching tool to show children how they can actually get what’s in their 

mind ah, these elaborate ideas, how they can actually share through a written or visual 

medium. And, I think it really is important to empower children to be involved in discovery 

learning.    

Professional learning: Mindset, resilience and 21st century literacies 

It was apparent through our conversations that Xavier’s school was supportive in 

offering staff development and professional learning (PL) opportunities on topics related to 

this study. Those opportunities have been important not only for developing Xavier’s 

teaching practice, but for his personal development as well. We’ve been talking a lot about 

Carol Dweck’s work on growth mindset and really encouraging grit and perseverance in the 

children. But also, senior staff are encouraging us to make sure that we are having a break 

and looking after ourselves, and [ensuring] work-life balance.  I’m learning a lot with 

mindfulness strategies. Not placing too much pressure on myself, I guess is a challenge 

because we care so much about our work. Another book [we are using] is by Angela 

Duckworth’s Grit. We’re slowly implementing that across the school. We’ve also had a PL at 

the beginning of the year - and senior staff have been working quite closely with - Resilient 
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Youth Australia since. We [surveyed] years 3 to 6 children … [and] have been unpacking that 

data. We had an interesting data set with a group of year 6 girls – the majority of them are 

in my class – where they are lacking in the supportive developmental assets, and a lot of the 

girls feel inadequate in terms of connectedness to groups or communities. I’ve been trying 

to do a lot of work with them in establishing networks or building connections. But I’ve also 

found that’s really tested my resilience, because they’re complex problems with the girls. 

And being able to run our classroom programs is quite testing at times. We’ve [also] been 

working with Lee Crocket [co-author of Literacy is not enough: 21st Century fluencies for the 

digital age]. It has been a big PL push, having sessions with him in the last couple of years. 

It’s the pedagogy behind the fluency of creativity, talking about ways that in the classroom 

you can nurture it. It’s just been … some models, a framework to be able to work with initial 

thoughts and ideas to implement in the classroom. We’re still working through that 

process.    

Understanding resilience and creativity 

Through collegial interactions and professional learning opportunities afforded him, 

Xavier has developed a sense of what it means to be a resilient person, and teacher. He 

believes a resilient person is persistent/resolute (or perseveres) during times of 

difficulty. [Resilience is] when you are faced with a setback or challenge in life … the 

knowledge that things happen in life and finding the best way to deal with it, instead of 

quitting something, it’s being able to persevere through those difficult times and 

challenges. Xavier believes that a resilient teacher is someone who [has] a bank of 

strategies ready knowing that a class dynamic varies every day [and] that things can 

happen at the drop of a hat with children's personalities and issues. You’ve got to be able to 

be a support for them. But also [be aware that while] there could be one or five children 

with issues you’ve got the rest of the class of thirty to cater for. So, I think it's vital that 

teachers are resilient, to manage that [and] that they share ideas to manage it. Sharing 

ideas can help with creativity too because feeling supported and relaxed can help when 

you have to think on the spot or be flexible. 

I asked Xavier to elaborate on these terms by sharing with me his understandings of 

creativity and, creative thinkers. I like to see [creativity] as a metaphor with a box …  

thinking ideas outside of the box. So, it’s not necessarily having a direct line [of thought] 

with an answer or question in a linear way. It’s being able to come up with multiple ways to 

solve a problem. An example Xavier gave of his creative thinking capacity was when his 

creative thinking was challenged but ultimately, came through in helping him solve a 
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dilemma. He and some friends were on an ‘Amazing Race’ themed tour and had to get 

some things done before we could enter another country. The plans that we put in place at 

a checkpoint area didn’t go so well. So, we had to rejig the plan, change up some things 

before we could move on to the next station and into Vietnam. It was a challenge. We had 

to think on the spot, and creatively. 

On being a resilient and creative teacher 

When elaborating his definition of resilience and creativity in relation to teaching in 

a school context, Xavier shared his belief that having an awareness of the 

potential challenges that each child brings with them to the classroom is important. He 

believes that as their teacher he needs to be able to keep students’ issues in the 

foreground ... knowing that the social aspects [are] critical to their development. I 

wondered how influential Xavier’s own experiences of separation and loss during his 

childhood and teenage years may have been to his ethos of care for his students. Knowing 

how to deal with … the socio-emotional aspects and being able to deliver your academic 

program, ah, you’ve got to have resilience... and creativity... in that sense. Xavier believes 

that resilient and creative teachers incorporate a variety of teaching styles into their 

practice. Just with the dynamics of children, one model for all just doesn’t fit. So, you have 

to have a variety of concepts, strategies and skills within your daily program to be able to 

cater for groups. It might be that if I’m running my maths lesson [I’ll consider] how I can 

engage children who are visual learners, as creatively as possible. So, that comes through in 

your planning. But then, something in your planning might not work, so you have to have a 

bank of ideas to move on with. You need to be able to be flexible to change your planning 

or change some structures within your program and still be able to deliver that in a way 

that’s meaningful and purposeful.    

Xavier used the video footage I had recorded during an earlier class, to reflect on 

moments within a lesson where he believed he had been a resilient and creative 

teacher. There was a change in routine for this lesson - and with the dynamics of this class, 

a change in routine can upset them - so, I had to be resilient in terms of following the 

guidelines and structures in place. I had wanted to work with a specific set of children 

throughout the lesson, but I didn’t feel that I could because [there were] 

some behaviour management issues to work with. So, I found that I had to draw upon my 

resilience to get across that. I believe I demonstrated some resilience too – persevering with 

the lesson when the technology didn’t work to begin with. That was being flexible and 

adapting the lesson. I only had a fifteen-minute window before the children were going to 
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enter the classroom and, having the lesson and intentions in my mind … working through 

technology not working, sort of put me on the spot. So, I think that was creative thinking 

and it was resilience as well, to get through that and stay calm.     

Having now established that Xavier sees himself as a resilient teacher, I asked 

whether he also considers himself to be a creative teacher. He believes that it can come 

down to perception. It’s a difficult thing when it’s just your perspective. But for me, in the 

classroom but also in life in general, I feel like I am a creative person. Creativity is such a 

broad-spectrum - it’s hard to define. It can depend in what context you’re considering it. But 

I think I am a creative teacher. If there’s an issue in the classroom that arises, and my 

strategies aren’t working or the plans that I put in place aren’t working, I’ve got to think on 

the spot [about] how can I fix this without interfering with the rest of the class. So, my mind 

is always ticking over in that sense... so a bit of spontaneity with my work and just in this 

dynamic of education I think it calls for your creativity because at any moment something 

can happen within the classroom or with a particular child, and just understanding that 

context. And, I guess probably being open to ideas and looking at problems and applying 

some strategies to work through problems, so hopefully coming up with a solution and 

modelling that for the children. For example, one time we had a real issue, this was in a 

game situation with organising daily PE for our classroom. There were a lot of ongoing 

issues and the structure just wasn’t happening, and that was ah, probably partly with my 

planning of it. So, I asked the children for their feedback and opened the discussion up with 

them and they were able to really help me structure it in a way that could work. And then 

we actually experienced success. So, being able to … grow from a setback. Or, allowing 

children to build on their creativity. And I think that’s one of the things when we are working 

with upper primary children especially, we have to encourage. It can’t end in early 

childhood, that kind of creative work.    

Relationships that nurture students’ resilient and creative development 

Xavier has a definite sense of the characteristics he possesses that have helped to 

create a safe learning environment for his students where he nurtures their resilience and 

creativity. Many of the characteristics he described reflected those qualities he valued in his 

own past teachers. Being calm and poised with the children, but underneath you're 

engaging in lots of mindfulness, that’s important. I think being calm [as a teacher] helps 

children to self-regulate their emotions and behaviours as well. So, I would say that I am a 

teacher who doesn’t like to raise my voice, and I’m firm but fair. I believe in talking to them, 

not at them and supporting them. So, I let them know “I would like to listen to your 
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feedback, but I have high expectations and expect your very best.”  So, if they’re in the right 

frame of mind for thinking then they should get the best learning done. But I think being 

able to show that, to model that, it should help children to be able to get into that creative 

space as well. So, I talk to the students about being able to listen to instructions and gather 

information and reflect rather than acting on impulse. It is a big thing for some of the 

greatest thinkers in the world and how having some of those traits can help you access 

areas of your brain where you can activate your creativity. We talk about how the brain 

works and make the connections through mindfulness. We talk about the pre-frontal cortex, 

and the hippocampus and the sort of connections, just very generic, but they get a lot out of 

[talking] about brain-based learning.  And for me to model that is really important. And I 

think being a listener, someone that they can talk to if need be is important. It’s a life skill as 

well for children to develop and again, being able to model that and then for them to be 

able to take that, not just in the classroom context, but also out into different contexts as 

well. I think, understanding [a student] as a person, building those relationships, strikes me 

as the most important, probably. Then you know when they can be challenged and pushed, 

knowing when things are affecting their life and they need a caring adult or someone they 

can talk to.    

Xavier believes the relationships that are fostered in the classroom - whether they 

be student-student or teacher-student - positively influence the students’ 

capacities for creative problem solving. In particular, he feels that positive relationships 

enable creative problem solving in groups. For example, one of the girls in the class had a 

dance item she was preparing [and] was struggling with how to do it. And without giving 

her the answers or pushing their own ideas some of the other girls helped her to come up 

with a method to [achieve her] goal, which was nice to see. I was overseeing it without 

influencing the thought processes. I just [used] positive praise and feedback. I think, the 

rapport between them and with me, really helped. As Xavier shared this story, he conveyed 

the same sense of intrinsic satisfaction with this outcome as he had when he earlier 

recalled the success he’d had with coaching the young cricketers; an experience that 

motivated him to become a teacher.   

 

But, relationships can be challenging at times 

However, positive teacher-student relationships haven’t always been easy to 

maintain. In the last couple of weeks, it’s been strained [between Xavier and one boy] 

because I’m his home room teacher, so I'm the person who enforces the discipline side 
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of things. I think at the moment he sees me as someone who is not allowing him to do what 

he wants to do.  So, I’ve got to try and work on repairing the relationship. And that’s the 

challenging part - we’ve had [a] really positive relationship - [but] at the moment it seems 

like it is strained. And, seeing where his anger levels were at the beginning of the year to 

where he’s come to at present, he had a marked reduction in out of school suspensions, and 

he realised that if he continued on the path of anger [and] a high level of anxiety and stress, 

that can have a real negative impact on him and his family. So, he did come a long way by 

the end of the year with it, which is great to see. Xavier said that through building this 

relationship with the boy he was able to recognise the warning signs [when] he was wound 

up coming in from morning tea or lunch. So, if I saw [him] worked up, I’d go and talk to him 

before the actual behaviour escalates, to work on breathing or relaxation techniques. 

Understanding from teacher to child, it’s understanding what they bring in each day, their 

own history. You need a rapport with them to be able to work with them and support them. 

I’m a firm believer that it’s vital to develop positive relationships with the students; just as 

Xavier’s teachers had done with him during his time at school.    

 

An optimal environment for creativity and resilience 

Significant in creating a safe learning environment for his class were the 

relationships Xavier had developed with his students, and that he facilitated between his 

students. Safety is the thing that comes to mind straight away. It’s what I can do as their 

teacher to make them feel included, and to make them feel safe. And that was one of the 

real challenges initially, is how do I develop an environment that these students can actually 

sit with their peers and feel safe and comfortable. I guess with the needs of your students - 

they all come from different backgrounds and varying home lives and for them to come to a 

place where they’re not going to be judged  for the way that they’re interacting and being 

able to take risks and feeling that they are not going to be brought down or anything like 

that by their peers, or in the classroom as such - is really important. And if they’re more 

relaxed and their anxiety is decreasing, then that’s going to allow them to access parts of 

their brain where they can explore their learning. So, an optimal environment for learning 

and for creativity is really the same as an optimal environment for resilience.      

Xavier’s comments so far reflected a belief that building students’ resilient and 

creative capacity is important. When children leave school, they need to be flexible and 

creative to be able to be sustainable in the workforce, or just in life generally.  And, I believe 

every child needs to be able to understand what resiliency is, and that it’s not just 
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something we talk about; it is an ongoing life skill. And that, you will face many life 

situations where things will test you, and you need to be able to have the skills, the 

strategies to be able to cope with setbacks and failures.   

 

Restorative practice: Promoting resilience and creativity 

Xavier reflected on the restorative work he had been doing with a group of girls in 

his class who, between them, were experiencing relationship issues. He noted the value of 

creative thinking in that process. Creative thinking processes empowers the girls. To have 

life skills [like] being flexible and being able to adapt to situations is really important. Not 

just in the classroom but outside of the school world. And then, coming up with strategies 

and ways to be able to think flexibly and being able to implement them, yes, that’s 

important. I come to school with a mindset of trying to get the best out of the children that I 

work with every day. I talk a lot about 'it’s a great thing to fail, because you learn from 

mistakes’.  And I try and embed that sort of philosophy I guess, throughout the 

program. Just as his own mother did for him and his brother, Xavier really [tries] to instill 

good life skills in them. I do say to them that academics will come, you know, if we work on 

the academics that’s highly important, but I believe in building the overall person. For 

example, Xavier had set his class to work in small groups and as he approached one of the 

groups, he noticed that they were having a disagreement. At our school we talk a lot about 

our values ... and really try and instill that in our children through restorative practice. And I 

tried to facilitate a conversation without me sort of taking over the group, because I wanted 

to see if they could work collaboratively. That was my ideal outcome for them.     

 

Structure and routine play a role in nurturing resilience and creativity 

While Xavier believes that much of his work in nurturing students’ resilience 

occurs incidentally, he said that he also plans explicitly in this regard, just as he does for 

nurturing their creativity. Within this planning, he often provides a structure to support 

student learning. You can’t know each day what [students] will come to school with on their 

minds or how circumstances outside of school have affected them. And it’s knowing the 

cohort that you are working with, so I try as much as possible to have a structure and a 

routine and make things predictable for those children that really need the structure.  And 

when I’m planning, if it’s a collaborative group environment I need to be really aware of the 

children that I’m grouping together. So, it’s part of my planned practice. But it’s not an 
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isolated lesson on some particular socio-emotional aspect. I’ve tried to integrate it as much 

as possible.  Xavier said that it is commonplace that he plans to work with students 

on perseverance and grit. When things aren’t going their way, I give them a strategy in their 

toolbox to be able to get through those moments. He mentioned a small group of girls in his 

class who had ongoing issues throughout the year. A couple of the girls react quite 

negatively, and they make self-worth comments that are quite negative. But the 

breakthrough has been when things haven’t gone their way at times, they haven’t reacted 

spontaneously to a problem. I’ve seen a few of them use some mindful purpose techniques 

that I’ve encouraged. And when they’ve done that, their strategies have worked really 

well.      

Sometimes Xavier also presents his students with a structure for working creatively, 

if he believes they need it to support their thinking. So, it might be a problem 

in maths where I pose a conundrum and talk about a structure. I give them a bit of guided 

practice as to how they could possibly look at attempting to solve the problem. But then 

there’ll be set points where I’ll just take a step back and find out from the students what 

their solutions to the problem are. And it might be things that I haven’t even contemplated 

that they’ve come up with. Especially with our inquiry units, or even just general questioning 

with children in different learning areas. I like to use the ‘think out of the box’ analogy 

with children and encourage them to come up with their own questions to [solve]. Today in 

a maths lesson, we had been working on a unit with angles and some children were talking 

about their measurements. They asked could they round up or down a degree to the fifth 

degree more or less than what the actual measurement was. I just stopped there because I 

didn’t want to give them the answer as to whether that’s valid or not. And then one of the 

children in the class discussion talked about airplanes and Flight Traffic Controllers having to 

have their measurements correct in order for a plane to land … and if they were out by so 

many degrees then that could cause issues. That was something that I didn’t even think 

about.    

I try to be calm and poised… though the feet are paddling under the water 

There are, however, a number of environmental factors that occasionally cause 

Xavier to modify or improvise his teaching plan. In the video footage of a lesson he ran, he 

noticed that he was doing a lot more talking than intended. Too much. I’m not sure why 

that happened. There are a lot of things in the lesson - how I planned it on paper and in my 

mind before delivering it - that actually look different [in the video]. And, I think it’s testing 

my resilience. You need to be able to think on the spot as you are moving along. Xavier 



   Narrative Portraits - Xavier 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

144 
   

noted that it is often the little incidental things that cause him to stray from his set teaching 

plans. I think the telephone went off at one stage. And, these sort of incidental things that 

you don’t think about [in your planning] are a daily occurrence but you still need to be able 

to deliver your lesson. I try to be as calm and poised as possible, even though the feet are 

paddling under the water, and make sure that I’m a role model for my students. If they can 

see me trying to be calm and collected even though we’ve got [these] interruptions, then 

hopefully they can develop some of those behaviour patterns as well. Xavier told me that he 

sometimes he has to stop himself during class or after school when he is reflecting, and tell 

himself to breathe, and try to regulate myself that way.  Nonetheless, Xavier is aware that 

his teacher resilience is tested periodically and in several different ways.    

 

Finding time: Seizing the moments 

Time, or lack of it, sometimes challenges Xavier’s teacher resilience and capacity to 

nurture students’ creativity. Trying to get around to all the children to provide feedback on 

their progress within a given timeframe is a challenge. Feedback is something we are 

working on with the wellbeing team. We say, ‘in order to act on feedback you should have a 

growth mindset; the feedback is a way to improve’. But finding time to provide that 

feedback and encouraging students to keep working on it, can be difficult. My gifted 

children or the confident, capable children, are the ones I probably don’t get to enough. And 

that’s probably the draw of the high-needs children who necessarily [take] up a lot more of 

my time.  That really impacts on my resilience.  I’ve acknowledged to those children that I 

don’t get around to you enough compared to some of the others. By them acknowledging 

that and understanding it, they’re showing a level of resiliency as well. But I worry about it.   

Xavier said his capacity to nurture students’ creativity is also impacted by time. I 

find that there are so many questions that children come up with that I don’t do them 

justice by spending more time debriefing and talking, because we do have to get through 

the curriculum. There’s content and outcomes that I need to be able to get to within a given 

year, to prepare children for their next year of schooling. That's really challenging.  But we 

are trying to seize the moments as much as possible.  A child might be really engaged and 

hooked within a task and is just on the cusp of coming out with more great ideas or 

thinking, and then all of a sudden, you’ll have PE or Music. And, [while] this probably comes 

to the resiliency as well, it may be that I’ve done all of the planning for what’s going to be a 

great lesson but then a child might come in from the weekend distraught by some sort of a 

family dispute, or something going on with friendships, and then that’ll really impact on the 
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way I can help that child to access the work. And reporting all of the work that goes into the 

academic side of school at times I feel that there are moments, teachable moments where 

I’d rather spend a bit more time working on that. So, I think time is a constraint that we 

have in the classroom.    

 

Supporting diverse learners: Challenges and frustrations 

Xavier’s class includes several students with really high behavioural and social 

issues. Sometimes there’s just defiance or refusal that really tests the resilience in you as a 

character. But you’ve got to try and deal with that and try not to let that impact upon your 

work. He has been working all year with a boy who displays extreme behaviour issues. Right 

now, the [behavioural] contract isn’t working, and that’s something that I’m really having to 

reflect on - my practice and strategies - and really having to show perseverance with, 

because I want the best learning outcomes for him, and success for him. But it’s really 

challenging to do that on top of working with the rest of the class. At the moment yeah, I 

am frustrated by that. And, I have another boy who was on a part-time enrolment, and 

throughout the year his situation with his school and his life, his resilience, has been a 

challenge because I’m just really unclear about what his future is going to hold for him. 

And, at the moment, he’s not attending. When he was attending our school, there were 

breakthroughs in that he seemed like a child again, not having to be influenced by 

teenagers or other adults, and just to be able to come to school, enjoy being in the 

classroom, and try and build some friendship groups up. And, to get him to that level where 

he could come to school took quite a bit of perseverance. There was a transition, so he 

moved away from [this] area, and [now] he's moved back. But now he’s a school refuser. 

So, in terms of putting in the support structures and all of the work that went into having 

him successfully be at school and now to see that fall away is disappointing.  At times it’s 

difficult just to think about his future.     

Xavier occasionally finds that the students’ needs challenge his resilient and 

creative practice.  I’ve got one boy with Asperger’s - on the higher end of the spectrum.  And 

I find that the messages aren’t getting through to him. We had a really interesting PL with 

[a specialist who] talked about transition and even some of what we think low level 

transitions are - moving around in the room and moving to a specialist lesson - for people on 

the spectrum that can bring a lot of anxiety. So that was really interesting to have that 

understanding of [my student]. So, I’m trying to use a visual timetable with him and make 

it really clear and explicit what he needs to be working on. Then, if he completes this he 
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should be able to get a reward. I’ve found that throughout the year that’s worked really 

well. I’ve had some valuable feedback from other staff members who have worked with him 

and working with [his] Mum and [the specialist] as well. And it’s interesting because he’s 

very fixated on certain interests - astronomy and space. And he had an idea with the actual 

task that we were working on to implement something from an interest area, and that was 

something before the lesson started that I had to have a quick think about, how I could work 

with his idea, but also link it back to what we were working on. I try to factor that in, where 

possible. But the thing in mind is for him to be able to understand what I need him to be 

working on [and] to complete the set task. That’s a challenge because we’ve been working 

at this school, on streaming groups and with some of the programs we’ve got in place, 

they’ve a very set structure that the students work to direct instruction and a set structure. 

It’s been so regimented it’s (pause) I feel at times that there are areas where my creativity, 

is stifled a little bit, because we’ve got a set structure to follow.  And at the moment I’m 

finding that there’s some triggers with his behaviours. [He's] possibly anxious about high 

school next year. He’s refusing to take part with his work contract, trying to manipulate the 

contract so that it suits him, so he can gain rewards when he hasn't earnt [them]. He’s 

exhibiting lots of low level negative behaviours. It escalated last week where it went straight 

to his red card for high level defiance. For me personally, I’m really grappling with how to 

engage him back with his learning program, and just trying to work on some strategies that 

I can build to get him through this last six weeks of term.    

 

Emotions can stifle resilience and creativity 

There are times when emotional factors challenge Xavier’s resilience and teacher 

creativity. When you are stressed [and] just find that there’s a block in your thinking – I've 

had moments like that in the classroom where it just hasn’t worked. I’ve had to stop the 

lesson and just go on with something else. I got stressed because of some difficult students 

and just trying, and just persevering probably wouldn’t have worked – even though that’s 

something I would try to do as often as possible. There are other circumstances that can 

cause Xavier stress as well. Sometimes just hearing some of the things that go on with 

children, that really can get to you at times. Some of the background information with some 

children, and higher needs children can be draining. You feel for them. I think at times when 

we are caught in the moment, and that’s all building up that I think that we forget to be 

able to relax ourselves or just get into that calm state of mind, and I think that really does 

stifle creativity. And I think it’s for each individual teacher, if that’s the case, to be able to 
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really work on mindfulness. And then I think that when I get stressed it’s a real constraint 

to my creativity - creative teaching.    

 

Xavier’s view of resilient and creative practice 

Reflecting on a recent lesson with his year six class, Xavier shared with me the aspects of 

that lesson that he believed to be both resilient and creative. My vision was to create a 

platform for students to communicate and build that sense of community and belonging 

through circle time. It took a lot to set up initially, but I believe that [it] was a real power for 

my classroom to have, and I think a lot of creativity was put into it in terms of the 

management, the structure, the organisation. So, [I began by] giving the students a bit of 

history about circles and the use of them throughout different cultures and talking about 

how it can build community. One of the things that we spoke about is developing the 

positive classroom culture and ways we can do that. I broached the subject of having circle 

time [as] a way to develop that culture. So, it was a bit of buy in from the students as well, 

getting their input into it. Circle time can have many different focuses and it’s one way we 

can [help] children to be included with their peers and explore other curriculum areas 

through circle. It’s creating that safe learning environment [which is] important for the 

children. And thinking about scenarios where if a child doesn't feel comfortable with a 

certain question or an activity, then thinking on the spot as to how I can cater for those 

children to still be included. And, sometimes we talk about social and emotional wellbeing 

and then I give them some different contexts or experiences where they may be challenged 

and [use that to] build on the skills that we are learning at school. And, they always have a 

right to pass if they feel anxious [or don’t want] to speak. We developed our classroom 

expectations with circle time; it was us together. That was a big emphasis, that this circle 

time is about us.   

 

The correlations between creativity and resilience are standing out… 

Xavier and I met for the last time, early in the following year. Reflecting on the year 

that had passed, he told me that one of the most significant influences to his thinking about 

resilience and creativity since we began, was in the reading that he had been motivated to 

engage with both to complement our conversations, as part of his ongoing endeavours to 

improve his own practice, as well as in meeting the aims and objectives of the school he is 

working at. Looking at Carol Dweck’s work [on mindset] and Angela Duckworth’s 
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work [on] grit ... the correlations between creativity and resilience is standing out a lot more 

since last year. Duckworth and Dweck share analogies relating to some of the most creative 

thinkers of our time [and] the fact that, being dealt setbacks, they haven’t let that deter 

them from pursuing a goal or a dream, or a vision. And talking about, I guess, case studies, 

or data sets that back up being able to persevere through difficult times. Yeah, it’s been 

really heartening to look at. And that sort of challenged me to explore other areas of 

practice. And, I think my level of questioning and levels of feedback have improved since last 

year. And the creative aspect of students’ work, I believe has improved since last year. So, 

through the literature on growth versus fixed mindsets [for example], my knowledge base 

from last year to this year has improved. And, the way that I’m delivering lessons and 

interacting with students has improved since last year.     

Xavier had previously shared his belief in the importance of adapting theory to 

shape his teaching practice and this is one belief that had remained unchanged. Going back 

to the theory and research has been important. And in relation to the 21st century learning 

work being done at [the school], just understanding context and working on ways to be able 

to nurture it and deliver it in the class, or allow children to build on their creativity, has been 

beneficial.  And I think that’s one of the things when we are working with upper primary 

children that it seems as if the younger, when they are younger they’ve got all these 

fantastic ideas and can think more flexibly or creatively and then it seems at the moment 

that it’s lost in the upper primary years, which is something that’s been a real insight for me, 

through reading literature like Dr. Ken Robinson’s work. I’m not sure whether [children lose 

their creativity] through curriculum demands or content demands but it then falls back on 

classroom practice where the teachers are under the strain of trying to deliver the content in 

order for children to work on specific tests.  Just say if it’s NAPLAN, and that’s maybe driving 

a different type of practice compared to early childhood.    

    

Beyond Monet: The Artful Science of Instruction Integration    

In preparation for our final conversation together, I asked Xavier to bring along an 

item that held personal meaning for him and his beliefs about resilience and creativity.  He 

brought with him a book that had been given to him by the Principal at his second school, 

which was also the school where he had his first, longer-term contract.  I just felt quite 

overwhelmed as a beginning teacher with a tricky bunch of students to work with. But 

knowing that was going to be my class for the year, was a really nice thing to have, rather 
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than not knowing between contracts where I was going to be. And my Principal there 

was really supportive of beginning teachers and wanting to give them resources or access to 

time to [observe] experienced teachers. And, after a conversation with the Principal, 

passed on this book to me which talks a lot about pedagogy - exploring passions and sparks 

of teachers. And it made the link which I hadn’t really thought of at the time, of teaching as 

being an art form.    

Finding this book again after some years, Xavier benefited from reading it again. It 

got my headspace into analysing my teaching practice and doing a lot of reflection. It’s just 

a very motivating book for me. It talks a lot about the craft of teaching and constantly 

reflecting on your practice to improve student outcomes. But then, also for you to keep 

developing as a professional. I find that really motivating because there’s many, many 

things that I feel like I still need to be constantly learning, and I just find that getting back 

into that reflective practice is something that is sort of working.  

Certainly, Xavier had been engaging in a lot of reflective practice throughout this 

study, and a lot of professional development related to creativity and resilience as 

components of the broader work the school had been doing on 21st century fluencies, 

growth mindset and grit. He told me that this book had motivated him to do further 

research and learning on those topics and others, outside of school, just to do my own 

professional readings which has been really beneficial. Xavier had used the ideas in this 

book to strengthen his questioning skills and tactics to get to the bottom of some social 

issues going on with students. So, if I wanted to find out some information about what the 

students are taking in I guess, [a] question that I wanted to focus on, but then knowing that 

perhaps something has happened in the classroom that may mean at that particular 

time that I wouldn’t be able to ask that question because of, say, a social matter ... just 

working out how to be able to come around that, and there are some tactics in here where 

you can still get some feedback off a child [even if they’re] not necessarily verbalising it.     

And, the title intrigued me - talking about The Artful Science of Instruction, and then 

I noticed that it was Beyond Monet, at the very beginning, so that ... got [me] wondering 

why the title was as such, and then being able to understand that it is an art form, that 

there are just so many layers to be able to work in our field.  [The book] embeds a lot of 

practice of creativity and resilience.
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4.4 Kate   

 
...it's only the limitations we put on ourselves that   

prevents our creativity from surfacing.    
                                                                              Kate  

    
Inspired by those who taught her during her very early years at school, 

Kate had always known she wanted to be a teacher. Along the way there were some 

interruptions to fulfilling her dreams and some twists and turns in life that challenged her. 

There were times of hardship and times of joy. Ultimately though, she achieved her 

goal and was now settled in her year 5/6 classroom.  Kate is an articulate lady who, in her 

mid-thirties, has a good sense of her own resilience and creativity as a teacher. It 

was about halfway through the year however, that Kate was to face her toughest challenge 

yet. It was at this point she said goodbye to teaching and to this study.  

 

*     *     * 

    

I raced across the busy road, traffic zooming in all directions. I entered the 

school grounds through the older area, eventually finding my way to the office. A quick 

phone call made by the Receptionist and Kate soon greeted me with a cheery smile and 

hullo. Ushering me through the door and along the corridor, out across the courtyard 

where children were playing and finally, to her classroom, Kate is full of energy and 

seems genuinely pleased to meet me. It is recess time and Kate has the next block off 

class due to a specialist dance activity happening in the school. Other than a coat of 

paint and new blinds, Kate’s classroom resembled one I remembered from my own 

school days. There was a warm glow to the room and the atmosphere was 

welcoming. The classroom walls were full of the children’s artwork, there was barely a 

space left uncovered. The displays were presented with quite an artistic flare, with 

colourful borders and signposts to guide the viewer through them. Children’s workbooks 

and papers were stacked here and there, and there was a relaxing reading corner with 

bean bags and a listening centre as well. We settled straight into our conversation as 

time was precious and I was keen for Kate to tell me how she came to be the creative 

and resilient teacher that she believed herself to be.    
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From student to teacher 

Kate shared her memories of growing up and starting school in a seaside 

town in the 1980s. She recalled making her way along the school path and into the 

classroom for her first day of Kindergarten. Mum was holding my hand and I was 

crying, sobbing, I didn’t want to go to school. It turns out that Kindergarten was good 

though. I remember my kindergarten teacher very well; she was a special kind of 

lady. I remember a puzzle … it had a fairy-tale princess scene on it, and I was 

entranced by it. The colours were beautiful: blues, purples, pinks. My teacher often 

got it down off the shelf for me without me having to ask. She knew how much I 

loved it; I suppose. The other thing I remember was meeting a girl in the playground. 

She was a year or two older than me. I can’t remember her name, but I can see her 

face.  She was someone I looked forward to seeing each day. She would sit and talk 

with me and then teach me hand clapping games. I remember ‘A sailor went to sea, 

sea, sea to see what he could see, see, see…’ (laughed). The teacher I had in 

years one and two was wonderful. She was very matter of fact but in a caring way, 

if that makes sense. She helped me to enjoy school, enjoy learning. Really, she was my 

inspiration for becoming a teacher. And Art, I really enjoyed art time at school. And at 

home, Mum was always happy for us kids to set up a table covered with paper and 

paints, or drawing materials, arts stuff, you know. Mum loved our work no matter 

what (laughs).      

Kate’s father passed away when she was seven years old. Mum really didn’t like 

living in Greytown anymore, it was a small place, you know, where everyone knows your 

business. She struggled with that after dad died and I think she needed her own mum 

more at that stage, to help with my brother Tom and me. So, we all packed up and moved 

up to the city, to Bentley. Mum had to work full-time so during school holidays, she would 

sometimes send me off to do things during the day like painting classes. I remember that 

an older fellow called Garry had a studio down in Lakeside. He’d run all day sessions a few 

times a week; he was really encouraging. So yeah, I guess I’ve always been involved 

in some kind of artistic pursuit, one way or another. I quite liked the school [in Bently]. I 

have lots of fond memories, mostly about people and teachers, I think. I met Anna, my 

best friend there, and we stayed friends all through primary school, and we've kept in 

touch.   



   Narrative Portraits - Kate 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

152 
   

Other than the fact that Kate’s mother relied on her older brother Tom to look 

after her at times, she told me she didn’t necessarily feel any different to her 

peers despite having lost her father. I think mum sheltered us from a lot, so that we’d 

feel as ‘normal’ as possible. I really had no clue until I was older how hard it must have 

been for her. She struggled to make ends meet sometimes. One of Kate’s school friends, 

Airlie, lost her father during year 8 at high school. I heard conversations where friends, or 

friends’ parents, would be saying things like “Oh poor Airlie and Jess (her sister), it’s going 

to be hard for them growing up without a father.” When I heard that I thought, hang on, I 

don’t have my dad either. Should it be hard? Is this hard? I don’t know. And, I kind of felt 

guilty that I wasn’t finding it particularly hard. I mean, money was tight, I wore second-

hand clothes, but it wasn’t something that worried me. We always had what we 

needed. Of course, I felt sad that my dad was gone, of course from that side of 

things. But mum just must have done a great job of making us feel normal. I really felt for 

Airlie though because she was that much older when she lost her dad; she’d been really 

close to him too. I imagine that would have made it harder, in a way, being older.    

Kate’s high school years weren’t always easy to navigate socially. Friendships were 

harder – you had to really work at them. I wasn’t one of the ‘in’ crowd, but I wasn’t one of 

the dags either (laughs). People were so conscious of how they looked, what they wore, 

who dated who. Yuk! It was constantly uncomfortable for someone like me who wasn’t 

pretty, wasn’t pint sized or athletic. Oh, and even the Principal preferred the 

athletes. What is it about that? About the sporty ones being the popular ones, even with 

the adults? Even outside of school? I didn’t enjoy learning at high school either. Actually, 

I don’t remember learning at high school. It’s an awful thing to say, but 

it’s true. The thought of doing years 11 and 12 was, well, there was no way. Tassie 

seemed pretty ho-hum at the time and I couldn’t face any more school for a while 

after that. My aunt and uncle lived in Victoria and so after some begging and pleading, 

mum let me stay with them for a while.  And, a while turned into nearly eight years in 

Victoria (laughs) – two of them with my aunt and uncle.   

Kate told me that it wasn’t too long before she found a job and settled into life 

in Victoria. But, unsatisfied in her retail sales position after a few years, she made 

a decision to become a primary school teacher. I had always wanted to be just like my 

kinder teacher and my year 1 teacher, and it felt right to be thinking about that again. 

So, I enrolled in a teaching course. Uni was different. I learnt a great deal and loved 

it, loved every minute of it actually. I knew that teaching was right … the more I 
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learnt about it, the clearer that was for me. I came back to Tasmania when I finished my 

degree. My [then] partner - now husband - had just landed a great job here, so that was 

that really; decision made.     

Starting out as a teacher: The ups and downs 

Kate told me that it didn’t take long for her to find a teaching position 

and settle back into the quieter life in Tasmania. She was offered – through a friend of a 

friend – a short, fixed-term contract to fill in for a teacher on medical leave. I started off 

in a Prep class which is interesting because I had no intention of being an early childhood 

teacher by the time I finished uni. But you take whatever job you can get. The senior 

staff ... actually all the staff at the school were really helpful, especially when I first 

arrived. The teacher in the class next door took me under her wing, she was really 

generous, very nurturing. The class were just beautiful. I had no major issues with tricky 

children or parents to deal with; I was very fortunate. So, I started the year with that 

class as a relief teacher. One contract turned into another contract and so on until finally, 

they employed me until the end of that year. But it was under awful circumstances. The 

regular classroom teacher had become ill... she actually died in the end; it was awful.    

The school were welcoming towards me most of the time, but I had this 

feeling of not fitting in because here I was, in her classroom. And she was loved by her 

colleagues and students. Yeah, it was really tricky for a while. I felt quite uncomfortable. I 

wanted to be excited to be in my first teaching job … but I felt like I couldn’t be excited, 

because that would be so disrespectful; the staff were reeling, it was awful. It put a 

damper on things at first. God, that is such a selfish thing to say. I’m being honest 

though. I really felt for the staff and the children - everyone; please don’t get me wrong. 

But I also wish that I’d got my first job under different circumstances. This situation had 

tested Kate’s resilience in way she hadn’t experienced before.    

By the end of Kate’s first year of teaching in the school, she fell pregnant. We 

were getting married in the January and the school had offered me another term’s work 

in the New Year, so things were looking pretty good. That contract covered me until I 

went on leave. That was on a year 5/6 class. Boy were my eyes opened [with that 

class]. They just about ate me alive on the first day! I had pitched the get-to-know-

you games and story at the wrong level entirely. Year 5/6 children were very different 

then compared to how I remembered them from when I was a kid; they were older 

somehow, and more demanding. This group seemed very different to any I had met 
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during my pracs as well. They tested me in every possible way. One girl in 

particular just didn’t like me. She was rude to me, refused to do work, argued, sulked, 

you name it. She had a little possie of followers too, which made life difficult; she was a 

real ringleader. I remember going home and crying, not so my husband could see me 

though – not at first anyway. I cried in the shower (laughs). I didn’t want to look like a 

failure. You know, everyone – my husband, mum, everyone - had been saying for a 

year now, how great I was at teaching, how naturally I had fitted in to being a 

teacher.  So I felt a bit of a fool and I just kept it close to my chest. But it must have 

shown on my face because it wasn’t too long before Greg [Kate’s husband] was asking 

questions and then I just couldn’t hold back. He was a great support. He helped me see 

reason and convinced me to go to the senior staff for advice. I hesitated at first because 

like I said before, I didn’t want to look like a ... well, a failure. But [the AST] was 

wonderful. She wasn’t too surprised by what I told her, which was a relief. She gave me 

some ideas, some strategies I suppose, to try out – some worked, some didn’t – and she 

checked in with me every day or two to see how I was going. Really though, once I got to 

know the students things started to improve. You know, they say that relationships make 

the difference, and I guess I had always known that in the back of my mind. But, 

sometimes, when you get stressed by what is going on, feeling like you’re losing control, 

you forget the basics. You know, you forget ‘Teaching 101.’    

Teaching placed on hold while a new chapter begins 

The end of term one came around quickly and Kate felt that she had made quite 

a bit of progress with the children in her class. She was forming respectful and good 

relationships with most of them and even the girl who didn’t like me at first was better 

by then and friendlier towards me. I remember her really clearly because, well, because 

I’d had so much trouble getting through to her. But when she did come around, she was 

really interested in my pregnancy, always asking me about it and noticing when my 

tummy expanded (laughs). She was counting down the days until the baby was 

due. When it was time to say goodbye to the children and hand the class over to 

the replacement teacher, I had mixed feelings to be honest. It wasn’t a great time to 

leave these children because I was just breaking ground with them, and they were 

settling... our relationships were improving and that sort of thing. But I have to say, I was 

so excited, and nervous at the same time, but mostly excited about Lucy [the baby] being 

born. Initially I had planned to take just a few month’s leave, just to the end of that 

year, after having Lucy but... a few months turned into a few years. I couldn’t leave her 
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for someone else to raise. So, I was a stay at home mum until she started pre-school. I 

started back teaching part-time, with a couple of short contracts here and there but it 

wasn’t too long (pause) I forget how long, before I got a longer-term contract on a year 

5/6 composite class. I was with that class for a year then went on to a 3/4 composite for 

about 6 months, I think, then a full-time fixed term contract where I worked 2 days with 

year 5/6 and 3 days with year 3/4. That was at one school then I left there and, then 

I started a full-time contract in this school, and this is my third year here.    

Returning to school: A shift in teacher identity 

  It occurred to me that having only had a brief time as a teacher before leaving to 

start her family, Kate’s return to teaching may have felt somewhat like her first year all 

over again. However, when I asked her about it, she said that it had in fact, been quite a 

different experience. It’s been interesting because I was older than most beginning 

teachers, the others didn’t really see me as a beginning teacher. That had its advantages 

in some ways because I felt a bit more respect from other teachers than I’d had last 

time. But I was 31 by the time I came back. So, some [teachers] had expectations of me 

which I felt were a little higher than was reasonable, I guess. I didn’t want to keep going 

on about how I was just new at this and that some support would have been nice.  At the 

same time though, I sometimes felt real pressure if I didn’t know how to handle 

something. Anyhow, I have heaps of strategies under my belt now so that sort of thing has 

settled down. It’s only really now though that I feel like my teaching experience and 

teaching ‘expertise’, for want of a better word, have caught up with the expectations of 

other people (laughs).   

While the school were supportive of Kate, she told me that she managed this 

situation mostly on her own, with her husband as a shoulder to lean on when 

necessary. She never really felt empowered to approach her past Principals or senior 

staff, to tackle the issue. I don’t know, I just seem to prefer dealing with things in my own 

way. I might get growly or grumpy on the inside, and I might let that out to [my 

husband] but I wouldn’t show it at school. There was one person actually, but she 

transferred to another school, and we’ve sort of lost touch. Don’t get me wrong – the 

school is great – this is just me.    
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Resilience is… resilient teachers are … 

Kate had experienced a number of challenges to her resilience, some more life 

changing than others. Listening to her eloquently share her stories, it was hard to tell 

whether she was aware of her own resilient capacities or not. I asked her what she 

believed resilience to mean. Resilience is about being able to bounce back in the face of 

adversity. Very cliché, I know. But that’s how I see it. It doesn’t have to be a major issue 

(adversity), it might be something small. So, there’s different levels of resiliency, I think.  

A resilient person might be someone who has struggled with a maths problem for days 

but instead of giving up, he persists until he gets it. That’s an important level of 

resilience, for learning. What about the other levels of resilience? Well that’s the range 

of things you deal with, everything from extreme traumatic events in your life through to 

setbacks with career, or relationships, and all the way down to that maths 

problem you’re getting frustrated with trying to solve. Are you a resilient person, and a 

resilient teacher? I think I am resilient although, my resilience is tested when I am really 

tired. I don’t mean tired as in ‘had a late night’ but tired as in getting toward the end of 

the year, or end of the term even. I can feel really run down and when I do, I find it hard 

to be as resilient as I need to be. I can be overly emotional sometimes too, only since 

having Lucy (Kate’s daughter). So, I need to be careful not to let things get to me in 

class.     

I kept my cool, handled the situation and it was resolved 

There are times however, that Kate finds it very difficult to maintain a brave 

face. She shared a story of one such time and my mind was immediately taken back to the 

time that Kate had lost her father, and her mother had made life as normal as possible for 

Kate and her brother. The other day, it was the first day back for one of my students after 

her mother had passed away. It took all my strength not to burst into tears when I saw 

her. She was handling everything well but oh boy, I just felt for her and nearly lost it. I 

needed to be strong for her so that she could return to some level of normality, if that was 

possible. That’s the tough thing about teaching, you become so emotionally involved with 

your students whether you want to or not. Of course, you do. They’re your students, you 

are with them as much and sometimes more often than their own families are during the 

school term, you can’t help but become involved. And that’s important, that relationship. 

It’s a different relationship to what a family member would have. I had to be strong, and 

that was really tough. And, I think I was resilient during the lesson [on artistic 

storytelling] when the two boys on the back table [were] playing up, but I persevered until 
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I found a way of pulling them back into the activity... I kept my cool, handled the situation 

and it was resolved. They turned out some lovely artwork that achieved what I hoped they 

would. They were really getting on my nerves at first, the way they interrupted the girls on 

the table next to them, and the class in general. So frustrating at times. One of those 

boys in particular can be really persistent in behaviours. So, I’ve got to be persistent too. 

And I think I achieved that.   

Kate had noticed that in that same lesson, it was not only her resilience that was 

tested, but some of the other students’ as well. I guess I was nurturing [this girl’s] 

resilience resilience in that she was becoming really frustrated with [the boy’s] 

behavior too. But by giving her some tips on how to respond to him and having 

previously talked to students about their space and that they can politely ask someone 

not to cross into their space – those sorts of strategies – having done 

that really seemed to help her to cope. So, I think it was the preparation work that had 

gone before that actually helped nurture her resilience in this situation rather than what 

occurred on the day. On the day she just WAS resilient. This is what I’m most proud of 

too, the groundwork that has been done and then seeing it come to fruition in ways that 

help the children to make the most of their learning environment. That’s great.    

 

Creative people… see the world in a different way 

 I moved the conversation on to finding out what Kate’s broad understanding of 

creativity is. Creativity is that artistic or imaginative flair that some people have. I guess a 

creative person is someone who will do things a little bit differently, more interestingly. I 

asked Kate if she would elaborate a little on what she meant by ‘differently’ and 

‘interestingly’. Well, creative people seem to see the world in a slightly different way and 

can really capitalise on that in making an artwork or designing something new, I guess. Is 

art or design always involved with creative work? Oh, no, but I mean, artistic can mean 

more than artwork, you can be an artistic writer, for example. So maybe what I mean is 

that artistic and creative are similar, almost, interchangeable. We have a friend who I 

consider to be an artistic and creative writer. He is trying to find a publisher for a novel 

he’s just written, for teenagers. He’s a teacher but he writes as well, and he’s got a real 

artistic bent when it comes to expressing his ideas and creating images in your head with 

his words. So, that’s creative and artistic at the same time.    
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It was becoming even more apparent that Kate valued artistic, or creative, 

qualities in a person, which left me wondering whether she sees herself as creative. I can 

be creative, if the environment is right. Just as her mother had encouraged in her as a 

child, Kate liked to dabble in a bit of artwork here and there and I really enjoy those more 

creative pursuits when we do them in class. For me personally, to do creative pastimes, I 

need time though… I can’t think creatively or work creatively if I’m put on the spot or 

rushed. I mull over ideas (pause) or sometimes, I don’t mull at all, I just have something in 

the back of my head that I don’t think too much about and then when its ready, it will 

come out (laughs). So, that might be a painting, when I have time, or an idea about how to 

go about something. I don’t know, probably all sounds a bit silly really. But I just can’t be 

pushed to be creative but when I have time and I’m in the right head space, yes, I can be 

creative.   

A creative teacher brings colour to the classroom 

I asked Kate what being a creative person meant for her in relation to creative 

teaching practice and whether she could tell me what she believed creative teaching 

practice entailed. A creative teacher brings colour to the classroom. That is, she uses lots of 

different or alternative and interesting strategies to teach the same thing, for example. 

There will be lots of artwork, music making, freedom to dance etcetera. But there will also 

be lots of experiments done in the classroom when there is a creative teacher. I think it is 

about giving children options too. So, if a child is a musically intelligent person, he should 

have an opportunity to demonstrate his understanding through music, even if the topic isn’t 

directly related. So, tapping into multiple intelligences is just one side of it, I think. I try to 

change things up in the classroom all the time so that the learning doesn’t become dull for 

the students. I am always looking for new ways of working or design learning experiences… 

as well as opening up opportunities for students to be creative in their responses. So, I might 

talk about the topic, read a story about it, show some video footage … sometimes we might 

have a visitor to the classroom. Then, I might have the children write about it, draw if they 

want to, or record their thoughts with my iPad as an alternative way of submitting work, 

especially for assessment. So, lots of creative ideas in the classroom.      

I run visual art classes at least twice a week - so long as nothing gets in the way of 

that like assemblies, guest speakers or whatever. I’m always flexible enough to allow 

students to approach the work that I set in a way that suits them but that still achieves the 

learning goals. So, for example, the other day when we were writing responses to questions 
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about area in maths, [Ryan] wanted to draw examples and I was happy for him to do 

that. He did well with it too. It still involved a little bit of labelling and writing but it was just 

another way for him to work. So that flexibility [as a teacher], being okay with 

that happening, was important for him. He wouldn’t have participated otherwise. So, I like 

to think I’m a creative teacher.    

We are all born with creative capacities 

Kate told me that she believes we are all born with creative capacities and it 

is only the limitations that we put on ourselves that prevents our creativity from surfacing. 

You know, when we start saying, “oh look, I can’t sing” because we’d feel embarrassed if 

we tried and it didn’t sound beautiful. Or when you say, “I can’t draw... I can’t paint... I 

can’t dance” all those silly things that we say that really, when we say them too often, 

we start believing them. But you know, we never believe them when we’re little. Young 

children will pick up a paint brush and have a go at painting and most often, they’ll 

feel really proud of what they’ve created. It’s meaningful for them. But I don’t know, as we 

get older, we become so critical of everything, especially of ourselves. And I think, of our 

artistic abilities too. And it almost, it almost becomes socially unacceptable to say, you 

know, when we’re older, to say, “I did this and I’m proud.”  And I think we are 

especially like that in Australia aren't we... we mustn’t boast. So, for me, I truly believe 

that it is absolutely vital that we teachers do everything in our power to nurture students’ 

confidence as creative beings. We have to get away from these crazy ideas about what we 

are not good at or can’t do and help our children to keep striving to be as creative as they 

can be. They need to persist if they’re not happy with something and they need to practice 

but also, they need to learn to be happy with what they’ve achieved, for what it is and 

what it says about who they are and where they’re at. We need that for their 

futures too.    

Ways of nurturing students’ resilience creativity 

Kate used some video footage that I had taken of a lesson she ran a few 

weeks prior, to show me some examples of her endeavors to nurture her students’ 

resilience and creativity. Just the nature of the lesson is creative because the children 

had to tell a story artistically. They had choices too. They could select any or all of the 

materials that I provided for the picture story or they could find something of their own if 

they wanted to. A few of them found it hard because they don’t usually work like that 

and that’s where I came in to support them. We brainstormed some ideas and then they 
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were able to complete their pictures more confidently.  So, that was what I planned … for 

students to engage creatively in storytelling without words but instead, images created 

by them. I knew that some of the students would respond really well to this, but others 

wouldn’t. I’ve got a handful of children who don’t like doing art.  So, I group them 

together so that I could spend time at their table encouraging them and helping them to 

come up with ideas. I think it’s worked well. I asked Kate to explain why she thought this 

approach was advantageous for nurturing the resilience and creativity of this particular 

group. It was important ... because if they were stumped, and if they didn’t have 

support, they’d probably just have ignored the task and not felt that sense of 

achievement when it was done. A couple of them were really pleased with what they 

achieved. So was I actually.    

Limitations to nurturing creativity and resilience 

While Kate had been speaking about the limitations we put on ourselves in 

terms of developing creatively, I became curious about other types of limitations that 

she might experience in relation to her resilience and creativity as a teacher, and when 

aiming to nurture her students’ resilience and creativity. So, I guess, time constraints, 

you know, getting through all the daily routines, curriculum and that sort of thing would 

be the biggest challenges to my resilience and creativity as a teacher. It's hard to do 

something exploratory, you know... exciting, discovery learning, when there are time 

limits around what you’re doing. If you’re not careful, you can shut thinking down rather 

than inspire it. I have one boy who was going really well with his creative writing the 

other day but then the bell went, and he had to go out to recess. I couldn’t let him stay in 

to keep working on it (like he wanted to) because I had duty that day. When we 

came back to do our writing two days later, he was over it. He said he didn’t have any 

ideas and couldn’t be bothered. I had to do the teacher thing of course, but I totally 

understood where he was coming from, just quietly.   

I was interested to go back to what Kate had said about curriculum being a 

constraint to nurturing students’ resilience and creativity. So, [the curriculum] 

encourages creativity through the general capabilities and things, but it discourages the 

work that you do as a teacher and nurturing students’ creativity because there is so, so, 

so much to cover. And it goes wider than just the actual curriculum, there’s all the other 

things that we manage throughout the day that can get in the way. For example, you 

have a great class planned where students have some free choice and have opportunities 
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to express their creativity but then you have to change that plan, or your plan is 

constrained by time factors because there are other extra curricula things happening in 

the school that take priority. There’s always something else competing.    

However, curriculum, time and competing priorities weren’t the only 

challenges to Kate’s resilience when working creatively with her students. She told me 

that she sometimes felt constrained by views of colleagues who do not value the arts, 

nor her creative teaching and learning ideas. I guess, to a small extent, I [am] conscious 

of other teachers in the school who see this sort of thing as time filling, rather than a 

creative or artistic pursuit. So, when Kate was facilitating the lesson described earlier, 

where children were artistically telling a story, I was determined to have clear notes on 

the board about the storyline and that we were exploring different ways of sharing 

stories.  And that the pictures they created needed to indicate a beginning, middle and 

end to the story – it had to resolve. I think I can be a bit sensitive like that though, 

especially with these glass windows between our rooms. I just like to ensure that there 

are enough hints about the value of the task when we get the arts stuff out of the 

cupboard. I am really invested in my students’ creative development and I am really 

interested in art and dance and all those creative things so that really helps I think, when 

you can show your kids that these are important and just as valuable as other curriculum 

areas.   

Valuing the arts helps those children who have artistic tendencies to feel more 

comfortable exploring them. It helps children who might not have ever been exposed to 

the arts to feel more inclined to explore them. But because there are one or two who are 

less open, less supportive, I think I mentioned before that I sometimes feel that I have 

to be ready to justify any really creative work that we do in the classroom to one or two 

of my colleagues because they just don’t see the arts as worthwhile for the kids, you 

know. They don’t understand the benefits. So that can be tricky sometimes. They have 

very set, very definite ideas about how teaching should happen, and sometimes I just get 

a bit worried that they might have something to say when I get a little more creative.  

Mind you, they’ve never actually said anything to me to that effect. But others have had 

a few little issues in the past with them.    

Relationships are key for teachers and for students 

Given Kate’s experiences with colleagues who held contrasting views about the 

Arts, as well her earlier experiences where collegial expectations had placed a strain on 



   Narrative Portraits - Kate 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

162 
   

her interactions with them, I wanted to get an idea about what collegial support 

existed for her now, specifically in relation to developing her practice as a resilient 

and creative teacher. Oh, relationships are key for teachers and for students, I’ve 

always known that. We have some very helpful staff here who are always supportive. I 

can run my ideas past Tracy next door and she always has something to offer in 

return, it's great. I find it really helpful when a colleague will just listen and then, if they 

are more experienced particularly, offer advice about how it could run more smoothly, or 

how to manage behaviours when what I'm trying to do has the potential to get kids too 

excited, you know. The environment I work in is certainly influential in terms of my 

creative practice. Like I said before, the school on the whole is great, I couldn’t ask for a 

more supportive Principal and staff. And, I think another important influence is 

the strong relationships I build with my students. So, they trust me and if I suggest that 

they have a go at something artistic, then they are inclined to have a go. They feel safe 

to give it a go and they know that none of the other children or I will put them down if 

they struggle because, we’ll all be there to help them. That’s something I put a lot of 

effort in to, building that environment.    

The Arts, in particular the visual arts, were clearly important in Kate’s life 

and teaching practice, and they were apparently central to her understandings and beliefs 

about creativity. I wondered then, whether she was aware of creativity as a General 

Capability in the Australian Curriculum and if so, how that influenced her teaching 

practice. Um… yes, I’ve seen it and we’ve talked as staff about general capabilities but to 

be honest, that was a while ago now and I’m not sure that I can recall on the spot what it 

was all about. I guess that's because I am always working creatively with the children and 

because I like to nurture their creativity with plenty of immersion in the arts, and the like, I 

don’t really look back to the General Capabilities to guide my practice. I know it's there 

and I think I have a pretty good handle on it. As a staff, we’ve talked about creativity and 

the general capabilities though. It is through these conversations that Kate first learnt 

about that aspect of the curriculum.    

It’s about balance and flexibility 

On the last occasion we spoke, Kate indicated that she was further developing 

her understanding of resilience and creativity and what those things meant for her 

teaching practice. Like anything you do as a teacher, you are constantly trying to think of 

ways to do it for all students, to do it equitably. Nurturing their resilience and creativity is 
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no different. You can’t just consider one child; you have to consider all. [That is] if I allow 

one child to work in a way that best suits his or her capabilities or personal preferences, 

then I have to be prepared to offer that same opportunity to others if they want it. For 

example, some children just don’t like to work with creative materials [art materials] and 

others really thrive on it. So, giving them choices is important. If I accommodate the 

feelings or emotional needs of a student, then I do that for all so, it's about that balance 

and that flexibility, I guess.    

An unexpected ‘time-out’ 

 Kate and I only met on a few occasions. Sadly, she received news quite out of 

the blue, that she had an illness. This would require quite some time, extensive medical 

treatment, and resilience to recover from. Kate understandably withdrew from the 

study at that point so that she could focus on her health and her family. She generously 

allowed me to use the stories that she had shared up to that point, to develop this 

narrative.    

At the time of writing her story, Kate was doing well, and continues to do 

well. She told me that she’s been doing some painting again, now that I 

have some spare time.   
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4.5 Grant   

 
When the going gets tough, the tough keep going...    
                                                                         Grant’s Nan 

 

 

   
  

Just as he is celebrating his fortieth birthday, Grant is about to begin his fifth 

year in schools since graduating with his Bachelor of Education degree. Clearly a bit of a 

larrikin, he calls himself a late bloomer, with his tongue firmly planted in his cheek.  He 

knows that he has been fortunate to have always had a teaching position to go to, even 

if that meant a string of short-term contracts for a while. While Grant is not a natural 

Tasmanian, along with his wife and three children, he now calls Tassie home. Grant has 

experienced some challenges in life, and he is in no doubt that he is a more resilient 

person because of them. And he thinks that teaching, having children and perhaps, this 

study, may have shaped his creative side, more than a little bit.  

 

*     *     *   

 

The school where Grant works is in a busy, urban centre. An increase in 

government funding has allowed for some major renovations over the past few years, 

some of which are still very much in progress. Grant is in a make-shift classroom not too 

far from where the latest round of construction is happening. He assures me it's going to 

be great when it's all done. The school certainly is due for some updating. He excitedly 

tells me about some of the fantastic new spaces they are going to have when it’s all 

done. Grant has used students’ colourful artworks, posters and photographic images 

from around the school – taken by his year 3/4 children – to brighten the room. He lifts 

some chairs down off tables for us to sit on and we begin our conversation. Grant is full 

of enthusiasm and is curious to find out more about how he can contribute to this study. 

We began with his very early life story, right where it started, in sunny Queensland.    
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That was a tough time 

Grant was raised by his grandmother with help from his mother. As a very young 

boy, Grant didn’t really notice anything different about his family situation; it's just how 

it was. His mother was great, when she was home – she worked a lot – and he felt very 

loved by his Nan. Memories of his early days in school were a little hazy for Grant 

because according to him that was a mighty long time ago (laughs). And he didn’t 

necessarily go to school every day. Nan would just let me stay home and keep her 

company if I felt like it, and I felt like it a lot. Well, that is until I was a bit older and 

discovered girls... then I wanted to go all the time (laughs). High school was kind of good 

anyway.    

Grant explained that it was good, because there were so many things to do 

and friends to enjoy, footy, handball, cricket, chess club, and lots of mates to hang out 

with. I wasn’t the greatest scholar, but I did all right on the whole. Grant remembers 

one teacher fondly. We used to call him Mr. T because his name was impossible to 

say. Mr. T ran the chess club and he would often sit with Grant and chat about all sorts 

of things. There weren’t that many kids that joined the chess club.  Mr. T got to know 

us pretty well. He was always interested, you know, interested in how we were, and he 

was really genuine, I think. I always remember that. And he’d always be coming up 

with new plays on the chess board, trying to trick us with them. And we’d try and 

invent new games too. He was a nice man.     

In Grant’s late teenage years, things took a decidedly sad turn. Nan passed 

away when I was seventeen. Then I lost mum a little over a year later.   

Yeah, that was a tough time.    

A career change: Becoming a teacher 

Grant worked in a few different retail and cleaning positions for the next few 

years after leaving school at the end of year 11. I didn’t enjoy any of those jobs. The 

sports store was okay. I was interested in sports so there was a bit of a connection for 

me. I stayed there the longest. None of the other jobs appealed much though. I 

thought about joining the army or navy for a while. I sent for some information on it 

but never actually did anything about it. On a number of occasions, friends had 

suggested to Grant that he should think about doing teaching because he was good 

at explaining things and liked helping people. I used to like helping out with coaching 
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down at the local junior footy club now and then, that was good fun. I liked it when 

they got the hang of something... it felt good. Grant did consider teaching, but the 

thought of uni study was pretty overwhelming. And going out and having fun with 

my mates was more of a priority at that age (laughs). He eventually moved on to a 

new position with an air freight company. When I applied, I actually thought it was 

going to involve some travel, but it turned out it was just another sales job really.     

It was while he was working this job that he met a girl from Tasmania who had 

recently moved to Queensland. They were married a few years later when they were 

both twenty-four. A year into their marriage, Grant’s wife became pregnant with their 

first child. She wanted to move closer to her family back in Tassie before the baby was 

born. I was up for it. So, I packed lots of jumpers (laughs) and we moved here. Her 

parents helped us to buy a business... just a local corner shop in a small rural town. 

Grant’s wife had a good head for business and accounting, so that helped. But, owning 

a business was proving stressful and it was putting some pressure on Grant and his 

family.  They were missing city life too.  So, they sold up and moved to Hobart where 

Grant once again, found himself in a sales job. It's all I could get. It was only part-time 

but that worked well because I finally decided to give teaching a go... my wife really 

encouraged it. I applied to uni, got in somehow, and the rest is history. I took five years 

to do the course because we had two more kids in between and I took some time away 

here and there to help out. Jen’s dad helped out with the finances for a bit, which really 

meant a lot. But it was good, you know, being able to do that. So, I was a bit late 

getting started … a late bloomer (smiles). I was almost thirty-six when I graduated. 

Now I’m paying Jen’s dad back, happily.   

A fortunate start in teaching 

Grant considers himself very lucky as he has not been without employment since he 

graduated.  After his final PE placement, he continued at the school on a fixed term contract 

until the end of that year. He was working on a year 5/6 class who were quite challenging 

in terms of behaviours and additional needs. I learnt a lot that term about being organised, 

being well-planned and managing behaviour. The following year brought with it a number 

of short-term contracts, all within the same school Grant had undertaken his PE in.  He 

spent one term in a year 3/4, another with year 5/6 and the rest of that year working across 

a range of areas including Drama (enrichment program), a literacy support program and one 

day a week on a year 4/5 class.    
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He was always appreciative that he seemed to be the go-to person for the Principal 

and staff when there was a space to be filled.  However, he was beginning to feel that he 

was on borrowed time in terms of his employment and was eager to get something more 

definite in place. The following year, he continued on short-term contracts, this time-

sharing work across two schools, the one he had always worked at as well as a school in a 

neighbouring suburb who were also keen to introduce some drama into their program.  

Finally, in his third year of teaching, he won a full-time position on a year 3/4 class at the 

latter school. It was his second year at the school, on that same grade, when he became a 

participant in this study.    

Grant is enjoying working with this year 3/4 class. They’re an interesting lot, full of 

beans most of the time, which is tiring. On the whole though, a great bunch. He told me that 

he is feeling really settled in this school and that there has been plenty of encouragement 

from senior staff here to aim high and one day maybe aim for a senior position in a school. I 

might consider that down the track but I’m quite happy where I am for now. I’m getting 

more confident as a teacher, but I still feel like I’ve got a lot to learn, you know. Not every 

day goes quite to plan so yeah, but maybe one day. I do feel like I’m teaching them more 

this year than I did with last year’s class... which is a good feeling. Last year’s class were... 

phew, they were hard. I don’t feel like I got far with them at all because most of my time 

was spent correcting behaviours. I really liked those kids though, don’t get me wrong. But 

this class is actually, it has it challenges too, but on the whole, it’s a lot easier.    

 

Resilience: When the going gets tough… 

I was interested to hear more about Grant’s early teaching experiences, including 

those from the year before with the more challenging class. I was interested to see how he 

saw this in light of his own resilience. First though, I wanted to know what Grant 

understood resilience to mean. My Nan always used to say to me, “when the going gets 

tough, the tough keep going”.  I remind myself of that all the time. I think that sums up 

resilience, for me. It’s not letting the hard times... and there are always going to be hard 

times … it's not letting that bring you down for too long. And, it’s knowing that there’ll be 

hard times... you can’t get through life without them, they make us who we are.  But, 

knowing you’ll face the tough stuff and then be able to accept that you’ll be down for a 

while, and that’s okay. But then deal with it in a way that moves you on.   
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Grant’s philosophical stance took my mind back to the story of his youth where he 

had lost so much but had to pick himself up and move on in order to get by. And I think... a 

part of that is knowing how your decisions, you know, the actions you take to move on, to 

bounce back are affecting others. You can’t do whatever you have to do to move on and do 

it at someone else's expense. So, you have to come up with ways of managing things that 

are okay for everyone, not just you. That’s true resilience, I think, yeah.   

While Grant considers himself to be a resilient person, I wondered how he 

understood his capacity for resilience in terms of his teaching practice. Oh look, I think I am 

resilient as a teacher as well. I think that just comes with the personality, you know. I mean, 

I have my moments, we all do of course. But I think if something’s got under my skin at 

school, I’m pretty good at keeping that under wraps. I don’t like to air my laundry, you 

know. I don’t necessarily think that helps anyone. Actually, when I say that, I do think that 

you have to be able to talk professionally with your colleagues and senior staff if you’ve got 

issues that are working against you. We have to be able to talk openly. That’s part of being 

resilient, isn’t it?!    

Teacher resilience supported by collaboration 

I asked Grant to share an example of a time when he managed such a situation in a 

manner that he felt demonstrated his resilience by this definition. Last year, I had a group 

of boys who were great guys, great sense of humour and all that. But one boy in that group, 

wow, he really struggled to control his temper when something got under his skin. He’d 

throw his fists around at the drop of a hat, smashing stuff. We worked together all year with 

the Counsellor and his dad too, to try and come up with some strategies. He had an anger 

management contract and we had non-verbal communication cues that we used because I 

got to know the signs with him, every time. So, I’d use coloured cards to quietly 

communicate with him - he hated attention being drawn to himself - and he’d just nod, or 

shake his head, to let me know whether I was on track, understanding what he 

needed. Then, if he needed to, he’d go to the room outside, kind of like a shared office for 

me and the teacher next door. He was allowed to go there and settle if he needed to. Or, he 

could go and shoot some baskets outside – I could see him out the window. There were lots 

of other things we tried too. Some days they worked better than others. And, there was 

another boy in that group who just loved to get him going. So, we all worked together at 

various times, both boys, and senior staff here at the school too and what was really 

great too is what our Principal brought to the table. She gave these boys the chance to come 
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up with their own ideas, their own strategies for what to do. I thought that was great, the 

sort of, handing over the problem, as well as the solution. It was the boys that came up with 

the hoops idea because John loves throwing hoops. He’s good at it too. How did a whole 

year of dealing with this situation test your resilience? Oh, it was tough, believe me. But it 

was tougher for John. I had to keep telling myself that, reminding myself of that. I admit 

though, I’d go home some days and feel so down, so lost about how I could help him, and 

other kids in the class too. It's really hard to watch, you know. I’m really lucky that my wife is 

really great at propping me back up again if I need it though. She always has something 

sensible to say, you know. Yeah. And, I had to be there for the kids, so I had to toughen up. 

Put my smile on the next day (laughs).    

Arty people are creative, aren’t they? 

I knew it, I knew it, I just knew that you were going to ask me about creativity next! 

And I meant to read up on it but... (laughs).  Um... well, its … it’s … obviously arty people are 

creative, aren’t they?  So, it's being artistic, coming up with interesting ideas and ways of 

doing things. But I think it's probably more than that because, you can have creative ideas 

about other things, not just art, so how you think about things. The way you solve problems 

actually, yeah, creative problem solving, that’s got something to do with it... with the way 

you work through ideas to come up with a solution. When I say a solution, I don’t think it 

would have to be to huge or life changing, you know. Maybe, just looking at things 

differently and applying that thinking.   

I was interested to hear whether Grant considered himself a creative person and in 

turn, a creative teacher. Um... I guess if you’re one then you’re the other. But, I’m not sure if 

I’m creative in the arty sense... but I like doing art stuff, photography and that sort of thing. 

And I used to really like building things out in the garage, you know, side tables and stuff like 

that. I think I’m a creative teacher though when I think about it... in the solutions sense … 

because teachers do that all day, every day - find solutions - don’t they. You know, they work 

out how to teach something or, how to engage the kids.  You know, working like I did with 

John and Pete, and other kids like that last year and this year... you’ve got to come up with 

creative alternatives for those guys. Yeah, I might need to think about that a bit longer.     

Given Grant’s uncertainty about creativity, I wondered whether he had been 

familiar with it as a General Capability in the Australian Curriculum. He thought about it for 

a moment. I don’t really have an understanding of it as part of the curriculum, to be 

perfectly honest. Where is that written? Oh wait, hang on... yes, I do know what you are 
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talking about, sorry (laughs). I have to be fair and say that I haven’t given the General 

Capabilities as much attention as I probably should have, not yet anyway. I plan to 

(grins). I’ve been focusing on the curriculum areas and working with that for planning units 

and plans to suit, you know. So, I need to do more about that. But I guess if it’s a General 

Capability then that means that we’re aiming to develop children’s creativity across what 

we generally do in teaching and in learning across the curriculum, and in life skills too 

probably. All of it. We’ve [the Principal and Grant], added creativity to my PDP, so I’ll be sure 

to include having a look at the General Capabilities a little closer and making sense of them 

for that too. It makes sense actually, that creativity would be across the whole curriculum. 

One of the teachers here – she's new to the school – she was telling me the other day that at 

her last school they did a lot of work on creativity and problem solving and all that sort of 

thing.  It was all the 21st century learning stuff. I’m going to chat with her about it too.    

 

I’ve given it some thought… I think I am a creative teacher 

About halfway through the year that Grant and I had been meeting for this study, 

he told me that his thinking about creativity as a concept, and about himself as a creative 

teacher, had developed. I’ve given it some thought, and I think I am a creative teacher, a 

creative thinker. I am constantly thinking about ways to make my lessons really creative and 

interesting for the kids, you have to, otherwise you’d lose them, if you even ‘got’ them in the 

first place. So, you know, creating that hook for a lesson, or coming up with different 

approaches to the same idea so that the kids don’t get bored. Or, tapping into their interests 

to get them engaged. That sort of stuff really does take some creative thinking and creative 

problem solving.    

Grant’s talk of alternative approaches was reminiscent of the alternative game 

strategies that he and his chess teacher, Mr. T used to enjoy challenging each other 

with. You know, you’ve got 30 kids who all have different likes and dislikes, different styles 

of learning... some who are great at art and some who hate it, some who are good 

mathematicians and others who, you know how it goes. So, I guess it's finding alternative 

ways, alternative paths for the kids to approach the same learning task, to suit their styles. 

It’s just what teachers do every day. And, I try to let the kids experiment too. I’ll give them a 

problem and let them experiment to find a solution. I think that’s important. And, I think 

that’s the creative work that teachers do every day.    
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The other day we were doing a construction activity. The children had to build 

bridges out of a whole range of random materials I brought in: milk cartons, newspapers, 

magazines torn up, bottle tops, bits of wire, all sorts of stuff. They worked in groups to do it. 

They had to be able to get their toy trucks to go over the bridge, with a weight on it - they 

could use all different weights - and they had a competition to see whose truck could carry 

the heaviest weight without collapsing the bridge. It was great. It took them ages... we 

spent about six lessons on it over a couple of weeks, which surprised me. I had to do some 

creative fiddling with my planning to make that work (laugh).  But, they did it, they worked 

it out. I intervened as little as I could because they needed to be able to problem solve as a 

group. I mean, I answered questions and made suggestions if they were really stuck. But 

mostly, they did it themselves. It was one of those activities that could have gone 

really, really wrong with an excitable group like this (laughs), you know, if kids got 

frustrated or if they didn’t work well together. I wanted to give them a go to see what they 

could do but I had to scaffold it really closely to begin with, to make sure they went about it 

the right way. So, I think that is an example of creative teaching.  The thing is too though, 

you need to have the time for that, and that’s not easy. So, you get creative in another sense 

I suppose, in finding ways to adapt your plans so that you’re always working to the 

advantage of the kids’, of their learning. That’s pretty challenging though, at times because, 

well, if you’re not careful you can end up robbing Peter to pay Paul, you know, just not 

getting through everything that you need to.    

Challenging creativity and resilience: ‘I have my days’ 

Not getting everything done in a day is not the only aspect of Grant’s work that 

challenges his resilience and creativity. The thing that tests him most, and which manifests 

in feelings of guilt, is not being able to give all of his students the time they deserve on a 

daily basis. That bell rings in the morning and you think, “right, I’ve got my plan in my head, 

everyone's here ready to go, it’s gonna be a great day.” And it might be for a while, but 

what does bring me down sometimes is when I get to the end of the day and think, jeez, I 

haven’t spoken to Kate or Tim all day because I spent so long helping Freddy, who really 

needed my help, then worked with Sam when he was out of line and Sarah who was off 

bullying Kate and Tim, and the other kids kind of got left alone. I’ve even made a chart - I 

tick the box when I’ve spoken to each child, you know, or when I’ve helped with something, 

I’ll make a quick record of it on there. But, too often, someone gets missed. I try to ensure I 

work with that person the next day, but you know, those interruptions or more needy 

children, for want of a better word, take all my attention. I do feel really bad about that and 
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no strategy I’ve tried has really worked to overcome it. It happens less often now but, it just 

shouldn't happen at all. That kills me, for sure.   

On a number of occasions Grant mentioned that he had some challenging students 

in his class, and I wondered if this too, impacted his teacher resilience and 

creativity.  You know, it’s not always easy to practice what you preach about keeping things 

on an even keel, but, on the whole, I think I do okay in that regard. I mean, I definitely 

have my days. We’ve got our fair share of interesting characters here, but you know, there’s 

always a reason for it. I’ve got some kids with behaviour issues, anger issues, some girls who 

are being bullies at the moment to some of my younger girls. It's pretty horrible stuff. But 

when you know those kids, know about their home lives, or things that have happened to 

them that run them off the rails for a while, you know, you feel for them. It tears at the 

heart strings. But, to do your best for them you need to be resilient and I need to model that 

resilience to them... talk to them ...share strategies they can try to get back on track and 

solve some of their issues. There’re days when they really test me, for sure. But all those kids 

I just mentioned, has got something going on. It seemed likely that Grant’s views were 

formed based on his own younger life, when times were not so easy. Understanding of each 

child’s personal circumstances was clearly an important aspect of the relationships he built 

with them.    

Good relationships… is the key 

Grant firmly believes in the value of strong relationships for building students’ 

resilience and creativity. I’ve always said [and] I think any teacher would agree, that good 

relationships with students is the key to that ... that safe place for them and it helps their 

willingness to speak up with their ideas and that sort of thing. I’ve always focused on 

relationships in the past, but I can see just how important that is for working creatively too 

because the creative tasks often require students to be risk takers and to be okay if they’re 

wrong about something or, if something doesn’t quite work out like they planned. And 

that’s okay. It’s okay to make those mistakes or wrong assumptions because they learn from 

that, that’s being resilient, and we’ve got to be able to have a laugh about things you know, 

when things go wrong, or just enjoy each other's company.  So that’s been even more of a 

focus for me when I plan things with the kids, the safe learning environment and good 

relationships, I mean. And part of that [teacher-student relationship] is listening to them, 

their ideas, and really valuing the ideas. Even if well, if you don't agree with them or you can 

see fault in what they’re saying, I think it's okay to, within reason, to let them run with that 
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and test their ideas and learn about those mistakes that way. Sometimes I guide, kind of, 

guide their thinking a little bit to save them falling in a big hole, you know (laughs). But 

mostly, I try to run with their ideas. And I think that means for me I need to be sometimes 

more adaptable and ready to change things up if I need to, to accommodate their ideas. 

And, I need to be a creative thinker too... that’s making things work for them. That’s a 

challenge though, to work in that way.    

Teacher-student relationships are not the only connections that Grant believes are 

integral to success in this regard. The relationships between the kids is important too, of 

course. If they don’t like each other, or if they are having a tiff or something – and that’s 

something my girls in here are pretty regular at – then, they’re not going to work well 

together. And they’re not going to feel safe to throw their ideas in the mix in front of 

everyone … that’s just human nature, isn’t it? So, a part of the work teachers do, that I do I 

guess in supporting their resilience and creativity, is monitoring and helping those 

relationships to flourish in a way that they are able to work effectively across all areas of the 

work that we do here.    

Other relationships that are of value to Grant’s practice, he believes, are those he 

develops with colleagues in his school. He feels very well supported in terms of 

his resilience and his developing understanding as a creative teacher. Oh, I don’t know what 

I’d do without such a great bunch of teachers to work with. We bounce off each other all the 

time, you know, just casually chatting after school about the kids or ideas we want to do 

but, you know, want some advice about. It just makes you feel more confident, to try things 

out when you’ve run it past someone who understands what you’re trying to achieve. And 

senior staff are really supportive too. Like, as I said, we’ve put creativity and resilience down 

on my PDP [professional development plan] and each time you’ve been here, or when they 

know you're coming, they’ll ask me what I’ve learnt, you know, or how I’m finding it. And 

whether they can do anything to help me. So, it's really great like that, around here.   

I asked Grant what sort of assistance the senior staff had provided him so far in 

relation to his resilient and creative development. Oh, it's on the PDP and the AP has 

suggested a couple of books to me to read. I haven’t had a chance to get them yet, but I’m 

keen to have a look. But otherwise, it's just conversations that we have in the staff room, or 

wherever, and some of the teachers here are pretty experienced and they've got some great 

ideas to share about how to do things, you know. The bridge building idea, that came from 

one of the teachers here and I adapted it for my class. So, I think that was a pretty 
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creative way to bring together some spatial learning and some procedural texts – because 

[students] had to write down their processes, plans and what worked or didn’t work – some 

maths skills, it was a whole lot of real world problem solving. I didn’t think of it at the time 

to be perfectly honest, but yeah, that was really creative.     

As much as he valued these collegial interactions, Grant told me that they were not 

always as agreeable. Yeah, the other day, I don’t want to go into too much detail here but, I 

had a tiff with a teacher here over ...well, it's all bit bizarre to be honest. We disagreed 

about the way something was handled with one of the kids, and I thought it was on a 

reasonably professional level from my side of things. I just said what I thought was right, 

you know, no emotional stuff, I just said my opinion, you know. She, on the other hand, 

flipped her lid. I think she’d had some stuff going on at home and you know, I was on the 

receiving end. That’s what I mean about being professional though, you know, that stuff 

should probably stay at home, not come to work with you. Anyway, for some reason that’s 

still beyond me, she complained to the Principal. Not even our AST but straight to the top, 

about my conduct. Apparently, I was condescending and rude. Anyhow, it all blew over.  It 

was just, interesting. It blew over and about oh, three or so days later she apologised. And 

you know, she had stuff going on. But, still... don’t go ranting … oh, it's just not professional. 

So, you know, that’s the sort of stuff that you have to move past when you walk into your 

classroom because the kids don’ t need to cop the repercussions of all that stuff.  So, that’s a 

level of resilience. And look, that’s the only time anything like that’s happened since I’ve 

been here. How did that leave you feeling in terms of your own resilience? Oh, I was pretty 

gutted for a minute but then you know, I knew that I hadn’t done anything to be concerned 

about, so I moved on pretty quickly. But it’s put a bit of a strain on my relationship with her, 

for the minute. Grant felt he'd bounced back from this situation, mostly.    

 

If you look after [others’] resilience, then that’ll take care of your own too 

There was a real focus on resilience at Grant’s school both in terms of the well-being 

of the students and the staff. What was of particular interest to me in this conversation 

though, was Grant’s beliefs about the best way to attend to his own resilience: through an 

ethos of care for others. I’ve always said that if you look after your family, your friends, 

colleagues - look after their resilience, then that’ll take care of your own too. I hadn’t heard 

a sentiment such as this and so was eager for Grant to elaborate further. Well, you know, if 

someone is leaning on your shoulder, you have to be strong, don’t you? You have to help 
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them to work through their problems and hopefully, depending on how close you, help them 

come right, or you know, improve a bad situation.  So, by being the person that gives his 

shoulder, I have to be improving my own resilience at the same time. So, I do that as much I 

can. If I see someone looking stressed, or down or whatever, I’ll never just walk by and 

ignore them because I’ve got my own problems, you know. I’ll always ask what’s wrong or if 

they want to talk about it. It feels good to help someone out. And, I don’t mean it's all about 

me in that, it's not, but you know, if we look out for each other... and I hope others here will 

look out for me like that too... but if we look out for each other, we all win.    

Professional learning supports both teachers’ and students’ resilience 

Just as Grant had spoken of the two-pronged approach, he takes to nurturing his 

own, his students and his colleagues’ resilience, he has found similar benefits through the 

professional learning opportunities offered by the school. None of the PL we’ve done 

around resilience and trauma has actually been aimed at developing the staff’s resilience. 

But the work we do learning about supporting students, things to look out for, approaches 

to take, all that applies to the ways we support each other. And, I think we can look to that 

information for ourselves as well, to develop our own resilience. So, there’s been some really 

great stuff that we’ve been learning about. One thing for me that I found really 

interesting and beneficial because of a boy in my class with anger flare ups... we did a PL on 

trauma prolonged trauma at home and how that can manifest in what might seem like 

defiant behaviours or outbursts. One of the teachers here has taken a special interest in all 

this and she’s shared some great info she learnt. But actually, there’s something behind it 

and if we can get to find out about that, about what’s behind the behaviour, we can help 

[students] manage that a bit better. So that’s really helpful too with, you know, the refugee 

children or children from refugee families who've experienced trauma that we have in our 

school community. So, there’s a whole raft of professional learning that we are going to be 

doing around that and we’ve started that earlier this year. So that’s all under the banner of 

resilience. It's been really good.   

Professional development is something that the school takes very seriously. 

However, I wasn’t sure whether any professional development on creativity specifically, or 

creativity as a General Capability had been offered at the school or by any other 

provider.  No, nothing on creativity. Like I said when you first came here, it's all pretty 

new to me. I wouldn't be surprised to see our senior staff do something with it though as 

they’re pretty interested in all this.    
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Nurturing students’ resilience and creativity 

With a definite awareness of his own resilience and the things that influence it, and 

his developing awareness of his creative teaching practice, I was also beginning to gain a 

sense of what Grant believes about nurturing his students’ resilience and creativity. 

Increasingly evident was an understanding that the teacher attributes, teaching strategies 

and approaches he considers commensurate with nurturing his students’ resilience, are 

often reflected in the ways he nurtures their creativity. Grant spoke of the importance of a 

safe learning environment where kids can share their feelings, speak their mind [and] never 

feel that they will be judged. He made clear his belief that this environment is fostered 

when the relationships between teachers and students are carefully nurtured through a 

demonstration of the teacher’s respect for students... listening to students' ideas and 

needs, humour, and care for students. Grant believes that it is important that a teacher can 

be adaptable in meeting the needs of students when their resilience is tested or low, by 

changing plans, slowing the pace or whatever it takes to set things right for them at a given 

point in time.  He firmly believes that positive feedback or praise can bolster a students’ 

resilience and creativity if it is appropriately targeted at their efforts to enact resilient 

behaviours and willingness to persevere.  And finally, Grant believes that modelling resilient 

and creative behaviours for the kids is one of the best ways to educate them and help them 

to develop these attributes themselves. It is our role as teachers to nurture our kids’ 

resilience and creativity. Not just the kids in our classes but in all the school, in all the 

community. And, like I’ve said before, not just the kids but, each other's, everyone's. If more 

people looked out for the guy next door, we’d be in a much better place right now, don’t you 

think? I do. And you know, the things that are constantly challenging us in the world are 

going to be ongoing, possibly much bigger problems for future generations to deal with. So, 

we need to be resilient so we can get on and make things better, so we can manage, 

problem solve, enjoy life, you know. And any teacher who thinks it's not part of their role to 

help students who need to develop resilience, and maintain it, [or] develop creatively, 

they’re in the wrong job.    

But it's not just about the big picture stuff either. I’ve got some kids in my class, one 

in particular, she just sweats all the small stuff all the time. And she drives herself mad over 

little things, you know. So, I’m working with her to try and get her to see that these things 

aren’t that important in the scheme of things. They are frustrating and it’s okay to get a 

little flustered or show a little frustration for a minute. But then we’ve just got to move on, 

let go, and make the most of what the situation is. So, we’ve done a lot of work on turning a 
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bad situation into something that’s good or that we can live with. I guess that’s using 

creative problem solving right there. There’s no point in telling her not to be disappointed, or 

annoyed or whatever because it's just human to feel those things. But we need to move 

on. The other day, she was so bloomin’ cross because she’d been colouring her work and 

went over the lines and the eraser smudged her paper and rah rah rah, it was all just a big 

to-do. I went to her and said, “how about we do our breathing together and then we’ll think 

about solving it.”   She did it in the end and calmed down. And let's just say, thank God for 

white-out (laughs).    

I was interested to hear more about Grant’s practice in nurturing his students’ 

resilience and creativity and specifically, about the level of planning he does in order to 

achieve his goals in this regard. He began with resilience. Well, that’s on two levels really. I 

do some specific teaching around resilience, you know, what it is, why it's important, how it 

works with our emotions and that sort of thing. So, we talk about that fairly regularly but 

not in a set routine because I just bring it in more when I feel we need it. We did a lot of 

resilience work at the start of the year because I knew that I had some challenges in here, 

and I wanted to set up that environment, you know, where kids could talk about their 

feelings, have a safe place and all of those things. And, we’ve done some breathing 

techniques, and the kids have all gone away at one point and thought about what strategy 

works for them if they feel angry, sad or whatever. So, we’ve had counting backwards from 

ten to zero, deep breathing like I said, singing your favourite song in your head (laughs)… all 

things the kids came back with. And they use those strategies all the time in here. Now we 

mostly just get on with our work and use those things if we need to. So, I do less actual 

planning around it because it's just a part of what we do every day.   

Corresponding with Grant’s increased awareness of creativity in his daily practice, is 

his increased focus on explicitly planning to nurture his students’ creativity. I’m planning 

inquiry-based units of work because it seems the best way to do what needs to be done for 

their learning. It gives the students those creative thinking experiences. And most of them 

have been pretty open to it. So, that’s one way I’m nurturing them, giving them these open-

ended inquiry projects where they have to, to a degree, design their own approach and 

presentation - they come up with their own questions too. And you might think that there’s 

not much planning in that because the kids do it all but, really, it takes a lot of thought, 

creative thought (laughs), to pull all that together. And it took a lot of scaffolding to start 

with, you know. But it's really been worthwhile, yeah, they’re doing well. So, while I don’t 

necessarily plan for creativity in every lesson, I’ve got it in my mind when I’m teaching.   
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I asked Grant if he could share with me an example of this in practice. So, like the 

other day in story writing, one of my year 3s, Jack, he was really stuck, and hated having to 

write a story. He’d got some marbles for his birthday and he loves them, he plays with them 

before school, recess, lunch (laughs). So, I said, “how about you write your marble set into 

your story somehow.”  So we talked about some wild and whacky ideas, you know, from 

people that turned into marbles to marbles that take over the world (laugh). It took a little 

bit of convincing, but it got him writing in the end and his story was pretty good. 

He definitely had some creative ideas, and they were his ideas you know, marbles that 

melted and travelled everywhere and things like that.    

While he spoke about planning for nurturing resilience and creativity as separate 

things, Grant said that he is finding that several strategies that he uses to support resilience, 

he also uses to support the students’ creative development. Modelling is a strategy I’ve 

always used in the classroom. It’s a very Vygotskian approach. But it's becoming 

increasingly important because I’m finding that fewer students can just read instructions or 

be told what to do and take that on board, you know. It seems that more and more need a 

visual to get started.  But modelling is more for resilience and creativity so, it's 

demonstrating some resilient behaviours and creative thinking processes and doing that, 

and [the students] can mimic those practices. So, when I’m working through a problem on 

the board, I might come up with some pretty out-there ideas and do a kind of brain-dump, a 

brainstorm on the side of the board. And we work through those ideas together and get rid 

of the too ridiculous, or ones that can’t be adapted to the problem. So next time when I say, 

“just get your ideas down”, they know what to do. It's good for me too. I do that all the time 

now just with my own stuff. Praise and encouragement are also features of Grant’s 

practice. These kids need a lot of that... it’s important for anyone but especially, I think, 

especially with our kids. We have some fantastic young people in this school but wow, some 

of them are doing it pretty tough outside of school, you know. They don’t all have someone 

that’s interested enough to say, “you’ve done a great job,” you know. So, they need that for 

their self-esteem sometimes and then... I really believe, more now …  that self-esteem can 

help them be more creative because it's about their confidence to have a go. That goes back 

to the safe environment again but that comes, in part, through the kinds of encouragement 

you give them too, and you know, noticing how they went about something or tried their 

best, even if it wasn’t right in the end, they did their best and really tried hard to find a way 

through. That’s what matters most for these kids.    
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A developing sense of the importance of creativity and resilience 

As our conversations and the school year drew to a close, Grant’s ideas about 

creativity and nurturing students’ creativity moved from something he hadn’t really given 

much thought to, to something he was coming to realise was inherent in his daily practice 

as a teacher. He told me that he was also beginning to really see the value and the 

importance of this for our students, for their futures. They are going to have to be able to 

think creatively and adapt to a very, very rapidly changing world in terms of what jobs there 

are and what they’ll entail. You know, we don’t even know what jobs there’ll be. But its 

more than that too. We live in a pretty tough kind of world, don’t we? All the terrorism and 

fighting.  And that seems to …. with that seems to be more racism and lack of tolerance of 

others, do you know what I mean? It’s a damn tough world out there and it's our kids that 

are going to have to survive it - be resilient - and hopefully they’ll make it better than we 

have. And to do that they’re going to have to be able to think creatively to do things 

differently, so they don’t make the same mistakes over and over again. And it’s exactly the 

same with climate stuff, you know. It’s these guys that are going to deal with this mess.    

 And that’s what we’ve been doing for this final term too, some research work on 

our changing environment. So, the kids have all chosen their own topic from a list of things 

that we brainstormed together. You know, stuff they already knew a bit about climate 

change and that, the environment and things. There were things like the great ocean 

garbage islands, melting ice in polar regions, rising sea levels, effects on agriculture in some 

parts, effects on flora and fauna... and they narrowed some of those down to particular 

species like, one girl is looking at the polar bear specifically.  God, that’s just awful isn’t it? 

It's heart breaking stuff. But the kids have got ownership over this. It's pretty self-

directed and its exploratory. And, they can present it in a way that they think will best show 

off or communicate what they’ve found. I mean, I come in and assist them too, with the 

brainstorming and with how they go about it all … it’s a pretty big ask for this group in some 

ways. But I figure, if they’re never challenged, they’ll never learn. I’ve allowed plenty of time 

for it … it's an integrated inquiry-based unit. Yeah, it’s going well too.    

Grant remains unchanged in his understanding of resilience, believing that it is a 

capacity to keep on going when the going gets tough. Yeah, that really sums it up for me. 

And that can apply to everyday things, you know the little stuff as well as the big, more 

obvious stuff. So, it can be about the traumas we face, you know, accidents, losing loved 

ones, conflict ... and it can be about you know, having to deal with off-task kids in the 
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classroom, or dealing with the person who's acted unfairly, or unkindly. You know, breaking 

your favourite coffee mug and not getting angry about it. All those little things that really, 

we shouldn’t get under our skin about, even though it's hard not to sometimes, you know. 

But it's like I think I said last time too, it's knowing that things are going to happen in life 

that are going to really test you out, you know, to know that it's going to happen one way or 

the other and that’s okay, that’s life, you’ll get by... you’ll find a way of getting past it, or 

solving it, you know, if it's something you can fix. And if it's not, there’ll be options, most 

likely, choices that you can turn to. You’ve just got to open yourself up to it, 

creatively (grins).    

You’ve probably gathered by now that I’m pretty reflective. We have to look back, 

have to, with positive lenses, because when we do, we learn about ourselves and we 

improve ourselves. So, I reflect a lot on what has made me who I am, how I’ve been resilient 

and that sort of thing. And through that I think I’ve been able to make sense of, to work 

through, how to be stronger next time something happens that tests me. So, reflection is 

important for me. I just do it in my head or talking over stuff with my wife. Getting it out 

there, out of your head and into a conversation is important sometimes, it can bring great 

clarity to your thoughts. And, I want to say thank you to you too Robyn. This whole study 

you’re doing, it's really got me thinking about my work and identifying things, and I think 

that improves me a bit. I think I said before that [with] last year’s class, behaviour would 

have made working creatively a challenge … I thought that things would go haywire pretty 

quickly without things in place, some scaffolding in place. You know, a procedure, step by 

step, that they had to follow to get things done. That’s [what I thought would be] the only 

way we’d achieve anything. And I suppose that kind of flies in the face of creativity a bit. But 

I’ve thought about that a bit and I’m wondering if maybe some of those more creative 

activities might have actually engaged that group. You know, giving them choices about 

activities, ownership of them. Trust too, that might have made them do it more, and engage 

more [through] experimenting or exploring for themselves.  Mind you, hindsight’s 20-20 isn’t 

it... I’m not sure that'd be realistic. I’d probably … yeah, I think I’d be willing to give it a 

go though.    

It’s me!    

When I invited Grant to bring an artefact along to our last get together that for him, 

represented how he understood both resilience and creativity, he said with delight,      

It’s me!      
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I’m the artefact of some pretty ordinary things in my life and because of that I’ve 

turned out pretty resilient, and pretty creative. And these chats have really helped me see 

that. I had a pretty good idea about resilience anyway because you know, my father died in 

a car accident just before I was born and then mum well, she did it pretty tough after that 

and  had to work a lot to keep food on the table, as she used to say. Nan looked after me 

when mum was at work, so we’re lucky in that way but, she got older, of course... she was a 

bit unwell and then we lost her. That ripped me at the seams when Nan died. She was 

everything that one. And then mum, I really loved my mum, don’t get me wrong, but she 

was kind of like the bread winner you know, not home very often because she was working. 

Occasionally she’d go out with friends, maybe a boyfriend, I don’t really know. She mostly 

just worked. So, it was Nan and me most of the time. She was great but, she didn’t really like 

me having friends over, so it was just us most of the time. But I ended up looking after Nan 

in the end, in between school and a part-time job at Maccas. Then we lost her, and I got a 

bit closer to Mum that year after Nan died... then she got sick, and a year later I lost her 

too. Sorry, you're probably ready to run out the door now aren't you (laughs). I got bullied a 

bit at school too, let's add that in the mix, took a few beatings and that sort of stuff. What 

I’m trying to say is that for an eighteen-year-old kid to lose the two people who mattered to 

him, it was pretty tough there for a while, damn rough. But I had to keep going as Nan 

would say.  Couldn’t feel sorry for myself for long. I’m not saying I didn’t ... I definitely did.  

But I had to get on. I was eighteen, so you know, there’s no support for you once you’re 

voting age, you know, other than a tiny bit of money. It’s all a bit terrifying in a way.     

I grew up pretty fast that year. And, I had to be pretty creative to work out what to 

do. A friend’s mum was really kind to me and took me in a few times, fed me, that sort of 

thing. Not that I couldn’t fend for myself, but you know, just to be kind. We’d have some, 

um (laughs) long conversations over dinner about how I’d get set up and that. So, that was 

where the creative problem solving came in, I suppose, you know, how to manage rent, 

finding a job, life really (laughs). Jan, my mate's mum, let me stay there for a while, while I 

looked for a job. Actually, she was the one that found me a proper job, through a friend or 

something. So that was a good. Anyhow, there’s my story of why I’m ‘it’ – I'm the artefact 

(laughs). And, I think before, I already knew I’ m resilient, but I didn’t really understand what 

creativity was, I did in some ways, but you know... but I’m pretty creative too, I think... now 

that I think, I know just a bit more about it, actually more than a little bit (laughs).   
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5. Discussion 
 

In the previous chapter, I sought to create portraits of each participant as a way of 

coming to a deeper and more nuanced understanding of individual participants’ 

perceptions of themselves as creative and/or resilient teachers, as well as their beliefs 

about creativity and resilience and the ways those beliefs impact or inform their teaching 

practice. In this chapter, I create another sort of work – one that is no less detailed, no less 

nuanced, but one that seeks to identify common threads emerging from these individual 

portraits. One of the most significant of these common threads is that each participant 

developed a deeper understanding of both creativity and resilience by thinking more 

explicitly about their practice and this is something I explore later in this chapter, as well as 

in the following chapter in the section on implications.  

I have organised this chapter primarily around the research questions as these 

provide a frame for the study. This frame allows me to craft a different type of image to the 

individual portraits in the previous chapter; an image that draws together connections 

between the seemingly distinct constructs of creativity and resilience. In following these 

connections, we gain insight into the more nuanced understandings of creativity and 

resilience the participants developed, and how these understandings can inform, through 

reflection-over-time, specific aspects of their teaching, as well as ideas for continued 

professional development.   

Identifying ECTs’ understandings of and beliefs about creativity and resilience and 

gaining insight into their perceptions of themselves as creative and/or resilient teachers, is 

an important outcome of this research project. As I discuss in more detail in the next 

chapter, it can help in the development of targeted professional learning, not only in the 

discrete areas of creativity and resilience, but perhaps more importantly, in understanding 

the importance of time for shared conversation and reflection in continuing to develop 

teachers’ practice. Teaching creatively and teaching creativity, and teaching resiliently and 

teaching resilience, requires a commitment of time and concerted effort, not only by 

individual teachers but also by senior leaders and the systems within which teachers work. 

Before that kind of work can commence, however, we need to gain insight into how early 

career teachers understand these constructs.   
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I start this discussion chapter with a big picture analysis of beliefs, understandings and 

perceptions. It is these understandings, beliefs and perceptions that offer initial insights 

into how the participants see the relationships between resilience, creativity and their 

work. From there I address the two major research questions through discussion of key 

themes that emerged from constructing each participant’s portrait. While the research 

questions were detailed in the introduction chapter, they’re worth revisiting here.    

 

Research question one  

How do ECTs’ understandings, beliefs and perceptions of creativity and resilience 

influence their classroom practice?   

In seeking answers to this question, the following guiding questions were 

developed:    

a.      What are early career teachers’ understandings of creativity and resilience?   

b.       How do ECTs perceive of their own creativity and resilience?   

c.       How do ECTs perceptions of their own creativity and resilience influence their 

beliefs about learning and teaching?   

  

Research question two    

How do school environments support early career teachers’ capacity to teach creatively 

and resiliently, and to foster their students’ creativity and resilience?   

Two key questions were posed to participants to ensure both parts of this research 

question were addressed:   

a.       How do the environmental conditions within the contexts of ECTs’ work 

support their resilience and creativity?   

b.       How do the environmental conditions within the contexts of ECTs’ work 

support their capacity for fostering their students’ creativity and resilience?   

  

Seven key themes emerged from the participants’ portraits and highlight their common 

understandings of creativity and resilience, and how those understandings have informed 

their practice. The seven themes are:   

1. supporting, developing and maintaining effective relationships   

2. adopting flexible and adaptable teaching practices   

3. utilising humour and playfulness to augment learning and teaching   

4. fostering a growth mindset  

5. overcoming daily challenges  
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6. supportive school cultures   

7. ECT professional development.      

While discussed individually, these themes represent seven non-linear, non-discrete parts-

of-a-whole within which the ECTs’ work is interwoven with resilience and creativity. 

Throughout the discussion about the ECTs’ understandings, beliefs and perceptions, and 

each of the themes that form part-of-the-whole, I also highlight some aspects of the 

participants’ personal and professional lives that shaped their perspectives and in turn, the 

outcomes of this study.   

The stories of practice and of developing understanding of creativity and resilience 

that emerged from the conversations the participants and I had over a period of 12-18 

months are situated in this discussion chapter within and amongst understandings from 

existing literature. This allows for the experiences of these early career teachers to be 

located within the context of what is already known, demonstrating both ‘the personal and 

the social significance’ (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 161) of this study. This positioning 

provides a contextual picture that enhances and furthers interpretation, and one that 

leaves the door open to other interpretations. I have come to my own interpretations – of 

what is significant, useful, pertinent, valid – on the basis of the time I spent with each 

participant, from hearing their voices – their pauses and stumbles, their searching for ways 

to describe their understanding. I have come to my own interpretations as they sought to 

explore more deeply, and then explain, their own practice in relation to resilience and 

creativity and the environments in which they work – and from witnessing their teaching 

and the contexts in which that happened.  I present these interpretations and the themes 

that emerged in seeking answers to the research questions in the remainder of this 

chapter, beginning with participants’ understandings, beliefs and self-perceptions.   

  

5.1 Understandings, beliefs and self-perceptions   

It is not surprising, given the lack of conceptual or definitional clarity in the 

literature, that some participants were initially vague in their thinking about both 

resilience and creativity. Resilience was a familiar concept to all participants, and all were 

confidently able to share their ideas about it despite its complexity, but these ideas were 

not, in all cases, well-formed or deeply understood. Creativity was also a familiar term to 

most participants, however, in some instances their thinking was less developed about it 

in the education context. This tended to depend on how much exposure they had to 

related professional learning and support mechanisms. Despite their level of familiarity 
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and/or confidence with definitions of resilience and creativity, participants were able to 

articulate their perception of themselves as resilient and creative teachers. They readily 

shared their thoughts about what these understandings and perceptions meant for their 

beliefs about learning and teaching and, over time, the impact of these beliefs on their 

teaching practice. As mentioned earlier, over the course of this study participants’ 

understanding deepened, suggesting that a specific focus in terms of professional 

development and time for guided reflection might be of benefit to all early career 

teachers. I discuss this further in Chapter 6.    

  

5.1.1 Resilience   

All participants were readily able to explain, to various degrees of depth, their 

understanding of resilience and the attributes of a resilient person. A definition of resilience 

was perhaps a little easier for participants to articulate than a definition of creativity, as 

they had all experienced events in their personal and professional lives which they 

acknowledged had tested their resilience to some degree, thereby affording them a 

heightened understanding of it as a concept. It is, of course, also constantly in the media 

and part of the talk within broader education circles.   

The participants’ understanding of resilience fits, in many ways, within a widely 

adopted definition of resilience as the “process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful 

adaptation despite challenging or threatening circumstances” (Masten, Best & Garmezy, 

1990, p. 425). Kate and Grant noted that people showed their resilience in the face of all 

manner of circumstances, ranging from traumatic events all the way through to persevering 

to solve everyday math problems in school. In this sense, ‘challenges’ as included in the 

above definition and as perceived by the participants, may include those more substantial 

issues and circumstances that we navigate throughout our lives, as well as those that are of 

an everyday, ‘ordinary’ nature (Masten, 2014).   

Elizabeth was clear in her stand that resilience is needed in every aspect of life. 

Most of the participants defined resilience as a capacity to “bounce back” from misfortune 

or everyday occurrences that were not planned and that caused varying degrees of upset. 

This common turn of phrase is, according to some, problematic because it assumes that 

resilience and recovery are the same. Literature on resilience suggests they are not 

(Bonnano, 2005). Resilience is more a capacity to manage or move on from adversity than it 

is about recovery. Belinda and Xavier also believe that a resilient person perseveres in order 



   Discussion 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

186 
   

to overcome these setbacks or challenges. All participants believed that flexibility and 

adaptability are attributes of a resilient person who may successfully bounce back without 

allowing circumstances to defeat them.   

All participants could describe situations in which they felt they needed to be 

resilient. Elizabeth, for example, had dealt with a student’s father who threatened to 

physically harm her and a student if she continued to stand in his way. Despite her initial 

shock and fear, Elizabeth was able to maintain her composure and return to her teaching 

duties once the situation ended. This is an example of “the ability to maintain a stable 

equilibrium” as described by Bonanno (2004, p. 20) in his definition of resilience. 

Throughout his childhood and adolescence, Grant lost his mother and grandmother yet 

maintained a positive outlook and motivation to succeed in achieving his goals, including 

becoming a teacher. Grant's outlook is an illustration of what child development 

theorist Lengua (2002) refers to as ‘positive emotionality’. It is this disposition towards 

positivity that, despite personal loss, “may promote resilience and active coping styles” 

(Putnam, 2012, p. 114). In this sense, Grant’s story illustrates the notion of ‘steeling’ 

whereby recurring exposure to protective processes that lead to coping can, over time, 

prepare us for managing further adversity (Rutter, 2012).   

Xavier, Belinda and Kate all shared experiences where personal relationship 

breakdowns or strained professional relationships had, at various points in time and to 

varying degrees, tested their everyday resilience. However, with the support afforded 

through relationships with others who understood or had themselves experienced similar 

life and work difficulties – in other words, through relational resilience (Jordan, 2004) - they 

were able to regulate their emotional responses sufficiently that they continued with their 

daily teaching practices.    

All participants in this study identified themselves as resilient people and resilient 

teachers. However, for some this was often context dependent. Elizabeth, for example, 

stated that she always put on a brave face at school even if things inside or outside of that 

context had challenged her capacity for resilience. Like Xavier, she felt it was her 

responsibility as a classroom teacher to maintain a sense of calm and control, to model 

resilient behaviours such as self-regulation in the classroom, so that her students might 

learn from her example. Belinda also spoke of times where she would show a brave face at 

school but would then go home, cry, and in her words, indulge in self-pity when matters 

relating to her teaching became overwhelming. Her strength of character and sense of 
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determination meant that these periods of time did not last long, and she was able 

to regain her composure and move on once she’d expended some excess emotional 

energy.   

A key attribute of a resilient person that Xavier and Grant both articulated was an 

acceptance that there would always be times throughout life, on both a personal and 

professional level, where their resilience would be tested, as has been their experience to 

date. Here there was an understanding that everyone would likely – and possibly should – 

have an emotional response to a given situation but would persevere to work through a 

range of possible solutions. These may not be finite solutions but rather, alternative ways of 

moving forward which would involve some creativity and flexibility in the person’s thinking 

and a capacity to adapt to a new set of circumstances. In other words, a level of resilience 

was needed in everyday life. Finally, Grant clearly stated that while responding resiliently to 

adversity involved a level of personal risk-taking, it was important to always ensure that the 

adopted solution did not impose on others in any way. He considered this thoughtfulness to 

be a feature of a truly resilient person.    

  

5.1.2 Creativity    

Some participants initially described creativity as synonymous with the Arts. For 

example, Grant and Kate shared a view that creativity belongs, in part, in the domain of the 

Arts and they were readily able to articulate their understanding of artistic imagination and 

flair as attributes of a creative person. Similarly, Belinda said that the term initially made 

more sense to her when she considered it in light of the Arts. Situating creativity primarily 

in the domain of the Arts is not uncommon, though it may mean that the teachers who 

hold this view pay less attention to nurturing students’ creativity in other areas of the 

curriculum. However, over a relatively short period of time and with the benefit of 

reflection and targeted questioning, participants’ thinking developed to encompass 

creativity as a broader capability.    

 Benefiting from professional learning relating to 21st Century Fluencies (Crockett, 

Jukes & Churches, 2011) Xavier’s understanding of creativity is consistent with one of 

divergent thinking. Xavier shared his metaphor for creativity as ‘thinking outside the box’; a 

view also shared by Elizabeth. That is not to say that Xavier and Elizabeth’s understanding 

of creativity is devoid of the Arts but rather, for them – and as Grant and Kate also came to 

believe – the Arts is not the sole focus. While Kate did maintain a strong belief in the 
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centrality of the Arts to her conception of creativity, she also aligned to broader notions of 

creativity, as did Grant and Belinda once they had a little more time to consider the 

concept. As the study drew to a close, creativity as a thinking process was emphasised by all 

five participants. This indicated a notable shift in thinking; one that directly connected with 

participants’ engagement in reflective practices focused on creativity throughout this study. 

However, there was some variation between participants’ level of clarity relating to what 

those creative thinking processes might entail.   

Consistent with what the literature tells us about how teachers traditionally 

understand creativity, almost all the participants described creativity as involving some sort 

of novel or innovative product or outcome (Aljughaiman & Mowrer-Reynolds, 2005; 

Newton & Beverton, 2012). For example, some indicated that creativity was about taking a 

novel view of something that already existed and applying that thinking to the creation or 

design of something new. This creation or design of something new can be a tangible 

product or it can involve multiple, non-linear ways of solving everyday issues or problems, 

with the solution being the abstract product of that thinking.     

The most common definition of creativity put forward by the end of the study was 

one of experiences or activities an individual engages in that, in broad terms, requires the 

personal attributes of intelligence, imagination, flair, perseverance, divergent thinking, 

problem-solving, flexibility, fluency, originality, adaptability, risk-taking and a positive 

mindset to ultimately arrive at a novel product or outcome. According to Xavier and Grant, 

the creative thinker will find multiple ideas via multiple means of searching non-linear 

pathways for solutions to a problem. Interestingly, the literature (see for example Mullet et 

al., 2016) reveals that while there are consistencies in the way teachers talk about creativity 

and creative capacities, their views do not always align with that of researchers in the field. 

However, the understandings of the teachers in this study do align somewhat with the 

research in that they have identified some of the characteristics noted in the literature such 

as fluency, flexibility, playfulness, risk-taking, perseverance and curiosity (Aljughaiman & 

Mowrer-Reynolds, 2005; Faulkner & Latham, 2016; Kampylis, 2009; Levenson, 

2015; Plucker et al., 2004; Runco & Johnson, 2002). Participants in this study, therefore, 

were well positioned to discuss creativity and to consider it as a concept on its own as well 

as any relationships that may exist between it and resilience.    

More importantly for this study was that there was a clear correspondence 

between the attributes the participants described as inherent in both resilient and creative 
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thinkers. In many instances, participants referred to the ways in which resilient people 

often drew on their creativity in order to move forward or conversely, the ways in which a 

creative person must be resilient in order to enact creative capacities in finding a solution 

to a problem.   

  

5.1.3 Resilient and creative teachers   

Having identified as both resilient and creative teachers, the participants each 

provided examples whereby the relationships between both were apparent in their 

professional lives. For example, Elizabeth valued the creative brainstorming strategy 

whereby students’ thoughts on a given topic were listed on the whiteboard in quick 

succession and for all in the class to see. This meant that students who were less confident 

or who needed support in generating ideas could potentially build upon the listed ideas in 

generating further, or new ideas. In the process of generating ideas, Elizabeth noted that 

students were developing confidence – a characteristic at the core of creativity (Honor, 

2016; Stajkovic & Luthans, 2015) -  in terms of their willingness to take risks in putting their 

own ideas forward or trying out new or alternative ways of approaching the task. If their 

ideas were incomplete or failed in some way, they demonstrated grit and resilience when 

they persevered and generated further ideas based on this collaborative brainstorming 

activity (Duckworth, Peterson, Mathews & Kelly, 2007; King, 2014).    

Belinda stated that since engaging in this study she has been trying to be more 

creative in her daily work and she felt she had succeeded in this regard due to the more 

flexible nature of her recent teaching practice, her use of humour with the children, and 

with the imaginative resources she creates to assist with differentiation and engagement in 

her classroom. She noted that these were also features of her resilience as a teacher in that 

these attributes allowed her to undertake her creative work whilst remaining calm and 

confident in managing stressful student behaviours and other routine challenges.    

Xavier exemplified this when he described the ways in which he had worked 

resiliently and creatively to develop the class circle-time in terms of how he planned for it 

(creatively) and managed it (resiliently) in order to work flexibly across the full range of 

student likes, dislikes, capacities and levels of engagement. These self-perceptions aligned 

closely with those of Kate and Grant who also stressed that resilience and creativity 

permeated their work in ensuring their students were motivated and engaged in 

meaningful ways. All the participants said that when things did not go to plan, they were 
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able draw on their resilient and creative capacities, developed through their years of 

classroom experience, to spontaneously resolve the given situation and continue with the 

day’s work.     

In sharing their understandings and beliefs about resilience and creativity, and 

about creative and resilient teachers, the participants highlighted a palpable relationship 

between the two broad concepts. They each conveyed their perceptions of themselves as 

resilient and creative teachers. A study by Rubenstein et al. (2013) found a high correlation 

between teacher self-efficacy and self-perception of creative abilities. Similarly, Masten 

(2015) told us that paying attention to teachers’ resilience may in turn have a positive 

effect on their capacity to promote the resilience of their students. In other words, the 

participants’ understandings and beliefs are of importance to their resilient and creative 

classroom practice (Sak, 2014) and therefore, their capacity to nurture their students’ 

resilience and creativity.    

Most of the participants indicated that being a resilient and creative teacher, 

teaching resiliently and creatively and nurturing students’ resilience and creativity, worked 

in accord and for that reason discussing them as disparate concepts was difficult. This 

accord was apparent in their reflections on their practice as well, as they all commented on 

the value of modelling resilient and creative ways of being and working in order to best 

nurture their students’ resilience and creativity. Through the stories they shared, the 

reciprocal nature of the relationships between resilience, creativity and the participants’ 

teaching practice became increasingly apparent. Given the current conversation among 

educators about building students’ capacities as resilient and creative thinkers - and about 

early career teacher retention - this impactful, reciprocal relationship is significant for the 

ways in which initial teacher education providers and school leaders who provide continued 

professional learning for teachers, think about creativity and resilience.   

 

5.2 Themes   

So far, I have discussed what I learnt about how the five early career teacher 

participants understood creativity and resilience and how their beliefs and self-perceptions 

relating to creativity and resilience influenced their teaching practice. I also discussed how 

these early career teachers perceive of themselves with regard to creativity and resilience, 

both in general as well as in terms of how they carry out their work in the classroom. In this 
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section, I discuss the key themes that emerged from my analysis of the data and in 

response to the research questions. It is important to remember that while I have 

presented each theme independently, none operate in isolation within the context of early 

career teachers’ work but rather are inter-connected parts-of-a-whole.    

 

5.2.1 Theme 1: Supporting, developing and maintaining effective relationships  

Relationships are at the heart of any education endeavour. It’s no surprise, 

therefore, that the participants in this study acknowledged the role and impact of 

relationships on their capacity to be both resilient and creative, and in nurturing their 

students’ resilience and creativity. This aligns their experience with previous research 

findings, particularly the finding that effective relationships are integral to a teacher’s 

efficacy (see Gibbs, 2006; Johnson et al., 2010; LeCornu, 2013; Pearce & Morrison, 2011). 

While other relationships, such as those with partners and friends, were noted for their 

benefits to the participants’ own resilience and creativity, it was the relationships they 

developed with their students and teaching colleagues that they identified as being of 

greatest significance. While these latter relationships were not always affable, by and large 

participants believed that the relationships with their students and colleagues were not 

only beneficial to their own practice, but they also assisted the resilient and creative 

development of their students and their colleagues. In this way, a real sense of reciprocity 

emerged from the ECTs’ reflections.    

The most significant relationships highlighted through the participants’ stories were 

those forged between teachers and students. Xavier emphasised that positive relationships 

with his students were central to his capacity as a resilient and creative teacher, and to his 

effectiveness in nurturing his students’ resilience and creativity. Elizabeth agreed, and 

added that when teacher-student relationships were working effectively, it removed 

pressure from her in terms of being able to communicate and operate in ways within the 

classroom that were conducive to a positive, engaging learning environment. This in turn, 

according to both Elizabeth and Belinda, who felt similarly, helped their own capacity for 

resilience to remain intact when there was a mutual understanding between them and 

their students about day-to-day aspects of classroom life that were forged through positive 

relationships. Quality student-teacher relationships have been widely recognised as 

positively contributing toward teachers’ sense of purpose and resilience (Doney, 2012; 

Greenfield, 2015; LeCornu, 2013). Similarly, it was these mutually responsive relationships 
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experienced by the participants, that supported the resilient and creative capacities of all 

who were involved.   

Relationships are contributing factors to a teachers’ sense of self-worth (Le Cornu, 

2013) and in turn, resilience. Several participants spoke about the ways in which positive 

relationships with students were affirming for them, such as when Xavier spoke about the 

feedback he received from students, which he used to strengthen his practice including the 

creative aspects of his work. Kate spoke of the conversations she engaged in with students 

about the activities she had planned for them and how she was able to use their ideas to 

modify tasks to better meet their needs and to better engage those students, strengthening 

her own practice as well as students’ learning.   

While the participants shared their experiences of the benefits of positive 

relationships with students on their capacity for resilience, teacher-student relationships 

were also found to test the ECTs’ resilience and creativity from time to time.  

Teacher-student relationships can, at times, have a negative impact on a teacher’s 

well-being or happiness (Johnson et al., 2010; Kitching, Morgan & O’Leary, 2009; Le Cornu, 

2013) particularly when differences in personality or personal barriers act as relationship 

inhibitors. Teacher-student relationships can also become challenging when external 

factors such as unexpected interruptions or a last-minute change of plans influence 

students’ behaviour or interactions in the classroom.  Belinda and Kate noted that it was 

difficult to maintain a positive learning environment under these circumstances and as a 

result they found their resilience was threatened as was their capacity to work creatively 

with the children. It seemed then that the ECTs in this study were like many others in 

broader contexts who were mostly “sustained by [but occasionally] drained by the 

relationships they developed with their students” (Le Cornu, 2013, p. 4). Despite these 

challenges, at no point did any of the participants who experienced them cease to 

persevere in trying to establish positive teacher-student relationships. They did this 

because they valued these relationships for the many benefits they brought not only to 

their students - including students’ capacity for resilience and their creative development - 

but also to them as teachers.   
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5.2.1.1 Reciprocity: Teacher-student relationships, resilience and creativity  

The reciprocal nature of the relationship between resilience and creativity emerged 

strongly as a theme across all participants interviews. The participants’ stories help broaden 

our understanding of the already acknowledged benefits of teacher-student relationships. 

These benefits include the ways in which teacher-student relationships were shown to 

positively assist the participants’ work in supporting the development of their students’ 

capacity as resilient and creative learners. Similarly, positive teacher-student relationships 

benefited the participants’ in that they felt their own resilience and creativity were 

strengthened. Finally, it is the early career teachers’ resilient and creative capacities that 

supported them in establishing and maintaining relationships with students in the first 

place.   

All participants were clear that through their own show of empathy, care, respect 

and trust towards their students, they were able to foster positive relationships with those 

students. This was, in turn, beneficial to the students’ development as resilient and creative 

learners.  The participants all noted that with these factors in place, students felt a sense of 

inclusion and belonging which increased their confidence and willingness to take risks with 

their learning, and to explore, experiment and respond creatively. In this environment, 

according to the participants, students were more willing to think critically and creatively, 

raise questions and make, and learn from, their mistakes. Showing a genuine interest 

through respectfully listening to students' ideas and providing feedback where required, 

helped students persevere and work through a process toward creative outcomes. Grant 

believed that by developing good relationships with students he was creating an 

environment conducive to students’ creative learning and exploration where they felt safe 

to have a go, to voice ideas, to take risks. In other words, meeting the emotional needs of 

students (through positive relationships) built their resilience  and enabled them to work 

creatively (see Beltman et al., 2011, Oswald et al., 2003; Masten, 2001; Unger & Lerner, 

2008; Winders, 2014).  In this regard, building supportive teacher-student relationships was 

identified as a strategy in its own right for nurturing students' capacity for resilience and for 

getting to know students’ interests so they were better able to engage them creatively.  

The reciprocity outlined above, had yet another layer: just as developing positive 

relationships between teacher and student supported the ECTs’ own resilience and 

creativity and supported the work they did in nurturing their students’ resilience and 

creativity, resilient and creative capacities helped build those relationships in the first place. 

For example, when Elizabeth found herself in a situation where she felt intimidated by 
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some students and there was little to no collegial support for her, she drew on her 

resilience and creativity to cope. That is, rather than allowing this to hinder her practice, 

she instead put herself among the students on a regular basis and began to develop 

familiarity and positive relationships with many students across the entire school. Her 

resilience and creativity had thus helped her use her interpersonal skills (Bancroft et al., 

2008; Davies et al., 2013) and develop relationships that were integral to her work.   

All of the participants had, at one time or another through our conversations, 

talked about the kinds of activities they planned for their students, particularly those where 

there were opportunities for students to individually or collaboratively explore and 

experiment in ways and about topics that were of personal interest to them. These creative 

and mostly open-ended explorations were supported through guidance from the teacher, 

rather than explicit instruction and direction. As we know from the literature, engaging in 

collaborative and creative learning activities promotes teacher-student and student-

student relationships through the enhancement of students’ interpersonal skills (Bancroft 

et al., 2008; Davies et al., 2013; Jeffrey & Craft, 2004). Most of the participants had come to 

this understanding through their experiences as pre-service and in-service teachers and for 

some, such as Xavier, through ongoing professional learning. It is clear that 

participants drew on their resilient or creative capacities, or both, to enhance or restore 

teacher-student, and student-student relationships.  

 

5.2.1.2 Reciprocity: Student-student relationships, resilience and creativity  

Integral to learning and teaching environments supportive of students’ resilient and 

creative development, is the way in which the teacher is able to assist students to develop 

positive relationships with one another. Grant was clear that if students did not have 

positive relationships with each other, they wouldn’t be able to work well together either 

and they were far less likely to feel safe to present their ideas to others. He believed that it 

was important to monitor how relationships were being sustained and, if they were 

suffering, he stepped in, endeavouring to restore those relationships and once again enable 

students to work together effectively in all areas, including working creatively. Xavier had 

also undertaken considerable work in restorative practices with his students. His work in 

supporting student-student relationships based on mutual trust, respect and collaboration 

was characteristic of the features of a creativity-supportive psychosocial environment 

(Rubenstein et al., 2013; Soh, 2017). This is particularly so when working in groups such as 

the class meetings and circle-time that Xavier ran regularly with his students. As well as the 
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supportive relationship that existed between Xavier and his students, it was these 

collaborative opportunities that were significant in developing his students’ resilience and 

creativity through shared ideas and a sense of togetherness.   

Other participants suggested that the relationship between students could work in 

a similar manner to that of teacher-student relationships in that they promoted curiosity, 

risk-taking, negotiation, an acceptance of alternative perspectives, creativity and an interest 

in the work of their peers (see also Davies et al., 2013; Galton, 2010; Soh, 2017). It was also 

noted in the literature, as it was in the discussion above regarding teacher-student 

relationships, that classroom work focused on developing students’ creativity could also 

significantly enhance students’ interpersonal development (Bancroft et al., 2008; Galton, 

2010). It therefore provides another example of the reciprocal relationship between 

creativity and the development of positive relationships and the interpersonal level of 

resilience.  

 

5.2.1.3. Reciprocity: Collegial relationships, resilience and creativity  

There was little doubt as to the value that each participant placed on their 

relationships with colleagues and school leaders in supporting their own resilience and 

creativity. For most participants, the social connectedness and sense of belonging collegial 

relationships fostered was undeniable and these were seen as powerful contributors to 

building resilience as well as for nurturing the creative capacities of an individual.   

Collegial relationships benefited the participants’ increased confidence as 

classroom teachers through shared resources, theoretical understandings and 

practices. Just as Mansfield et al., (2013) identified in their study, maintaining a strong 

support network was important for these ECTs. Elizabeth, for example, spoke about 

collegial relationships that were beneficial on a more personal level whereby staff were 

able to count on one another for emotional support. These relationships were often 

established with teachers in nearby classrooms, or with teachers of greater experience. 

Belinda spoke of a network of relationships she had established that served a range of 

purposes. For example, she tended to lean on one staff member when needing to vent, 

another when seeking advice about individual students, another for friendship, and a range 

of others who support her with resources and teaching ideas.    
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Grant spoke of the reciprocal nature of collegial relationships, stating that an ethos 

of care for all who are in the school community is not only important for him personally to 

adopt but that he believed it was part of a teachers’ role to do so. When Grant 

assisted others who needed support or teaching ideas or encouragement/ motivation, he 

said it positively influenced his own resilience and creativity. This is reminiscent of 

Jefferyand  Craft’s (2004) notion of teachers engaging with, through and for creativity in 

their daily work, whereby one way of being creative [or resilient] positively influences the 

other. This could also be said of the less amicable collegial relationships, or those 

momentarily impacted by a disagreement or other interruption. For instance, when 

confronted by a colleague or when colleagues had unreasonably high expectations or 

judged aspects of their work, participants relied on their own resilience and creativity to 

thwart further conflict or to manage the situation.  

 

5.2.2 Theme 2: Adopting flexible and adaptable teaching practices  

While each participant’s description of a creative and/or resilient person’s 

attributes varied to some degree, there were key terms and phrases used repeatedly by all 

participants that provided further insights into the relationship between resilience and 

creativity in their work. All participants used the terms flexibility and adaptability to 

describe the attributes of both a resilient and a creative person. Each participant identified 

these attributes in their own practice and spoke of the value of flexibility and adaptability 

for their students’ learning and their futures.   

This notion of flexibility is commensurate with that in the wider creativity literature 

(e.g. Runco, Acar, & Cayirday, 2017; Soh, 2017) and resilience literature (e.g. LeCornu, 2009; 

Lucas & Spencer, 2017; Mansfield et al., 2012). The view taken by the participants in each 

instance, was one of intellectual or cognitive flexibility where perceptions, conceptions, 

beliefs and sensitivities were malleable (Moore & Malinowski, 2009), and actions were 

potentially adapted as a result of reflection. In relation to teaching specifically, the 

participants noted varied forms of flexibility and adaptability that occurred during a 

teaching day and throughout the learning process including thinking on the spot, devising 

engaging learning and teaching strategies, seizing the moment and taking risks in their 

practice, and accommodating diverse learning needs.    
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5.2.2.1 Thinking on the spot  

 One form of flexibility and adaptability noted as important by all five participants 

was that which was exhibited when a teaching plan failed in some way and the teacher was 

able to think on the spot, improvising in order to ensure the success of the lesson. For 

example, the planned teaching processes or learning strategies may have proven ineffective 

but the teacher was able to immediately adapt the original plan to better suit the given 

situation or the learning needs of the students without undue distress for teacher or 

student. Xavier and Kate noted that for this flexibility/adaptability to be considered truly 

creative, the teacher must be able to make these changes without jeopardising the fidelity 

of the original teaching and learning intentions.  Most participants noted, however, that 

this is not always easily accomplished and in line with the views of the participants in 

Berliner’s (2011) study,  they believed that such spontaneity and improvisation requires 

considerable skill. 

A degree of spontaneity and improvisation can, according to Sawyer (2011), allow 

teachers to better respond to and guide the learners in their class. For instance, creativity 

was particularly evident when the changes made in a given teaching or learning situation 

were spontaneous and occurred without noticeably interfering with the flow of the lesson. 

Through the participants’ examples, shared in their portraits, we can consider the common 

characteristics of creative and resilient teachers as including flexibility, spontaneity and 

improvisation or, thinking on the spot (see also Sawyer, 2011). There are other shared 

attributes of resilient and creative teachers that are evident in these examples, and they 

are the teachers’ capacity to remain calm (and maintain calm), to attend to the issue in a 

matter of fact manner, and to move on without interrupting the students’ learning. That is, 

maintaining the equilibrium.  

 

5.2.2.2 Devising engaging learning and teaching strategies  

Flexibility and adaptability can, according to all the participants, involve a 

willingness on the teacher’s part, to routinely strive to try new or alternative ways of 

teaching, in an endeavour to effectively engage students’ interest in the given learning 

scenario. The participants insisted that teachers must be creative in this work.   

Belinda and Elizabeth said that effective teachers were creative all day every day in 

the ways they sought out alternative teaching methods and learning strategies to engage 
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their students. Belinda and Grant stated on more than one occasion that creativity involved 

imagination and developing imaginative ideas; this was a common understanding among 

the ECTs in this study, and teachers more widely afield (see Aljughaiman & Mowrer-

Reynolds, 2005; Berecski & Karpati, 2018; Glaveanu, 2018; Lowbry-O'Neill, 2011; Newton 

& Beverton, 2012). Just as they had described creativity as involving imagination, they also 

talked about teachers needing to be imaginative in the way they developed learning 

resources and activities, and assessment activities, so that they might better engage 

students. This practice might involve instances such as creating a menu of options for 

students to choose from – as Belinda did - allowing students autonomy and choice and 

encouraging deeper investment in their own learning. As such, not only did this flexible and 

creative practice engage students at a level that best suited their personal development, it 

gave them greater opportunity to experience success and in turn, strengthen their own 

resilience as learners and encourage future risk-taking and perseverance.    

 

5.2.2.3 Seizing the moment and taking risks  

Belinda, Elizabeth and Kate all spoke of examples where, as creative teachers, they 

demonstrated their intellectual flexibility and adaptability when they positively reacted to 

the ideas presented by students by running with something unexpected and when they 

responded to teachable moments by embracing the unexpected and, when they 

accommodated students’ interests and directions with effect. These understandings are 

commensurate with those of other teachers who have participated in studies undertaken in 

a range of countries (e.g. Davies et al., 2013). Xavier also referred to this form of flexible 

practice, describing it as being open to [students’] ideas regardless of whether they fit with 

what he had expected or otherwise. This understanding harks back to notions of 

spontaneity and improvisation on the teacher’s part (Sawyer, 2011), as discussed earlier in 

this section. In the participants’ shared examples, the emphasis is on the way in which the 

teacher manages uncertainty in relation to student responses or views, using these as 

opportunities to explore possibilities or, as Beghetto (2017) puts it, as a stimulus for new 

thought, beliefs and actions. When ideas were generated by his students, Xavier took those 

ideas and developed them into something that was of interest to the students. This implied 

a degree of risk-taking on the teacher’s part as being central to the participants’ 

understanding of creative and resilient teaching. This also suggested that through this 

flexibility or spontaneity the ECT is modelling creative learning and behaviours for their 

students.   
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5.2.2.4 Accommodating diverse learning needs  

The participants all referred to a teacher’s capacity to creatively adapt their 

teaching styles, approaches and strategies or learning materials in developing ways to meet 

the diverse needs of learners in their classes. Some believed it was important that teachers 

did not narrow themselves to one idea but rather, remained open to a range of ideas that 

promoted student learning. Others noted that there was not one model to fit all learners – 

teachers need to cater to a range of ability levels and personalities – and this included 

having a bank of interesting and imaginative teaching strategies to draw from. As such, 

creative thinking and imagination were important teacher attributes for these early career 

teachers. Kate referred to this as bringing colour to the classroom and believed that 

creative people see the world differently and that they can use those alternative 

perspectives to design a range of strategies and resources to support diverse learners’ 

needs.  It is s this complex work that the early career teachers did in designing and adapting 

learning experiences to meet the abilities, interests and dispositions of students while also 

meeting the demands of curricula and drawing on available resources, that highlighted the 

critical role that resilient and creative attributes such as flexibility, adaptability, 

imagination, considering alternative perspectives and accommodating new ideas, played in 

supporting their students’ diverse learning needs.  

  

5.2.3 Theme 3: Utilising humour and playfulness to augment learning and 

teaching  

Humour has long been valued for its capacity to improve or sustain a person's 

happy mood, improve relaxation and in turn, reduce anxiety and tension, and induce 

playfulness (O’Quin & Derks, 1997; Pande, 2014; Proyer & Ruch, 2011).  Humour and 

playfulness have been proven to promote resilient and creative behaviours in students, to 

influence an individual’s motivation to learn, their focus on tasks and their social and 

academic engagement (Bateson, 2014; Jindal-Snape et al., 2013; Proyer & Ruch, 2011; 

Savage, Lujan, Thipparthi, & DeCarlo, 2017). These are understandings I had gained through 

my own research interests about promoting resilient and creative behaviours. However, I 

was surprised to find how clearly participants were able to articulate and associate these 

with resilience and creativity.    

When sharing their understandings and perceptions regarding resilience and 

creativity, all participants mentioned life experiences that involved humour and playfulness. 
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For example, they reflected on forms of play they had engaged in outside of school such as 

Belinda’s dancing classes, Kate’s visual arts and Xavier’s ‘Amazing-Race’-style experience 

where he playfully and creatively solved a problem in order to gain access to a foreign 

country. Elizabeth, Belinda and Grant in particular were absolute in their belief 

that humour and playfulness operate as conduits for building positive relationships, for 

supporting the social and academic endeavours of both students and teachers and drawing 

out students’ creative responses to learning tasks.   

Humour and play are both intrinsic motivators (Bateson, 2014) and in the primary 

school context often manifest through open-ended, exploratory, experimental, and fun 

activities, as was evident through the participants’ stories.  Through their stories, the 

connection between humour, playfulness and creativity was reflective of similar notions 

that have become of increasing interest to educators over the past decade or two (see 

Bateson, 2014; Davies et al., 2013). Similarly, the connection participants had made with 

aspects of strength of character, including resilience, has also been identified in recent 

literature (see Pande, 2014; Proyer & Ruch, 2011). These examples also made evident a 

connection between resilience and creativity as perceived by the participants, in that when 

students’ resilience was bolstered through humour and play it directly impacted their 

creative capabilities.  

 Participants shared many stories that exemplified the relationship between 

resilience and creativity, and how they work together within this notion of humour and 

playfulness to support their work. An example was the choice by Xavier when supporting 

his students’ resilience, to engage them in role play as a means of working through social 

issues and restoring relationships. Belinda also exemplified aspects of humour and 

playfulness in supporting her practice when she noted that she sometimes became quite 

theatrical in her presentation of ideas to students, as a means of modelling the 

unrestrained creative thinking and responses she hoped to encourage in her 

students.  Belinda’s approach was both resilient in terms of her capacity to attend to the 

issue while maintaining calm, and creative in her approach to finding a solution to the 

problem through humour and playfulness.    

Interestingly, Belinda stated that she appreciated when the students also became 

animated in creatively working through and sharing their ideas. While she acknowledged 

that this can induce heightened excitement and noise levels in the classroom, she felt this 

was tolerable to a degree, due to the value that this playfulness brought to students’ 
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learning. Belinda’s was a positive response as often teachers associate these playful 

characteristics with off-task behaviours rather than those which are potentially related to 

creativity (Mullet et al., 2016).  Through their stories and examples of practice, the 

participants shed light on the reciprocal nature of the relationship between resilience and 

creativity in both utilising and supporting the use of humour and playfulness.  

 

5.2.4 Theme 4: Fostering a growth mindset  

Throughout our discussions about resilience, creativity and the work of the ECT, 

each participant identified attributes and teaching practices that corresponded with the 

notions of having, and fostering, a growth mindset. A growth mindset refers to a belief that 

“people can develop their abilities” as the result of hard work and perseverance (Dweck, 

2017, p. 215). Kate firmly believed that all humans are born with creative abilities and it is 

the self-imposed limitations they place upon themselves that inhibit those creative abilities 

from being realised. She cited common phrases heard among her students, colleagues and 

friends such as “I can’t …" or “I’m no good at ...” as potentially self-fulfilling and destructive 

prophecies. She noted that this mindset is in opposition to one she felt was more desirable, 

where a person takes control of their learning and strives to grow through perseverance 

rather than deny that it is possible to do so.   

It is perseverance – a key aspect of growth mindset (Dweck, 2017) – that most 

closely aligned with participants’ ideas about resilient and creative people where they are 

unafraid to take risks, unafraid to make mistakes and learn from them in order to improve, 

persevering to achieve their goals. Elizabeth, Xavier and Grant often spoke about 

perseverance as an attribute of a resilient and creative person as did Belinda who said that 

perseverance was needed by all in order to be successful in life and in particular, creative 

teachers are resilient and persevere in order to effectively carry out their work. Participants 

indicated a connection between resilience, creativity and a growth mindset whereby their 

belief was that resilient teachers do not dwell on failure or setbacks but rather, use their 

creative capacities to focus on finding solutions. Xavier and Grant added that learning and 

growing from those setbacks is critical and demonstrates the depth of a teachers’ 

resilience. In this regard, all the participants spoke about some or all these features in 

relation to their own teaching practice and the level of teacher resilience and creativity 

sometimes required to work in these ways.   
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The work participants did in fostering a growth mindset in their students also shone 

a light on the relationship between resilience and creativity.  According to Dweck (2017) 

fostering a growth mindset involves three key things:   

1. praising the process that led to learning  

2. embracing mistakes, setbacks or failures for the learning opportunities they 

present   

3. focusing on teaching for deep understanding.   

The participants in this study aspired to all three of the above, using resilient and creative 

processes and practices to achieve their goals.  For example, Xavier used process-oriented 

praise to encourage students and varied this depending on the type of learner. With 

Xavier’s support, the more academically advanced students were encouraged to identify 

their next steps toward improvement, whereas those who were struggling with a particular 

aspect of their learning received Xavier’s praise for the smaller steps they achieved so as to 

make their learning pathway feel more accessible for them which supported their resilience 

as learners.   

Elizabeth believed that it was important to instil a belief in her students that while 

they may not be able to achieve a skill or understanding at a given point in time, it will be 

attainable with perseverance and the appropriate strategies utilised. As such, she told me 

that she and her students often end the phrase “I can’t do this” with “now”, recognising 

that the desired learning goal is indeed reachable; this paves the way for openness to 

creative development (Dweck, 2012). Just as they see in their own teaching practice, Grant 

and Xavier spoke about the importance of valuing mistakes as learning opportunities and 

modelling this resilience for their students. Indeed, all the participants talked about 

encouraging students to learn from setbacks and persevere to achieve their goals. They 

expressed a belief that their students need to develop independence as learners and to 

take ownership of their learning.  Through these examples, there was an apparent 

relationship between the participants’ beliefs and teaching practices related to resilience 

and creativity, and how resilience and creativity work together in fostering their students’ 

growth mindset, and vice versa.  

  

5.2.5 Theme 5: Overcoming challenges  

A teachers’ work can be challenging. Those challenges can impact a teachers’ 

resilience and creativity which in turn, has the potential to lower their effectiveness and 
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their job satisfaction. Conversely, it is the resilience and creativity of the teacher that can 

also help him or her to overcome those same challenges (Bramwell et al., 2011; Johnson et 

al., 2010). All the participants commented on a range of work-related factors that caused 

them to become stressed to varying degrees and at various times. These stressors 

negatively impacted on the ECTs’ capacity to be resilient and think creatively. The 

challenges that the participant ECTs highlighted as relevant to their particular 

teaching contexts, can be loosely organised into two broad categories: environmental 

challenges and emotional and physical responses. Those challenges that were repeatedly 

mentioned by all five participants are discussed below.  

 

5.2.5.1 Environmental challenges   

An environmental challenge that impacted the participants’ work was the 

competing demands of the ECTs’ role and the limited (and sometimes diminished) time to 

attend to those demands. These are the challenges that are commonly reported by 

teachers and especially, ECTs (Alsahou, 2015; Fawley, 2014; Kampylis et al., 2011). Most of 

the participants found that engaging students in tasks or explorations that developed 

students’ creative capacities, or that required some creative thinking on the students’ part, 

calls for additional or extended time on task. That amount of time is variable depending on 

the task and the students’ capacity to accomplish it. However, the necessary time is not 

always available to teachers (see also Alsahou 2015; Bercski & Karpati, 2018; Scott, 2015). 

To place a time limit around this work is restrictive and, according to Kate, can stifle 

students’ creative thinking rather than stimulate it. Some flexibility was required then, on 

the part of the teacher - if the context allowed for it – to extend and/or adapt learning and 

teaching plans to accommodate the task while meeting all other demands of the role.   

Xavier reflected on times where a child might be on the cusp of a great idea but [at 

that point they] have to transition to a specialist class. He felt it was not possible to judge 

the time it may take the child to develop that idea, or reach a particular understanding, and 

with these interruptions, time to debrief with his students was limited. Grant and Kate 

shared similar stories where creative engagement of their students had been interrupted 

and when they returned to the task sometime later, students were no longer able to find 

their creative spark or were no longer motivated to continue. While the participants all 

stated that under these circumstances they become frustrated and stressed, they also said 

that they were able to draw on their resilient and creative capacities to move on or to 
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problem solve and manage these situations, while acknowledging that the latter is often 

difficult.    

Connected to the notion of competing demands and time, participants felt that the 

density and rigidity of the Australian Curriculum (AC), while encouraging of creativity 

through the General Capabilities, also discouraged teachers to work in creative ways with 

students. Reflecting that which was reported by their counterparts in other studies 

(Alsahou, 2015; Bercski & Karpati, 2018; Russo & Boman, 2007; Soh, 2017), they all felt the 

weight of the curriculum requirements was challenging to their resilience and their creative 

teaching practice, stating that it was hard to get across everything that is required in the 

time available Elizabeth pointed out if she paid attention to the general capability of 

creativity and therefore allowed any emerging creative episodes to develop, she may do so 

at the detriment of covering other things that are required, impacting the students’ 

learning in other areas and, as Xavier found, leaving some required outcomes unmet. In this 

sense, the demands of the AC were to a degree, restraining the participants’ capacity as 

spontaneous and creative teachers (Berliner, 2017; Sawyer, 2017).  Some of the 

participants found that one way to overcome at least some of these issues, was to plan 

integrated inquiry-based units of work, where their students engaged in exploring topics 

that were of interest to them and that met the goals of the AC. This is a flexible and 

adaptable way around these competing demands that demonstrates the ECTs’ resilience 

and creative thinking. 

   

5.2.5.2 Emotional and physical responses  

Resilience and creativity play a part in supporting ECTs during times of emotional 

and/or physical stress. Xavier stated that he sometimes became stressed when he learnt of 

the background of some of the children in his class. Here he referred to the personal 

circumstances of some high needs children, or children experiencing a range of difficulties 

outside of the classroom. He said that this aspect of his role, and the type of stress it 

evoked, can be draining on his energy and as more and more issues build up and weigh on 

his mind, he found it could threaten or stifle his capacity as  a resilient and creative thinker. 

This empathy for students often took a toll on the other participants, much as it did on 

teachers in the wider field of research (Gu & Day, 2007; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Johnson 

et al., 2014) . The participants shared stories such as Elizabeth’s emotional response to the 

young girl who had to tell her mother she no longer wanted to live with her, or Kate’s 

reaction to a student who lost her mother or  Belinda’s immediate response to her 
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student’s untimely and untrue story about a matter of deep personal significance to her. As 

Grant reflected, he spoke about the difficult or problematic backgrounds of many of the 

students at his school and how this impacted upon his emotions.   

All the participants said that under these circumstances they must draw on their 

own resilient capacities and model resilient behaviours so that students might also learn 

some ways to navigate both their personal circumstances and their learning goals when at 

school. Gu and Day (2007) noted that such emotional challenges were, perhaps, the most 

compelling of the influences on teachers’ capacity to nurture resilience [and creativity] in 

the classroom (see also Kampylis et al, 2009; Odena & Welch, 2007; Ruberstein et al., 

2013). Similarly, an important part of teachers’ work is supporting all students in their class, 

including those with additional needs, whether that’s social or academic needs. Xavier, 

Grant and Elizabeth noted that being able to support all students was important to them, 

but at times the necessary focus of the students with high needs or behaviour issues often 

limited the time they had to spend on supporting and extending their other students.  

 

5.2.6 Theme 6: Supportive school cultures   

Another factor in the participants’ resilient and creative practice was the way 

in which their sense of belonging to a community of teachers was bolstered through a 

supportive school culture. School cultures are shaped by the individual teachers, support 

workers and leaders who operate within them and whose values, beliefs and behaviours 

are influential in the school community (Johnson et al., 2013). The participants commented 

on the kind, encouraging, collaborative and nurturing school environments they were 

immersed in. Xavier and Elizabeth found they were more willing to take risks with their own 

teaching practice, with trialling new strategies and approaches because the environment 

was such that they did not fear failure, nor did they anticipate criticism for their 

endeavours. All the participants were clear that the support of their school Principal and 

community bolstered their resilience and made their creative teaching possible. Such 

supports promote a sense of belonging and social connectedness that empowers teachers 

in their work and – for the ECT – strengthens their transition to the profession (Johnson et 

al.; Marsh, 2010). Feedback from senior staff has also been valuable in reassuring 

participants that they had created classroom environments conducive to resilient and 

creative learning and teaching practice.   
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These supportive school cultures encouraged the participants to continue 

experimenting and improving on their practice and provided support in managing the 

challenges discussed above. Xavier said that the connectedness he felt in the school 

community was powerful and integral to his success as a creative teacher. Other 

participants spoke of the benefits they felt from the contributions of peer mentors, 

collaborative planning, sharing of resources and strategies, observation of more 

experienced teachers, and supportive conversations with colleagues, for increasing their 

confidence, their resilience in certain situations and, their creative development of teaching 

and learning plans and resources. In effect, protective factors such as encouraging a sense 

of agency, having a strong support group and caring leadership, were being met for these 

ECTs (Howard & Johnson, 2004).  At Xavier’s school, for instance, working groups were 

established that supported the whole school’s work related to various curriculum areas and 

other matters of social and emotional well-being. The focus here was on both students’ and 

staff well-being. He said that membership of this group had given him greater insight into 

students thinking and matters relating to resilience and that this had also assisted in 

developing his creative teaching practice. Similarly, Grant felt well supported in his work as 

a current whole-school focus for his school was the well-being of students and staff.  

Where a whole-school approach is taken to matters related to resilience and 

creativity, participants remarked that they felt well-supported in their work. Democratic 

processes within a school community can enhance ECT resilience (Johnson et al., 2014) and 

can empower them to act creatively and resiliently.  For example, Elizabeth spoke of a 

culture of democratic decision-making regarding school policy and procedures which 

involved, in part, the development of their policy relating to resilience and creativity. The 

whole-staff approach to reviewing and re-developing this policy document helped Elizabeth 

understand resilience and creativity at a deeper level, with creative teaching being a policy 

expectation at her school. Both Elizabeth and Xavier’s schools took a whole-school 

approach to fostering the resilience of their students and in the case of creativity, Xavier’s 

school also took a whole-school approach to ensuring creative learning and development 

opportunities were available to students. At Belinda’s school, there were programs in place 

to support all the students in the school; however, they were run outside of the gaze of the 

classroom teachers and therefore, casual staff room conversations had proven important in 

gaining some knowledge of what occurred and how these programs supported her 

students.  
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While Grant and Elizabeth both agreed that they felt well-supported by colleagues 

and school leaders on the whole, they also spoke of times where collegial relationships had 

been less fulfilling. Kate commented on the environmental conditions that supported her 

resilience (or otherwise) and her creative artistic pursuits. For example, she mentioned her 

passion for the Arts and that she enjoyed teaching through the creative Arts but that her 

resilience was tested when colleagues did not give the same value to her Arts practice and 

teaching. The impact on her resilience could, at times, cause her to avoid working creatively 

in front of others, and according to Kate, this was to the detriment of her students’ 

learning.   

A further point of interest was the degree to which school culture played a part in 

the participants’ developing teaching practices. For three of the five participants their 

continued growth had been encouraged when senior staff included the development of 

their capacity to nurture students’ resilience and creativity as part of their Professional 

Development Plans, and as a direct result of participating in this study. When schools invest 

in teacher professional development that enables them to work creatively, inventing, 

experimenting, problem solving and more, a culture of resilience may also result (Johnson 

et al., 2014; Marsh, 2010). This was apparent in this study as all of the participants 

demonstrated development in their understanding of both concepts in relation to their 

classroom practice over the course of the year or more we worked together.  

 

5.2.7 Theme 7: ECT professional development  

It was apparent through our conversations, that the type and frequency of 

professional learning (PL) opportunities related to resilience and creativity had a significant 

impact on the participants’ awareness and confidence relating to their own teacher 

resilience and creativity, and their supportive teaching practices. None of the participants 

other than Xavier had been provided with formal PL relating to creativity, nor creativity as a 

General Capability. This may explain Belinda’s initial difficulty in articulating what she 

believed creativity to be and her early practice that focused on creative design of learning 

opportunities but that did not deliberately look to developing students’ creative capacities. 

It may also have explained Grant and Kate’s initial understanding of creativity as 

synonymous with the Arts alone, which later, after some time to focus their thinking 

through this study, they extended to a more inclusive definition.   
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Through collegial conversations and whole school approaches to policy review, 

Elizabeth benefited from some informal PL opportunities relating to creativity and this did 

provide her with confidence in supporting her students’ creative development. She also 

stated that she felt well-supported by other staff who were creative teachers and modelled 

their practice for her. The school policy where Elizabeth teaches stated that all teachers are 

to be creative. However, there is no PL offered that corresponds to that policy. Despite this, 

some of Elizabeth’s beliefs such as those regarding students’ readiness for creative 

development, and the necessity for structure in supporting their creative development, 

changed during the course of this study, indicating that further PL may have benefits for her 

practice. Xavier on the other hand, was exposed to extensive PL relating to 21st century 

fluencies, including creativity. It appeared that this PL had been effectively influencing 

Xavier’s practice in that he was able to confidently implement some specific strategies to 

nurture his students’ creativity, critically reflect on that practice and amend it to the benefit 

of his students.  

Professional Learning (PL) relating to practice around supporting students’ 

resilience was much more widely available to the participants. Xavier was fortunate to be 

operating in a highly supportive environment where he professed that any staff member 

who had a passion about a specific aspect of learning and teaching, was encouraged to 

pursue further PL in that regard. Xavier’s passion was well-being. Complimenting this, there 

was a whole-school approach taken to PL and in turn, professional practice in supporting 

and developing all students’ resilience. Grant and Elizabeth had both engaged in PL relating 

to aspects of resilience and in that regard had gained understandings and strategies to 

support their practice. Grant noted that engaging in PL that helped him to understand his 

students’ resilience had in turn, helped him to understand his own resilience and that this 

was significant for him both personally and professionally. He also found that what he had 

learnt about supporting students was helpful in supporting colleagues.  While Belinda had 

no PL to date relating to supporting her students’ resilience, she did recall some PL in her 

first-year in-service where information was shared about teacher resilience, teacher stress 

and overall well-being. Otherwise, what she has learnt about nurturing resilience in her 

students has come from casual conversations in the staff room and with those colleagues 

who she leans on for support.  

 

 



   Discussion 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

209 
   

5.3 Summary 
 

In this chapter I have drawn together common threads from the beliefs, 

understandings and experiences of five early career teachers. These threads reveal the 

complex reality of teaching in Tasmanian primary schools, all of which implement the 

Australian Curriculum. Some of the challenges these teachers face in teaching resiliently 

and creatively have been shared in their individual portraits, as well as in the discussion of 

the seven key themes that emerged from the data analysis. Of particular note is the 

deepening of participants’ perceptions of themselves as creative and resilient teachers 

across the course of the study, as well as their deepened understanding of both creativity 

and resilience. This had an impact on their teaching and subsequently on the development 

of their students’ creativity and resilience.  

The reciprocal nature of teaching practice underpinned by resilience and creativity 

was also clearly evident from the participants’ stories.  This reciprocity is discernible across 

various aspects of the participants’ understandings and beliefs related to teacher attributes 

and their daily classroom work. There is a clear relationship between the attributes the 

participants described as inherent in both resilient and creative teachers. They believe that 

resilient teachers draw on creativity to overcome challenges in their professional lives. 

Conversely, a creative teacher must be resilient in order to enact her creative capacities in 

undertaking her professional duties.   

This reciprocity also exists in the work teachers undertake in supporting their 

students.  Teachers endeavour to nurture students’ resilience and creativity through 

building and maintaining supportive and positive relationships and teaching practices that 

are developed and sustained through resilient and creative practices. Across almost every 

aspect of the portraits, resilience and creativity rarely operated in isolation but rather, were 

frequently drawn upon by the participants simultaneously to support them in their work.   

Despite their diverse backgrounds, teaching experiences and professional stories, 

the participants’ insights exemplify the influence their understandings about resilience and 

creativity have on their daily classroom practices in the way they develop professional 

relationships, adopt flexible and adaptable teaching practices, utilise humour and 

playfulness to augment learning and teaching, foster students’ growth mindsets and 

overcome daily challenges. Influential to participants’ understandings about resilience and 

creativity and critical to their capacity to maintain effective practices as resilient and 

creative teachers, is the supportive school cultures within which they operate. Mentoring, 
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social connectedness, collaboration, provision of professional learning opportunities and 

environments where they feel empowered to take risks and explore new teaching ideas, 

are essential in championing their own resilience and creativity. These supports were also 

significant for participants'’ confidence and capacity to implement classroom practices that 

nurture and maintain their students’ resilience and creativity.     
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6. Conclusion 
 

 This study aimed to explore participants’ understandings about creativity and 

resilience and their perceptions of their own resilience and creativity. I explored how these 

perceptions influenced the participants’ beliefs about learning and teaching and ultimately, 

their classroom practice.   

While both resilience and creativity were familiar terms to all participants in the 

study, the depth of their understanding, particularly in relation to their work, varied. This 

variation in understanding and, in turn, their self-perceptions as resilient and creative 

teachers, often corresponded with the type and level of related professional learning that 

was available to them. Further, school cultures that valued the resilient and creative 

capacities of their staff and students, and that supported their development in a range of 

ways, were influential to the ECTs’ self-perceptions and practice.   

To this end, the findings of this study have implications for educational policy and 

school leaders, for Initial Teacher Education (ITE) providers, for teachers and for 

educational research.  

  

6.1 Limitations of the study  

Significant variations between participants existed such as their location across 

Tasmania, rural/urban contexts, age, gender, years in the profession and pathways into the 

profession, all of which brought weight to the study in that their experiences were 

consistent across a range of demographic and personal backgrounds. The small number 

of participants potentially limited the scope of experiences, understandings and 

perceptions that provided insight into the relationship between resilience and creativity, 

and teacher practice. The small number of participants may have also placed limitations on 

the accounts of supportive school cultures, especially given the ECTs short time in the 

profession and therefore, experiences of a relatively small number of schools. Future 

studies that include a broader participant base and that include ECTs in Early Childhood and 

Secondary School settings, may substantiate the findings of this study and heighten the 
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contribution of the findings to educational policy and practice and, to educational research 

in the field.  

  

6.2 Implications and recommendations for policy and practice  

The importance of resilient and creative traits for both early career teachers and 

their students has long been established. However, without the appropriate training, 

inexperienced teachers or teachers who are uncertain about what resilience and creativity 

actually are, or what they involve, are left to either rely on their own pedagogical designs 

for nurturing students’ resilience and creativity or they may omit this from their practice 

altogether (Skiba et al., 2010). This uncertainty may also impact upon the ECTs own 

resilience and creativity as they endeavour to support their students in unguided or 

uninformed ways. When teachers understand the nature of resilience and creativity and 

the relationship between the two, they are better equipped to pay attention to them in 

their own professional lives and in their classroom practice. Greater understanding may 

also negate erroneous perceptions that unwittingly quash resilience and creativity and 

instead, better equip teachers to recognise and develop the resilient and creative potential 

of their students and their colleagues (Beghetto, 2009; Green, Oswald & Spears, 2007; 

Henderson & Milstein, 2003; Masten, 2014). It will be important then, to find ways of 

communicating understandings and strategies for fostering resilience and creativity to ECTs 

and where identified as needed, to the wider teaching profession.   

The participants’ thinking about resilience and creativity changed during their 

engagement in this study. For some this was more discernable than for others. Regardless, 

there was a change and for the most part that meant a deeper understanding about 

resilience and creativity in their daily classroom practice.  This is evidence then, that 

engaging in reflective practice and learning opportunities that help to explain resilience and 

creativity and its relevance to the lives and work of ECTs, will in turn benefit their 

understanding and classroom practice. Outside of this study however, and based on the 

participants’ accounts, it appears that there was a distinct contrast between their 

experiences of, and the types of professional learning (PL) opportunities that were made 

available to them. Some of their schools had a strong focus on PL related to resilience or 

creativity or both, others focused solely on resilience despite pertaining to a policy that all 

teachers must work creatively, and other schools offered no related PL opportunities. 

Interestingly, none of the schools had engaged with PL relating to the General Capabilities 

as noted in the Australian Curriculum and therefore, most participants had little knowledge 



   Conclusion 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

213 
   

or understanding of how to work with the Critical and Creative Thinking General Capability, 

in their daily work.   

The findings of this study suggest that the relationship between resilience and 

creativity may mean that considering them concurrently in relation to the work that ECTs 

do and in the PL that supports that work, may be of benefit. Moving forward then, it will be 

important that educators and policy makers acknowledge the reciprocal relationship 

between resilience and creativity and how that may assist them to foster resilient and 

creative capacities and understandings in ECTs so as to support them in their daily work, 

and in helping them to foster resilience and creativity in their students.  

The portraits made clear that the environments in which participants worked, 

significantly influenced their resilience and creativity in terms of their related self-

perceptions, how they designed, developed and facilitated learning and teaching strategies 

and resources and how they fostered their students’ resilience and creativity.  Their 

experiences in a range of different environments in their beginning years in the profession 

often highlighted stark contrasts in those environments; some were nurturing of teacher 

resilience, creativity and related practices, and others offered no support at all. The latter 

often meant that participants were disinclined to ask for assistance or to let anyone know 

that they were struggling for fear of judgement by senior or other staff. Sometimes even in 

the more supportive school environments where a culture of collegiality and collaborative 

practice was upheld, resilience and creativity were not necessarily featured.    

These experiences were in contrast to those where a school-wide approach was 

adopted in supporting the development of students’ resilience and creativity. In these 

environments, ECTs felt considerably more confident to work resiliently and creatively, and 

to foster these same traits in their students. In these contexts, ECTs felt more inclined to 

experiment with a range of teaching strategies and to engage in more 

creative endeavours with their students without fear of judgement. These experiences 

make clear that a supportive school culture and wider environment are integral to an ECT’s 

own resilience and creativity, to their resilient and creative practice, and for enabling them 

to foster their students’ resilience and creativity.  

It is possible that the relationship between resilience and creativity in the 

professional lives of ECTs, may have a positive influence on ECT retention/attrition in their 

first 3-5 years of service. We know that the requirement for ECTs to perform to nationally 

recognised standards in a profession that is demanding and that presents challenges that 
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are difficult to overcome (Clark, 2019; Day, 2017) can be stressful, particularly during this 

critical time when ECT attrition is most common (see Johnson et al., 2014; Kitching, Morgan 

& O’Leary, 2009; Moon, 2007; Peters & Pearce, 2012; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Given the 

finding related to the reciprocal relationship between resilience and creativity in assisting 

ECTs to overcome challenges in their daily work, it warrants consideration as to whether 

nurturing ECTs through extended induction programs, PL and supportive school cultures 

that explicitly attend to ECTs’ resilience and creativity, may in turn, provide them with the 

personal resources to overcome these early career challenges and remain in the 

profession.   

    

6.2.1 Recommendations for policy  

In order to best support ECTs in their work related to resilience and creativity, 

Education policy-makers should look to developing a range of resources and materials for 

teachers to use in their classrooms which acknowledge the reciprocal relationships 

between resilience and creativity, and which will assist in promoting classroom practices 

that enhance ECTS’ own resilient and creative practice, as well as their students’ resilient 

and creative capacities.  Professional Learning on resilience and creativity should be 

developed to match the expectations and requirements of the profession, including 

curricula and other school policy, and should be aimed at developing ECTs own resilience 

and creativity, as well as providing them with means of fostering those traits in their 

students. In addition, PL should emphasise the connection between aspects of humour and 

playfulness (and how each of these manifests in the classroom), growth mindset, and 

resilience and creativity, in supporting ECTS in their work, and in supporting the social and 

academic endeavours of both students and teachers. This PL needs to include a practical 

component that models effective practice in fostering resilience and creativity in the 

classroom.  

  

6.2.2 Recommendations for Initial Teacher Education programs  

Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programs that promote resilience and creativity 

learning and teaching, and that make explicit connections with curricula and policy that 

guide teaching practice, would positively influence an ECT’s development in this regard. The 

findings of this study suggest that ITE programs will achieve this when they ensure there is 

an emphasis on supporting pre-service teachers’ development regarding their 

understandings, beliefs and self-perceptions related to resilience and creativity, and what 
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these might mean for their own well-being and for their effectiveness in fostering their 

students’ resilience and creativity across all aspects of their social and academic growth. As 

noted for PL, ITE programs should make explicit the connections between humour, 

playfulness, growth mindset and resilience and creativity. Exposing pre-service teachers to 

a range of definitions of resilience and creativity, providing examples of practice, teaching 

strategies, assessment tools and practical experiences that focus on the development of 

these understandings about resilience and creativity and that allow pre-service teachers to 

reflect on their developing beliefs and understandings, will best prepare ECTs who are both 

resilient and creative, as well as effective in nurturing these qualities in their students.  

  

6.2.3 Recommendations for school leaders  

While effective induction and mentoring programs exist in current policy related to 

Tasmanian public primary schools, the findings suggest that these are implemented to 

varying degrees of effectiveness across the public-school sector and that in some instances 

they may be omitted altogether or interrupted when ECTs’ pathway into the profession is 

not straightforward.  By ensuring the consistent implementation of induction and 

mentoring programs and extending the length of time that these supportive programs are 

offered, ECTs may transition more successfully. Induction and mentoring programs would 

be enhanced with the inclusion of PL and proactive supportive devices relating to ECT 

resilience and creativity. Mentoring programs that extend over the first two years of ECTs’ 

entry to the profession might include a dedicated mentor/s, placing the ECT in collaborative 

working groups of various kinds, opportunities to observe more experienced teachers’ 

practice, opportunities to explore novel learning and teaching strategies and, supported 

reflective practice.   

  

6.2.4 Recommendations for teachers  

It will require motivation and vigilance on the part of classroom teachers to remain 

abreast of the rapidly evolving research on resilience and creativity and in particular, 

that which informs resilience and creativity fostering teaching practices. This may require 

teachers to engage collaboratively with colleagues and knowledgeable others in 

researching, planning, and developing resources for nurturing resilience and creativity in 

their classrooms.  To pay more explicit attention to the general capabilities – to consider 

how they might plan integrated units of work that allows them to explore a range of 

curriculum areas (disciplines) and the general capabilities. In many cases, to continue doing 
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what they’re doing – to remain supportive of each other, empathic towards their students, 

and caring for themselves.  

  

6.3 Recommendations for future educational research  

While substantial research exists in the fields of resilience and creativity as 

independent notions, examination of the relationship between the two in relation to 

shaping and supporting ECT practice is limited. Similarly, potential co-relationships between 

resilience and creativity, humour and play, and a growth mindset warrants further 

investigation. Research that focuses on each of these individually often makes mention of 

one or the other, but rarely does it discuss all of the concepts as a comprehensive set of 

interrelated factors.  

Research exists that explores the reasons that teachers leave the profession within 

the first 5 years as a means of identifying the challenges and issues faced by ECTs. Some of 

the contemporary literature explores what role resilience might play in this.  Little of the 

literature considers how resilience and creativity together, might positively influence ECT 

retention. By understanding the relationships between resilience and creativity in the lives 

and work of teachers who remain in the profession beyond the initial 5 years years, insights 

into teacher attributes, school environments, the effectiveness of ITE programs, induction 

programs, mentoring practices, professional development planning and other long-term 

support programs may also shed light on way that ECTs can be better supported. 

Additionally, this research may lead to improved school and teacher practices which in turn 

may assist in building resilience and creativity in future generations.  

Through the review of literature for this study it appeared that no research 

currently exists that ties together understandings and beliefs about the relationships 

between teachers’ early educational background, the professional experience and training 

programs they undertake in preparation to become teachers, their own resilience and 

creativity and their practice in fostering students’ resilience and creativity. A longitudinal 

study focused on teachers’ changing beliefs over time from the point of entry into ITE 

programs, graduating into the profession (Early Years, Primary and 

Secondary specialisations) and then over some years of teaching experience, would provide 

significant insights into the kinds of educational and supportive strategies that are most 

effective in preparing and maintaining resilient and creative teachers in the profession.  
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6.4 Conclusion  

The notion that teachers need to be resilient and creative in managing the learning 

and teaching environment, is not new. Similarly, the significance of fostering resilient and 

creative capacities in students through relevant educational opportunities has been 

acknowledged for some time now.  Less common in research and practice, however, are 

explicit understandings about the reciprocal relationship between resilience and creativity, 

and their binary capacity as enablers and enhancers of the work of ECTs.  A strength of this 

study has been its small contribution to this understanding and its potential as an impetus 

for future research that may influence policy and practice across education sectors and 

ultimately for the promotion of resilient and creative communities.  
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Appendix B: Research approval – HREC (Tasmania) Network 
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Appendix C: Preamble for telephone call to school Principals 
 

Good morning/afternoon 

My name is Robyn McCarthy and I am a PhD candidate at the University of Tasmania.  I am 

currently conducting a study in partial fulfilment of my PhD which aims to explore potential 

understandings of and associations between, notions of resilience and creativity as they are 

understood by early career teachers (ECTs). I am hoping that you may be able to briefly 

assist me with my study by: 

• Firstly, allowing me to invite some of your early career teachers to participate in the 

study and then; 

• Assisting me to pass on some information to your early career teachers about the 

study – I can email the information to you so that you can in turn, forward it to 

them. 

To give you some background; the purpose of the study is to investigate ECTs’ perceptions 

of their own resilience and creativity, and how these perceptions and associated beliefs 

influence their classroom practice. The study will also explore the environmental conditions 

that support ECT resilience and creativity, and how in turn, ECTs perceptions of their own 

resilience and creativity, and the environmental conditions within which they work, support 

them in developing their students’ creativity and resilience. 

Once the ECTs have the information that I will email through to you, there is no more for 

you to do. 

One thing I will be asking participants to do at the school is to video their classroom 

practice (two lessons only).  This will be done using a wide-angel video camera and the 

footage will be viewed only by the participant him/herself and the researcher.  I will 

forward via email to you, copies of the information letters and consent forms for ECTs, 

parents and students, so that you can read about and consider the details. 

[Name], as you will see when you read through the documents I’ll email you that outline 

the study,  I will be asking your teachers to engage in a number of interviews, written 

reflections and related activities across the course of a year.  There is quite a bit for them to 

do in that time and I am wondering whether you might consider their participation in this 

study as part of their professional development for the year?  As you will see, the activities 

will require them to reflect on their practice at a deep level and will in turn; likely benefit 

their teaching practice. 

Once you have read those documents, if you are happy to forward them on to ECTs in your 

school I would really appreciate your assistance.  I would appreciate you letting me know 

either way by return email, what you have decided. 

Thank you. 
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Appendix D: Email to school Principal (follow up to telephone call) 
 

Thank you very much for your time on the telephone today and for your support in inviting 

some of your Early Career Teachers to participate in my research project. 

As mentioned on the telephone, my study aims to: 

1. identify Early Career Teachers’ (ECTs’) understandings of creativity and resilience; 
2. investigate ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience; 
3. explore how ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience influence their 

beliefs about learning and teaching;  
4. explore how these perceptions and beliefs influence ECTs’ classroom practice; and 
5. investigate the environmental conditions that support ECT resilience and creativity. 

 
It is my hope that this exploration of the inter-play between creativity and resilience in relation 

to ECT practice, and the supporting conditions, will bring about unique insights and will result in 

an enhanced understanding of ECTs’ beliefs and practices in relation to creativity and resilience. 

The wider teacher community, in particular ECTs and employing departments/associations, may 

benefit from the findings of this study in terms of identifying the environmental conditions that 

are most influential in supporting ECT resilience and creativity in the classroom.  In turn, school 

students may benefit from enhanced understanding in the teaching community, of the interplay 

between creativity and resilience, and the influence on ECT beliefs and practice 

As mentioned on the telephone, I have attached copies of information sheets and consent 

forms for ECTs, parents and students which explain, in detail, the procedures involved in 

participating in this study. If you have any questions about this information, please feel free to 

get back to me. 

As discussed on the telephone today, should any of your teachers agree to participate in this 

study, I will be asking them to engage in a number of interviews, written reflections and related 

activities across the course of a year.  There is quite a bit for them to do in that time and I am 

hoping that you might be willing to acknowledge this by considering their participation in the 

study as a component of their professional development for the year.  The activities will require 

them to reflect on their practice at a deep level and will in turn; likely benefit their ongoing 

teaching practice. 

I appreciate your support in passing this information on to ECTs in your school who: 

•  have been working at no less than 0.8 fraction of full-time employment for up to 

eight years, and  

• who are currently somewhere in or around 3-8 years in-service, and 

• who are currently teaching in grade 3 or above so that formal student consent is a 

reasonable expectation 

In deciding which ECTs to extend this invitation to, giving consideration to mixed gender, mixed 

age groups and so on would be beneficial but certainly not imperative. 

Please let your ECTs know that if they would like to discuss the project further, or if they 

are interested in participating, they can contact me by phone or email as detailed below. 

Again, thank you very much for your interest in and support of this project. 

Robyn McCarthy 
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Appendix E: Participant invitation and information letter 
  

 

 

Interplay: Creativity, Resilience & Early Career Teachers 

Dear Early Career Teacher, 

Invitation 

You are invited to participate in a study which aims to explore understandings of and 

associations between resilience and creativity as they are understood by early career 

teachers (ECTs). This study is being conducted in partial fulfillment of a PhD for Robyn 

McCarthy under the supervision of Dr. Sharon Pittaway and Associate Professor Karen 

Swabey.  

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of the study is to investigate ECTs’ perceptions of their own resilience and 

creativity, and how these perceptions and associated beliefs influence their classroom 

practice. The study will also explore the environmental conditions that support ECT resilience 

and creativity, and how in turn, ECTs perceptions of their own resilience and creativity, and 

the environmental conditions within which they work, support them in developing their 

students’ creativity and resilience. Important to note here is that there will be no judgments 

nor evaluations made about your practice but rather, it is your own perceptions and beliefs, 

and how those influence your practice, that the study is interested in. 

Why have I been invited to participate? 

You have been invited to participate in this study because you are an early career teacher 

who has been working no less than 0.8 fraction of full-time employment for up to eight 

years, and you are currently somewhere in or around 3-8 years in-service.  

Your involvement in this study is voluntary, and there are no consequences if you decide 

not to participate.  Deciding not to participate will not affect your relationship with your 

school or the University.  

What will I be asked to do? 

If you consent to participate in this study, you will be invited to engage in discussions, 

planning and reflections, in the following ways: 

• participate in four audio-recorded discussions of no more than one hour each 

relating to your understanding of creativity and resilience and how your beliefs about 

these ideas influence your classroom practice. 

• on two separate occasions you will be invited to provide the researcher with a 

written lesson plan (prior to conducting the lesson with your normal class of 
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students), a written reflection on the lesson (approx. half an hour to complete) 

within two days of completing the lesson and, a video-recording of the lesson from 

which you will be asked to select segments for discussion (recording equipment will 

be provided by the researcher) 

• participate in two audio-recorded discussions relating to each lesson as described 

above 

• share with the researcher an object of your choice which holds significant meaning 

for you relating to your understanding of creativity and resilience in the context of 

teaching and learning.  This object may be photographed for recording purposes.  

You will also be asked to provide the researcher with a written journal response to 

questions regarding the object which should take no longer than half an hour for you 

to complete. 

• you will be given the opportunity to review and correct transcripts of all discussions 

and, you will be provided with a draft of your own narrative story which will be used 

to report the findings of the study, for checking. 

 

Are there any possible benefits from participation in this study? 

Through participation in this study you will be given the opportunity to reflect upon, 

examine and discuss your own practice and in turn, learn more about yourself as a teaching 

professional. As a member of the profession and in particular as an ECT, you will benefit 

from the findings of this study in terms of identifying the environmental conditions that are 

most influential in supporting ECT resilience and creativity in the classroom.   

Are there any possible risks from participation in this study? 

No, there are no foreseeable risks with the study.  

What if I change my mind during or after the study? 

If you decide to decline your participation at any time, you may do so without providing an 

explanation.  You will be able to view and amend your own discussion transcripts and ask 

that any unprocessed part of the data or all unprocessed data that you have contributed be 

withdrawn from the study at any point during the data collection period of the project.  

What will happen to the information when this study is over? 

Hard copies of discussion transcripts, audio and video files, and photographs will be stored 

on the Newnham campus of the University of Tasmania in a locked cabinet accessible only 

by the researchers.  Your name and other identifying information will be removed from 

these data and replaced with a code.  Computer files will be password protected and stored 

on a secure server at the Faculty of Education, Launceston campus.  After a period of five 

years from the publication of the thesis, all transcripts will be shredded; computer files 

deleted, raw audio and video recordings and photographs deleted.  All information 

collected by the researchers will be treated confidentially.  
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How will the results of the study be published? 

When the research is completed the researcher may share the findings through 

professional journal articles, book chapters, conference papers and/or workshops. In all 

publications where the findings shared are drawn from your contribution to the study a 

pseudonym will be used, without exception. 

 

What if I have questions about this study? 

If you have any questions about this study, please feel free to contact one of the 

researchers: 

Robyn McCarthy: University of Tasmania (Launceston) 

Email: Robyn.McCarthy@utas.edu.au or, 

Phone: (03) 6324 3219 

Dr. Sharon Pittaway: University of Tasmania (Cradle Coast) 

Email: Sharon.Pittaway@utas.edu.au 

Associate Profession Karen Swabey: University of Tasmania (Launceston) 

Email: Karen.Swabey@utas.edu.au 

This study has been approved by the Tasmanian Social Sciences Human Research Ethics 

Committee. If you have concerns or complaints about the conduct of this study, please 

contact the Executive Officer of the HREC (Tasmania) Network on +61 3 6226 6254 or email 

human.ethics@utas.edu.au. The Executive Officer is the person nominated to receive 

complaints from research participants. Please quote ethics reference number [Hxxxxx]. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to consider participating in this exciting study.  

 

If you would like to participate, please indicate your intention by first emailing Robyn 

McCarthy at the address above.  Robyn will get in touch with you to arrange a time to 

meet and finalise your written consent and go through the organisational matters with 

you. 

 

  

mailto:Robyn.McCarthy@utas.edu.au
mailto:Sharon.Pittaway@utas.edu.au
mailto:Karen.Swabey@utas.edu.au
mailto:human.ethics@utas.edu.au
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Appendix F: Participant consent form 
 

 

 

Interplay: Creativity, Resilience & Early Career Teachers 

Participant Consent form 

 

1. I agree to take part in the research study named above. 

2. I have read and understood the Information Sheet for this study. 

3. The nature and possible effects of the study have been explained to me. 

4. I understand that the study involves: 

• participating in four audio-recorded discussions of now more than one hour each 

relating to my understanding of creativity and resilience and how my beliefs about 

these ideas influence my classroom practice 

• on two separate occasions providing the researcher with a written lesson plan prior 

to conducting the lesson, a written reflection on that lesson (approx. half an hour to 

complete) within two days of completing the lesson and , a video-recording of that 

lesson from which I will be asked to select segments for discussion 

• participating in two audio-recorded discussions relating to respective lessons as 

described above 

• sharing with the researcher an object of my choice which holds significant meaning 

for me relating to my understanding of creativity and resilience in the context of 

teaching and learning.  This object may be photographed for research purposes.  

I will also provide the researcher with a written journal response to questions 

regarding the object. 

5. I understand that my participation in the study involves no foreseeable risks. 

6. I understand that all research data will be securely stored on the University of 

Tasmania premises for five years from the publication of the study results and will then 

be destroyed. 

7. Any questions that I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. 

8. I understand that the researcher(s) will maintain confidentiality and that any 

information I supply to the researcher(s) will be used only for the purposes of the 

research. I understand that in any public documents arising from this research, 

pseudonyms will be used for my own name and, if they should be mentioned in the 

data, the names of my school and students. 

9. I understand that the results of the study will be published so that I cannot be 

identified as a participant.  
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10. I understand that while my school Principal consented to my participation in this study, 

all information supplied to the researcher(s) will remain anonymous as described in 

points 8 and 9 above. 

 

11. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time 

without any effect.  

If I so wish, I may request that any data I have supplied be withdrawn from the 

research. 

 

 

Participant’s name:  _______________________________________________________  

 

Participant’s signature: ____________________________________________________ 

 

Date:  ________________________ 

 

Statement by Investigator  

 

I have explained the project and the implications of participation in it to this 

volunteer and I believe that the consent is informed and that he/she 

understands the implications of participation. 

If the Investigator has not had an opportunity to talk to participants prior to them 

participating, the following must be ticked. 

 

The participant has received the Information Sheet where my details have 

been provided so participants have had the opportunity to contact me prior 

to consenting to participate in this project. 

 

Investigator’s name:  _______________________________________________________  

 

Investigator’s signature: ____________________________________________________ 

 

Date:  ________________________ 
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Appendix G: Parent information letter 
 

 

Parent information sheet 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

Re; Videorecording in your child’s classroom 

Your child’s classroom teacher is currently a participant in a research study aimed at 

exploring Early Career Teacher’s understandings of resilience and creativity; the potential 

associations between the two ideas and what these things may mean for their teaching 

practice.  This study is being conducted in partial fulfilment of a PhD for Robyn McCarthy 

under the supervision of Dr Sharon Pittaway and Associate Professor Karen Swabey. 

As a participant in the study, your child’s teacher will be video recorded while teaching the 

class.  This will be done using a wide-angle video camera. While the focus of this recording 

is in no way on your child, it is possible that footage of your child will be captured 

incidentally, while focusing on the teacher at work.   

The video footage will only ever be viewed for research purposes by the researcher and 

your child’s teacher; no one else.  Digital recordings will be kept on a password protected 

computer in the Faculty of Education, Launceston campus and files will be deleted on 

completion of the study. If at any time throughout the study you decide that you want to 

withdraw any incidental videorecording of your child from the research, you may do so up 

until the end of October, 2015. 

As mentioned above, any recorded footage of your child will be incidental; it is what the 

classroom teacher does that is of interest to the researchers.  However, we felt it important 

to make you aware that recording will be taking place on two occasions throughout the 

school year.   

The research that is taking place will be beneficial to school communities in the future in 

that it may assist Early Career Teachers to work creatively and resiliently with students 

(including your child), enhancing their experience of school and their learning. 

If you have any questions or concerns please let me know by asking your child’s teacher for 

my contact details, I will be only too pleased to provide further information.  Otherwise, if 

you are happy for your child to potentially be video recorded knowing that only their 

teacher and the researcher will ever view the video footage; please indicate by signing the 

attached consent form.  It is very important that we receive your response on the attached 

form as soon as possible so that arrangements can be put in place for the study.  Your 

assistance with this is greatly appreciated. 

Kind regards, 

Robyn McCarthy 

PhD Candidate – University of Tasmania 
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Appendix H: Parent consent form 
 

 

 

Interplay: Creativity, Resilience & Early Career Teachers 

Parent Consent form 

 

1. I consent to incidental video-recorded footage of my child being recorded for the 

purposes of the study named above.  

2. I have read and understood the Parent Information Sheet for this study. 

3. Any questions that I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. 

4. I understand that the study involves the potential incidental video-recorded footage of 

my child (named below) while he/she is working in the classroom on two separate 

occasions throughout the school year 

5. I understand that the video-recording is for the purpose of researching the classroom 

teacher’s practice and is not focusing on my child.  

6. I understand that the video-recording will only ever be viewed by my child’s classroom 

teacher and the researcher. 

7. I understand that the video-recording will be deleted on completion of the study 

8. I understand that the researcher(s) will maintain confidentiality and any information 

gained from viewing the video-recording will be used only for the purposes of the 

research. 

9. I understand that in any public documents arising from this research, pseudonyms will 

be used for my child’s name if he/she should be mentioned in the data 

10. I understand that the results of the study will be published so that my child cannot be 

identified  

11. If I so wish, I may request that any incidental video-recording of my child be withdrawn 

from the research at any time up until the end of October, 2015. 

Your child’s name :  _________________________________________________________  

Parent/guardian signature: ____________________________________________________ 

Date:  ________________________ 

OR 

      (please tick only if you do not consent) 

I do not consent to incidental video-recorded footage of my child being recorded for the 

purposes of the study named above. 
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Statement by Investigator  

 

The consenting parent has received the Information Sheet where my details have been 

provided so parents have had the opportunity to contact me prior to consenting to 

incidental video-footage of their child for the purposes of the above-named study 

 

Investigator’s name:  _______________________________________________________  

 

Investigator’s signature: ____________________________________________________ 

 

Date:  ________________________ 
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Appendix I: Student information letter 
 

 

 

Dear Student 

Re: Video-recording in you classroom 

Hello, my name is Robyn McCarthy and I am doing some research with your teacher to find 

out what he/she thinks about creativity and resilience, and whether he/she thinks those 

things are important.  

You might be wondering what creativity and resilience are.  

Creativity is a way of thinking. When we solve problems or come up with new ideas; when 

we take a chance and try out something new for example, we are being creative.  

 

Resilience is about being able to manage the things that happen every day in our lives 

without becoming sad or angry or stressed, for example. 

To help me understand the way your teacher works creatively and resiliently, I will be 

video-recording him/her while he/she teaches your class. This will happen twice this year.  

It is possible that you may be recorded in this video even though I will only really want to 

record what your teacher does.  The recording will only ever be seen by your teacher and 

by me; no one else.  

If you understand that you might be videoed and you are happy for that to happen, please 

read the attached consent form and sign your name on it, then hand it back to your teacher 

as soon as you can.  

If you sign the form but then after the video has been taken, change your mind about any 

footage of you being looked at by your teacher and I, you can let us know and we will not 

use it. You will need to let us know this by the end of October, 2015.  

When I have finished this research, the video recording will be deleted.  

The research that your teacher is helping me with might benefit you and your school by 

helping us to understand how teachers work creatively and resiliently.  

It is very important that we receive your completed form as soon as possible so that plans 

can be made for the video.  Thank you for your help with this. 

Kind regards,  

Robyn McCarthy 

PhD Candidate – University of Tasmania 
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Appendix J: Student consent form 
 

 

Interplay: Creativity, Resilience & Early Career Teachers 

Student Consent form 

1. I consent to possibly being included in a video-recording that will be taken of my 

teacher while he/she is teaching my class. The recording is for the research study 

named above.  

2. I have read and understood the Student Information Sheet for this study. 

3. Any questions that I have asked about the study have been answered in a way that I 

understand. 

4. I understand that the study involves a video recording that might include footage of 

me (named below) while I am  working in the classroom; twice throughout the school 

year 

5. I understand that the video-recording is being taken so that the researchers can look at 

my teacher’s teaching, and is not focusing on me  

6. I understand that the video-recording will only ever be looked at by my teacher and 

the researcher, no one else 

7. I understand that the video-recording will be deleted when the study is completed. 

8. I understand that the researcher(s) will only use the information they see in the video-

recordings for their research and for no other purpose.  

9. I understand that in anything the researchers write about the research that the public 

might see false names (rather than my name) will be used if I am mentioned. 

10. I understand that the results of the study will be published so that no one will know 

who I am.  

11. If I wish, I may change my mind and ask that any video-recording of me not be used in 

the research. I will need to let my teacher and the researchers know this before the 

end of October, 2015. 

 

Student’s  name :  _________________________________________________________  

Student’s signature: ____________________________________________________ 

Date:  ________________________ 

OR 

      (please tick only if you do not consent) 

 

I do not consent to consent to possible video-recordings of me being recorded for the study 

named above. 
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Appendix K: Guided Interview 1  
 

Guided Interview 1 schedule: Life history/historical contexts 
The following are specific examples of the types of questions that participants will be invited to 

respond to.   This interivew aims to provide insights related to the following aims of the study: 

1. identifying participant’s understandings of notions of creativity and resilience; 

2. investigating participant’s perceptions of their own creativity and resilience; 
3. explore how ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience influence their beliefs 

about learning and teaching. 

Establishing relationship [15 minutes] 

• Researcher reiterates description of the project and expectations for discussions, artefact 

elicitation, journal reflections and video-recording 

• Researcher provides a brief background to study 

Q1. Do you have any questions so far about the study or your involvement in it? 

Life history [35 minutes] 

Q2.  [Name] I’d like to get to know your background a little better in relation to your schooling and 

how you came to be a teacher.  

Using the timeline template I have here, I’d like you to plot significant events and walk me 

through your schooling: 

• When did you start school? Where did you start school? How old were you when you 

started school? Describe for me your first memory of school. 

• When did you first change to a different school? Why did you change? How old were you 

when you changed school?  

• What extra curricula activities did you engage in? 

• What put you on the path to higher education? 

Q3.  Describe for me what school was like for you. 

Q4.  What attracted you to a career in teaching? 

   - role models/inspirations 

   - participant’s response to Q3. 

Q5. Tell me about you as a pre-service teacher 

• What do you remember about your university days? 

• What did you learn as a pre-service teacher that you take into your teaching? 

Q6.  Tell me about you as a beginning teacher 

• What grade did you start teaching? 

• What kind of school were you placed in? 

• How did your first day on the job feel? 

• What about your first year … 

- relief teaching 

- full-time teaching, how did that feel 

Q7. At what point in your career to date did you become comfortable/confident as a teacher? 
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Q8.  What was the most significant factor for you, in reaching this point of comfort/confidence as 

a teacher? 

- Colleagues / environment / experience / relationships with students 

Participant’s understandings, beliefs, perceptions [ 15 minutes]  

Thanks [Name].  We’ve just explored your schooling and your first few years of being a teacher, and 

this study looks at how relatively new teachers understand creativity and resilience. So, this is the 

direction the remainder of this discussion is going to take.   

Q9.  Describe for me what you understand creativity to be. 

- So, how does creative thinking fit within your description of creativity? 

Q10.  Do you consider yourself to be a creative person? 

* If Yes: 

-  In what way?  

-  Tell me about any times when it’s been challenging to be creative?  

 * If No :   

- what makes you say that 

Q11. Describe for me a creative teacher.  

Q12.  Do you consider yourself to be a creative teacher?  

 * If Yes: 

-  In what way?  

- Tell me about times when it’s been challenging to be a creative teacher? 

 * If No :   

- why do you say that?  

Okay, now let’s think about resilience.  

Q12. Describe for me what you understand resilience to be. 

Q13. Do you consider yourself to be a resilient person?  

* If Yes: 

-  In what way?  

- Have there been times when it’s been challenging to be resilient that you can tell me about?          

 * If No :   

- what makes you say that? 

Q11. Describe for me a resilient teacher.  

Q12.  Do you consider yourself to be a resilient teacher?  

 * If Yes: 

-  In what way?  

- Tell me about any times when it’s been challenging to be resilient?        

 * If No :   

- Why do you say that? 
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Appendix L: Timeline template 
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Appendix M: Lesson plan template 
 

Sample lesson plan 

Key learning area Topic or title 

Intended learning outcome/s: Resources: 

Lesson introduction: 

 

 

 

Main teaching points: 

 

 

 

Lesson conclusion: 

 

 

 

Assessment of/as/for learning (if appropriate): 

 

 

Notes for next lesson: 
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Appendix N: Artefact elicitation - Journal reflection 1 and 2  
 

Reflective Journal Questions: Lesson 1 & 2 

Artefact elicitation 1 & 2 both require participants to facilitate a lesson for which they 

have previously provided a written plan.  Within two days of carrying out each lesson, 

participants are required to respond to the following reflective questions, in written form.  

 

Reflective journal questions 1 & 2 relate to study aims: 

4. explore how ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience influence their 
beliefs about learning and teaching;  

5. explore how these perceptions and beliefs influence ECTs’ classroom practice; and 
6. investigate the environmental conditions that support ECT resilience and creativity. 

 

Please respond to the following questions within two days of completing the lesson in 

question.  It is important that you complete the written responses prior to viewing the 

video footage of your lesson. 

1. Provide a brief statement outlining the ways in which your lesson reflected/did not 

reflect creative teaching practice. 

 

2. Outline any challenges during the lesson to your creativity and how you overcame 

them. 

 

3. Briefly describe the ways in which you believe you nurtured creativity for one/a 

group of your students.  If you do not believe you nurtured creativity, please 

elaborate on your choice or the constraints, whichever is the most relevant to you. 

 

4. Provide a brief statement outlining the ways in which your lesson reflected/did not 

reflect resilient teaching practice. 

 

5. Outline any challenges during the lesson to your own resilience and how you 

overcame them. 

 

6. Briefly describe the ways in which you believe you nurtured resilience for one/a 

group of your students.  If you do not believe you nurtured resilience, please 

elaborate on your choice or the constraints, whichever is the most relevant to you. 

TASK: In preparation for the Follow-up Interview relating to this lesson, please watch the 

video footage and select (note down) the segments that you believe best capture: 

you as a creative teacher 

• you as a teacher who nurtures students’ creativity 

• you as a resilient teacher 

• you as a teacher who nurtures students’ creativity 
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Appendix O: Guided follow-up interviews 1 and 2  

 

The content of both interivews 1 & 2 is dependent on the participant’s written lesson plan, 

reflective journal entry and video recording. Selected segments of video footage will be 

viewed by participant and researcher during the discussion as visual stimulus and as a 

device for reflection-on-action. Indicative questions follow. 

Follow-up interviews 1 & 2 relate to study aims: 

2. investigate ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience; 
4. explore how these perceptions and beliefs influence ECTs’ classroom practice; and 
5. investigate the environmental conditions that support ECT resilience and creativity. 

 

Planning  

[Name] today we’ll focus on the practical aspects of your work and talk directly to your 

lesson plan, journal and video recording. We’ll begin with creativity and then come back to 

resilience. 

Q1.  I’ve read through your journal and in there you said that your lesson had/hadn’t 

reflected creative teaching practice? 

If had: Would you elaborate on that a little further; talk me through the  

             ways this occurred. 

             -  teaching/nurturing  

             -  Can you provide an example/s? 

             -  Did you explicitly plan for this?  

* If yes - Can you show me on your lesson plan where you had planned It?                 

* If no  -  Do you believe that you were a creative teacher regardless of not  

                 explicitly planning for it?   

If hadn’t: Tell me what it is about your description of a creative teacher that  

                  you don’t think fitted with the work you did in this lesson 

Q2.  Tell me more about your thinking when you wrote this plan; what was it about your 

experience with this class or past classes that led you to develop this lesson plan in 

this way 

- in relation to creative teaching practice 

- in relation to nurturing of students’ creativity 

Q3.  Tell me about any constraints when considering creativity in your plan. 

- environmental/culture 

- procedural/policy 

- relationships 

Now let’s turn our thinking to resilience. 

Q4.  I’ve read through your journal and in there you said that your lesson had/hadn’t 

reflected resilient teaching practice? 

If had: Would you mind elaborating on that a little further; talk me through the ways 

this occurred. 
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             -  teaching/nurturing  

             -  Can you provide an example/s? 

             -  Did you explicitly plan for this?  

 

* If yes - Can you show me on your lesson plan where you had planned It?                 

* If no  -  Do you believe that you were a resilient teacher regardless of not  

                  explicitly planning for it?   

If hadn’t: Tell me what it is about your description of a resilient teacher that  

                  you don’t think fitted with the work you did in this lesson 

Q5.  Tell me more about your thinking when you wrote this plan; what was it about your 

experience with this class or past classes that led you to develop this lesson plan in 

this way 

- in relation to resilient teaching practice 

- in relation to nurturing of students’ resilience 

Q6.  Tell me about any constraints when considering resilience in your plan. 

- environmental/culture 

- procedural/policy 

- relationships 

Selected video footage 

In preparation for this part of the follow-up discussion, participants have been asked to 

select segments of the video footage they believe best demonstrates  

(a) their creative/resilient teaching; or otherwise  

(b) their nurturing of student’s creativity/resilience; or otherwise 

 

[Name], you have selected segments of the video footage to show me today, let’s have a 

look and you can talk me through your thinking as we go. Once again, we’ll begin with 

creativity then move to resilience. 

Q7.  Tell me why you have chosen this particular segment.  

- If seen by participant as creative - Explain for me what it is that makes this    

                                                                specifically creative 

- If not perceived of as creative –     Tell me what it is about your teaching in this  

                                                                segment that you believe is not creative. 

Q8.  Show and describe for me any specific moments/events whereby you were nurturing 

students’ creativity. 

-    tell me how this example of nurturing creativity is different to working creatively 
as a teacher 

-    explain to me how you know you were successful/unsuccessful in nurturing this 
student/s creativity. 

-    In what way was this planned for, or was it incidental?  
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-    describe any factors that stifled your creativity or your ability to nurture 
creativity  
(environment/relationships/confidence/policy) 

 

Let’s now look at your lesson in terms of resilience. 

Q9.  Tell me why you have chosen this particular segment.  

- If seen by participant as creative - Explain for me what it is that makes this      

                                                                specifically creative 

- If not perceived of as creative –    Tell me what it is about your teaching in this  

                                                                segment that you believe is not creative. 

Q10.  Show me and describe for me any specific moments/events whereby you were 
nurturing students’ creativity. 
 

-  tell me how this example of nurturing creativity is different to working 

resiliently   

   as a teacher 

-  explain to me how you know you were successful/unsuccessful in nurturing this  

   student/s creativity. 

-  In what way was this planned for, or was it incidental?  

-  describe any factors that stifled your creativity or your ability to nurture 

creativity  

   (environment/relationships/confidence/policy) 

Participant reflection-on-action [15 minutes] 

[Name] Looking back to your lesson plan and the implementation of that lesson (video 

footage) 

Q11. Tell me what you are most proud of in relation to creativity/resilience 

- in your teaching 

- in your relationships with students/others 

Q12.  What sorts of things would you change for next time?  How might you do 

that? 

Q13.  If you could have anything you want, what would be the best possible 

environment to teach this lesson in, in order for you to  

(a) be a creative/resilient teacher 

(b) nurture your students’ creativity/resilience 
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Appendix P: Guided Interview 2a – Creativity  
 

Guided Interivew 2a: Details of experience/current contexts (Creativity) 
Duration 1 hour 

The following are specific examples of the types of questions that participants will be 

invited to respond to. This interview schedule aims to provide insights related to the 

following aims of the study but with a focus on creativity: 

2. investigating participant’s perceptions of their own creativity and resilience; 
3. explore how ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience influence their 

beliefs about learning and teaching; and 

5. investigate the environmental conditions that support ECT resilience and creativity. 

 

Reviewing and further developing responses shared to date [20 minutes] 

Note: Before this interview is conducted I will have drawn out some points that the 

participant made during Guided Interview 1 in response to questions about themselves as a 

creative teacher.  Given that I intend to explore these points in further depth, I would base 

my questions in this first section of Guided Interview 2 around their responses.  Indicative 

questions might be as follows: 

Q1. [Name] during our last discussion I asked you if you consider yourself to be a creative 

teacher; you said 

(a) Yes:  Can you elaborate a little more on how this is so? Can you give me an 

example of a time where you are a creative teacher? 

(b) No: Would you like to be? 

 

In much of the reading that I have done for this study, it is considered one thing to be a 

creative teacher and have creative practice, and it’s another thing to be a teacher who 

nurtures students’ creativity. This next question is about nurturing creativity.  

Q2. Is nurturing creativity something that you explicitly do? 

* If Yes:  

   - How so? Can you give me an example of a time you nurtured a student/s’  

     creativity? 

   - Tell me why it is important to nurture students’ creativity. 

* If no: 

   - what is it about your description of a creative teacher that doesn’t fit you or the  

     work that you do with your students? 

 

Q 3.  Looking back, what has been the most significant event/factor in your development 

as someone who sees him/herself as /as not creative? 

Current perceptions/beliefs about the teaching and learning environment (Creativity) [40 

minutes] 

[Name] In this second half of our discussion I want to turn the focus to the teaching and 

learning environment. I’d like to get an understanding of how policy, curriculum, 
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professional learning opportunities and so forth, guide your practice in relation to 

creativity. 

 

Q4.    What do you understand about creativity as a General Capability? 

-  Creativity is a General Capability in the Australian curriculum 

-  How familiar are you with that particular General Capability - what do you 

understand it to  

   mean? 

-  How do you use it to inform your practice? 

Q5.   What opportunities have you had for professional learning on creativity as a General 

Capability?  

(a) in terms of teaching creatively  

(b) in terms of nurturing students’ creativity 

  * If yes to above: Who provided that professional learning opportunity? 

If at Q5 professional learning is provided: 
Q6. Tell me why this has been important in empowering you to work creatively. 

(a) as a teaching professional? 

(b) as a teacher who nurtures (or aspires to nurture) creativity in his/her students? 

Q7.  Tell me how important collegial relations / social connectedness are to your success 

as: 

(a) a creative teacher 

(b) a teacher who nurtures (or aspires to nurture) creativity in your students 

 

 - What sorts of things/actions by colleague/s are most helpful? 

Q8. Tell me about your involvement in the school’s decision-making, policy development 

or curriculum development for example, in relation to creativity in the classroom 

(a) creative teaching  

(b) nurturing student creativity 

Q9. How does the environment you work in influence the ways in which you work? 

(a) as a creative teacher 

(b) as a teacher who nurtures creativity 

   

Thanks [Name]. Let’s now move on to talking more explicitly about the work you do with 

students in your classroom.  

 

Q10.  What does it mean for your work as a teacher, to enhance the creative potential of 

all students?  

 

Q11. Give me some examples of the ways in which the inclusion of creativity as a General 

Capability benefits your students? 
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Q12. Tell me about the methods or strategies do you use to nurture the students’ 

creativity? 

 

Q13. Give me an example of a time when your relationship with your student/s enabled 

you to nurture: 

(a) your own creative teaching 

(b) your student/s’ creativity 

 

Q14. Can you give me an example of a constraint to: 

(a) your creative teaching 

(b) you capacity to nurture your students’ creativity 

 

 

Q15. Tell me about any particular characteristics that you have that enable you to nurture 

your students’ creativity?  

- Why/how are these important? 

 

 

 

Thank you once again [Name] for your time today.  We will catch up again on [date] to go 

through some similar questions to those we have done today but next time, the focus will 

be on resilience. 
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Appendix Q: Guided Interview 2b  - Resilience  
Guided Interview 2b: Details of experience/current contexts (Resilience) 

Duration 1 hour 

The following are specific examples of the types of questions that participants will be 

invited to respond to. This interview schedule aims to provide insights related to the 

following aims of the study but with a focus on resilience: 

4. investigating participant’s perceptions of their own creativity and resilience; 
5. explore how ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience influence their 

beliefs about learning and teaching; and 

6. investigate the environmental conditions that support ECT resilience and creativity. 

Reviewing and further developing responses shared to date [20 minutes] 

Note: Before this discussion is conducted I will have drawn out some points that the 

participant made during Guided Interview 1 in response to questions about themselves as a 

resilient teacher.  Given that I intend to explore these points in further depth, I would base 

my questions in this first section of Guided Interview 2b around their responses.  Indicative 

questions might be as follows: 

Q1. [Name] during our last discussion I asked you if you consider yourself to be a resilient 

teacher; you said 

(b) Yes:  Can you elaborate a little more on how this is so? Can you give me an 

example of a time where you are a resilient teacher? 

(c) No: Would you like to be a resilient teacher? 

 

The literature around resilience resembles that of the creativity literature I mentioned last 

time we met, in that there is a distinction between being a resilient teacher and nurturing 

your students’ resilience.  This next question focuses on nurturing students’ resilience. 

 

Q2. Is nurturing resilience something that you explicitly do? 

* If Yes:  

   - How so? Can you give me an example of a time you nurtured a student/s’  

     resilience? 

   - Tell me why it is important to nurture students’ resilience. 

* If no: 

   - what is it about your description of a resilient teacher that doesn’t fit you or the  

     work that you do with your students? 

 

Q 3.  Looking back, what has been the most significant event/factor in your development 

as someone who sees him/herself as /as not resilient? 

Current perceptions/beliefs about the teaching and learning environment (Resilience) [40 

min] 

[Name] In this second half of our discussion I want to turn the focus to the teaching and 

learning environment. I’d like to get an understanding of how policy, curriculum, 

professional learning opportunities and so forth, guide your practice in relation to 

resilience. 
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Q4. Tell me about any programs currently running in your school that support the 

development of resilience: 

(a) for students 

(b) for teaching staff 

Q5.  Fill me in on how you use this/these programs or any associated documentation to 

inform your teaching practice? 

Q6.  What opportunities have you had for professional learning on resilience? 

(a) in terms of being/becoming a resilient teacher  

(b) in terms of nurturing students’ resilience 

  * If yes to above: Who provided that professional learning opportunity? 

If at Q6 support is provided: 

Q7.   Tell me why this has been important in empowering you to be resilient? 

(a) as a teaching professional? 

(b) as a teacher who nurtures (or aspires to nurture) resilience in her students? 

Q8.  Tell me how important collegial relations / social connectedness are to your success 

as:  

(a) a resilient teacher 

(b) a teacher who nurtures (or aspires to nurture) resilience in your students 

 

- What sorts of things/actions by colleague/s are most helpful? 

Q9. Tell me about your involvement in the school’s decision-making, policy development 

or curriculum development for example, in relation to resilience in the classroom 

(a) resilient teaching  

(b) nurturing student resilience 

Q10. How does the environment you work in influence the ways in which you work? 

(a) as a resilient teacher 

(b) as a teacher who nurtures resilience 

Thanks [Name]. Let’s now move on to talking more explicitly about the work you do with 

students in your classroom.  

 

Q11.  What does it mean for your work as a teacher, to enhance the resilience of all 

students?  

 

Q12. Tell me about the methods or strategies do you use to nurture the students’ 

resilience? 

 

Q13. Give me an example of a time when your relationship with your student/s enabled 

you to nurture: 
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(a) your own resilience as a teacher 

(b) your student/s’ resilience 

 

Q14. Can you give me an example of a constraint to: 

(a) your resilience as a teacher 

(b) you capacity to nurture your students’ resilience 

 

Q15. Tell me about any particular characteristics that you have that enable you to nurture 

your students’ resilience?  

-  What are they? 

- Why/how are these important? 

 

 

 

Thank you once again [Name] for your time today.  We will catch up again on [date] for our 

final theoretical discussion where you are going to bring along a personal artefact of 

significance to you in relation to creativity and resilience. 
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Appendix R: Journal reflection questions – Artefact 
 

Reflective Journal Questions: Personal Artefact 

Artefact elicitation 3 requires participants to bring an item of personal 

significance/meaning in relation to creativity and/or resilience along to interview 3 where 

it will be photographed for recording purposes.  Participants are also required to respond 

to the following reflective questions in relation to that item, in written form.  

 

These reflective journal questions relate to study aims: 

3. identify Early Career Teachers’ (ECTs’) understandings of notions of creativity and 
resilience; 

4. investigate ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience; 
5. explore how ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience 

influence their beliefs about learning and teaching;  

 

1. Briefly explain why this item is important to you 

 

2. When and how did the item come into your possession?  

 

3. Describe the personal significance/meaning of the item in relation to creativity 

(a) your own creativity 

(b) your creative teaching 

(c) nurturing your students’ creativity 

 

And/or 

 

4. Describe the personal significance/meaning of the item in relation to resilience 

(a) your own resilience 

(b) your resilient teaching 

(c) nurturing your students’ resilience 
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Appendix S: Guided Interview 3 – Reflection & Artefact  
 

Guided Interview 3: Reflective – making meaning 
Duration: maximum 1 hour 

This interview schedule aims to provide insights related to all five aims of the study: 

6. identify Early Career Teachers’ (ECTs’) understandings of creativity and resilience; 

7. investigate ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience; 

8. explore how ECTs’ perceptions of their own creativity and resilience influence their 
beliefs about learning and teaching;  

9. explore how these perceptions and beliefs influence ECTs’ classroom practice; and 

10. investigate the environmental conditions that support ECT resilience and creativity. 

NOTE: As the culminating interview, this final schedule will draw heavily from my analysis of 

each participant’s previous responses and artefact elicitation; as such indicative questions 

will be as follows: 

Personal Artefact [15 minutes] 

[Name] I’ve read through your journal where you’ve written about your artefact and I just 

want to pick up on a few points that you made, to discuss further. 

 

Q1. You’ve said that the item is important to you because [reason]. Tell me more about 

that. 

Q2.  In response to the question about personal significance/meaning of the item in 

relation to creativity/resilience, you stated that [meaning]. Can you elaborate a 

little further on: 

- what you meant by ...  

- when this became significant for you (in the context of the response) 

- why this particular item represents this meaning for you 

- how this understanding influences your teaching practice/you as an individual 

Q3. What does this item say to you about creativity/resilience? 

 

Reflecting upon the research/ Making meaning [30-40 minutes] 

For the remainder of our discussion today, I want to spend some time revisiting some of the 

responses you gave in earlier discussions as a way of gaining deeper insights. 

Q4.  In the second interview [Name], where I asked you about your own creativity and 

resilience, you shared an example where [example] can you clarify [point]? 

- Are you able to offer some other examples to further explain this? 

Q5.  Quite some time has passed since we began our discussions.  Tell me about your 

thought process over the past [period of time] since we began – how has your 

thinking about creativity and resilience changed? 

- If so, how?  

- What has been the most significant factor in this?  

- Can you provide an example? 
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Q6. How have your beliefs changed (if they have) in terms of how your see yourself as:   

(a) a creative person/teacher  

(b) a resilient person/teacher 

• If have changed: How so? Can you give me an example? 

• If haven’t changed:  Go back to Theoretical Discussion 2, Q1 & Q2 responses:  

     - If participant indicated that they would like to become a creative/resilient 

        teacher:  

        + what could you do to become a creative/resilient person/teacher? 

 

Thanks [Name]. I’ve just asked you to clarify how you see creativity and resilience and then 

had a conversation about how you see yourself in terms of creativity and resilience.  Now I 

want to turn your view to ideas about nurturing creativity/resilience. 

Q7. (a) Last time we talked you said that you believed that you: 

   *  are a teacher who nurtures students’ creativity and that you believe this to be  

       very important 

    OR 

    * are not a teacher who nurture students’ creativity 

 

Having viewed video footage of yourself teaching and having reflected on the 

lessons during our discussions, tell me how your pre-existing views or 

understanding may have changed. 

 

(b)  You told me that you are a teacher who: 

    * nurtures students’ resilience 

     OR 

    * does not nurture students’ resilience 

 

Based on the video footage and our various discussions, in what ways have 

your views or understanding changed? 

 

 

Q8.  We’ve talked on a few occasions about the environment in which you work and you 

have mentioned [comment] as being an important factor in  

(a) being a creative/resilient teacher 

(b) nurturing students’ creativity/resilience 

 

Tell me more about [xxx] and how that supports you in the work you do.  Can you 

provide an example? Tell me why this is important for you. 

   

 

 

 




