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Abstract: Higher education institutions are increasingly challenged to prepare student teachers for a socially and culturally
diverse learner population. Inclusive education is an international imperative but remains a contentious issue in education.
Early career teachers enter the profession with passion and anticipation to transition from theory-based learning to practical
implementation. However, they soon face many contextual challenges, especially in low socio-economic settings. This
research investigates the experiences of early career Foundation Phase teachers in implementing learning support within
low socio-economic schools. Using a qualitative, illustrative case study design grounded in social constructivist theory, data
were collected from purposefully selected participants in the Western Cape through semi-structured interviews and
document analysis. Thematic content analysis revealed five key themes: 1) contextual factors, 2) teacher attitudes, 3)
perceived lack of skills, 4) proactivity and reflection, and 5) external support needs. The findings indicate that despite the
prioritization of inclusive education, early career teachers encounter numerous challenges that impede effective learning
support. Their experiences highlight the gap between theoretical training and practical application, impacting their
confidence and ability to implement learning support strategies. These insights are essential for adapting teacher training
programs to better prepare future educators for the practical realities, particularly in low socio-economic contexts.
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1. Introduction

Internationally, the rapidly changing educational landscape challenges higher education institutions to regularly
review teacher training programs. This is compounded by the global emphasis on accessible and quality
education for all. The landmark Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education,
along with several other declarations and conventions, emphasize the need for inclusive education (UNESCO,
1994). These initiatives initially aimed to integrate students with special needs into mainstream education
settings, emphasizing diversity and individualized support. However, the understanding of inclusive education
has evolved to promote quality education and support regardless of age, class, sexual preference, religion,
culture, gender, and language (Department of Education (DOE), 2001). Research indicates that early career
teachers struggle to provide quality teaching and support in the face of contextual challenges, particularly in low
socio-economic contexts in South Africa. Higher education institutions are thus challenged to learn from these
experiences to improve teacher training programs and support mechanisms.

2. Policies for Inclusive Education in the Country and Abroad

Understanding the challenges faced by early career teachers in South Africa requires an understanding of the
development of inclusive education both nationally and internationally. Inclusive education originated from the
disability movement and gained momentum with the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994), which advocated
for integrating learners with special educational needs into mainstream education. The statement promotes the
inclusion of all students, regardless of their abilities, in mainstream classrooms, emphasizing diversity and
individualized support.

Several countries, including South Africa, have adopted policies on inclusive education. However, South Africa
faced several political challenges during this time. Apartheid policies entrenched separate education systems for
mainstream and special education, with significant racial disparities (Walton & Engelbrecht, 2022). Post-
apartheid reforms, particularly the Education White Paper Six (EWP6), aimed to create a unified, inclusive
education system (DoE, 2001). EWP6 emphasized the capacity of all children to learn and the importance of
providing necessary support, aligning with the Salamanca Statement’s vision (Walton & Rusznyak, 2016). Despite
these reforms, the apartheid legacy left deep-rooted inequalities in the educational system, affecting resource
allocation and support for learners with disabilities (Donohue & Bornman, 2014).

EWP6 set out a framework to make the South African education system more inclusive and equitable, enabling
all learners to attend their local schools, receive a quality education, and obtain comprehensive support. The
Screening, Identification, and Assessment Strategy (SIAS) standardized assessment procedures to identify and
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address learners' needs (DoE, 2014). The national education department also issued several guiding documents
to support the implementation of learning support. Despite significant progress, many challenges remain,
including managing large numbers of learners during screening and identification, lack of time, limited parental
involvement, feelings of learned helplessness, inadequate techniques, and insufficient support resources
(Karimupfumbi & Dwarika, 2022). Engelbrecht et al. (2015) argue that the primary challenge for teachers is the
lack of practical policy implementation, hindering their ability to effectively support learners with diverse
learning barriers in the classroom. Additionally, Ladbrook (2009) found that primary school teachers had a
limited understanding of curriculum differentiation to support learners. Implementing inclusive practices in
classrooms remains stressful due to inadequate formal support systems and a lack of knowledge on effective
learning support strategies (Mfuthwana & Dreyer, 2018).

2.1 Local Frameworks and Policies for Learning Support

In pursuit to provide equitable support to address learners’ diverse educational needs, the Western Cape
Education Department (WCED) introduced a learning support model which included various levels of support
based on learners' needs (Dreyer et al., 2012). However, this model has since been replaced by the Screening,
Identification, Assessment, and Support (SIAS) policy, which provides a framework for supporting learners with
diverse needs at both the school and district levels (Mahlo, 2017). In addition to this, support structures like
district-based support teams (DBST) and school-based support teams (SBST) were established (DoE, 2001).

SIAS outlines the roles of teachers, parents, and support personnel in providing learning support. It emphasizes
the importance of early identification of learning barriers and the development of Individual Support Plans (ISPs)
(Adewumi & Mosito, 2019). The SBST and DBST play crucial roles in coordinating and providing support to both
learners and teachers (Engelbrecht & Green, 2007). Furthermore, the need for flexible curriculum content,
support-based strategies, and strengthened teacher skills to manage diverse classrooms is emphasised in the
EWP6 (DoE, 2001).

However, despite these policies and frameworks, many teachers still face challenges in implementing inclusive
education due to inadequate training, resources, and support (Mokaleng & Mdéwes, 2020).

3. Conceptual Framework

An early career Foundation Phase teacher is defined as someone with less than three years of teaching
experience. Studies have demonstrated that early career teachers encounter numerous challenges in
implementing inclusive education (Karimupfumbi & Dwarika, 2022). While they value the principles of inclusion,
they often lack the requisite training and support to effectively apply these principles in their classrooms
(Paguirigan, 2020). Despite being educated in inclusive education, early career teachers frequently struggle to
bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical application, often experiencing feelings of isolation
and overwhelm due to inadequate structured support during their transition into the teaching profession (Alam,
2018; Maistre & Paré, 2010). This gap presents significant difficulties for teachers working in low socioeconomic
schools, where resources and support may be limited.

Internationally, numerous countries have established induction phases for new teachers to ensure they meet
core standards before being granted qualified teacher status (Malm, 2009). However, in South Africa, there is
no legal requirement for schools to provide formal induction programs, leaving this responsibility to individual
schools (Mahlo, 2017). Adapting to the school environment can be daunting for new teachers, who often face
challenges such as managing classroom dynamics, understanding school culture, and dealing with administrative
tasks (Ngwira & Potokri, 2019). International studies have highlighted the various challenges faced by new
teachers, including policy demands, classroom management, and collaboration with colleagues (Spatarelu et al.,
2021). The beginning of a teacher's career is critical for their development, and a well-structured induction
program can help new teachers not only survive but thrive in their roles (Hudson, 2012).

South Africa's education system often performs poorly in global comparisons, highlighting the need for better
support and training for beginner teachers (Hart, 2023). New teachers must be equipped with the skills and
mindset to implement inclusive education effectively (Forlin & Sin, 2017). Developing a critical mindset and self-
reflection in new teachers can also help them manage unexpected challenges and adapt to the realities of
teaching (Botha & Rens, 2018).

The value of this study lies in its focus on teachers' experiences, particularly the practical difficulties they
encounter. This knowledge is indispensable for identifying discrepancies between theoretical models and actual
practice, thereby informing the development of more effective and pragmatic training programs, support
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systems, and policies (Ainscow, 2020; Florian, 2014). For instance, understanding challenges such as resource
scarcity, insufficient training, and inadequate administrative support can lead to targeted interventions that
better equip educators for inclusive settings (Forlin, 2010). Although this study comprises a small sample of five
teachers, it is significant as it elucidates the experiences of novice teachers in low socioeconomic schools in the
Western Cape. Given that educators in under-resourced schools frequently face high turnover rates, these
findings can inform strategies to improve teacher retention (Haug, 2017; Lalvani, 2012). Moreover, integrating
teachers' experiences into research fosters empathy and collaboration among stakeholders, thereby enhancing
the overall effectiveness of inclusive education initiatives.

4. Research Question

Teachers play a critical role in creating inclusive learning environments, yet limited research exists on early
career teachers' experiences with implementing learning support in low socioeconomic schools. This study
investigates how early career Foundation Phase teachers perceive and implement learning support in these
settings. The primary research question is: How do early career Foundation Phase teachers experience
implementing learning support in low socioeconomic schools? This study aims to understand their perceptions,
challenges, opportunities, and the support they receive (Dreyer et al., 2012), with the goal of informing and
improving teacher training programs.

5. Research Design and Methodology

The research followed a qualitative interpretive case study approach. This approach was chosen due to its
effectiveness in exploring complex topics in real-world contexts and understanding intricate issues in natural
settings. The study further employed a descriptive case study to provide in-depth exploration and contextual
understanding of early career teachers' experiences (Creswell, 2007; Tuytens & Devos, 2017).

The study was further guided by an interpretive constructivist paradigm, which prioritizes the exploration of
subjective interpretations within social and cultural contexts (Creswell, 2007). Within an interpretive paradigm,
the socially constructed nature of knowledge and the creation of truth through individual interactions within
society is emphasized (Andrews, 2012).

5.1 Participants

The research population comprised of five early career Foundation Phase teachers in under-resourced primary
schools in Cape Town. The study targeted teachers in their first three years of teaching in low socio-economic
areas, using purposive sampling to select participants (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006). Potential participants
were contacted via WhatsApp and informed about the need for written consent and a permission letter from
their principal. Before the interviews, participants were briefed on the advantages and potential drawbacks and
informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time without consequences.

5.2 Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection methods aligned with the qualitative interpretive paradigm included semi-structured interviews,
discussions, and reflection sessions with early career teachers (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). The interview
guestions encompassed personal and demographic information, including participants' names, ages, academic
backgrounds, and teaching experiences. They examined primary classroom responsibilities, additional duties,
and their impact on teaching efficacy. Furthermore, the questions addressed teachers' strategies for managing
quality education, their understanding and implementation of learning support, the support they received or
required, and the challenges and opportunities encountered in low socioeconomic schools. These methods
yielded rich data on the challenges, successes, and innovative approaches of teachers implementing learning
support, facilitating a comprehensive analysis of their thoughts, emotions, and contextual influences (Baxter &
Jack, 2010). These questions were the primary data collection method for this study.

Thematic content analysis was used to identify trends and patterns in the data through coding, categorizing, and
interpreting, with categories refined based on existing literature and emergent themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
The procedure involved coding the data by quickly identifying segments related to the study questions and
potential themes (Miles et al., 2014).

6. Results and Discussion

The research was conducted in five low-resourced schools in Cape Town, Western Cape Province, South Africa.
These schools are in low socio-economic areas, reflecting the lasting impact of the Apartheid system (Kahts-
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Kramer et al., 2022). The focus was on understanding early career teachers' experiences within these challenging
contexts. The table below provides an overview of the participants’ demographics:

Table 1: Demographic Data of Participants

Place of Sioame
Participant | Age | Gender Race stud Qualification Teaching Grade
y experience

1 25 Female Coloured uwc Bachelors in Foundation Three years 3
Phase

2 28 Male Indian UNISA Bachelors in Foundation Three years 1
Phase

3 29 Female White Cornerstone PGCE in Foundation Three years 2
Phase

4 26 Female Coloured uwcC Bachelors in Foundation Three years 2
Phase

5 23 Female Coloured Stellenbosch Bachelors in Foundation Two years 2
Phase

The study involved five qualified foundation phase educators, aged 23 to 29. Two participants studied via
distance learning, while the remaining three attended full-time on-campus programs. The group comprised
mostly females, with one male participant. Four participants identified as coloured, one as Indian, and one as
white, offering a culturally diverse sample that provided insights into varied experiences shaped by different
backgrounds. Notably, none of the participants had additional training in learning support or inclusive education
after their initial teacher qualification.

6.1 Key Themes and Subthemes

This section presents the qualitative findings based on themes and subthemes derived from the data analysis.
Five themes emerged from the data collected as listed below.

Table 2: Themes and subthemes

Themes Sub-themes

1: Implementation of teaching practices Contextual

Attitude and mindset

2: Support structures Management and guidance
3: Proactivity Self-reflection

4: Early career teacher needs Personal experiences

5: External support Role of school

6.1.1 Implementation of teaching practices

The findings show that external, contextual challenges such as overcrowded classes, lack of resources, and
language barriers were significant. This is consistent with findings by Themane (2019) and (Eberséhn & Ferreira,
2012). However, despite these challenges, participants had positive attitudes toward inclusive education,
emphasizing planning and group work, despite knowledge gaps and resource limitations.

Teachers were questioned about whether certain contextual factors hindered their ability to incorporate
learning support or promote inclusivity in their classrooms. During their interviews, participants voiced their
worries about crowded classes, limited resources, and language obstacles as seen in the following verbatim
quotes:

Participant 1: “Contextual, um, definitely the class size, like the physical building and the number of
learners. | have about 40 grade 3s on different levels who can’t even be supported using different means
such as a play corner or using dough or like a sandpit you know because there’s no money. | think
teachers are creative though and can survive and make do without the fancy stuff but then at least a
smaller class size would be manageable.”

Participant 2: “Umm, | would say... A bit of resources basically, so lack of printers. Umm in the classroom
and even in the offices and things like that, | would even say language barriers for the kids. There are
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unfortunately a lot of language barriers. Some learners are foreigners. Well, so it can be. It can be a bit
of an issue, you know, to communicate and then you know, just having a lot of kids in the classroom and
a relatively small class, it's definitely a challenge to work around these ...”

Inclusive education aims to provide the same educational opportunities for every student, regardless of their
abilities, disabilities, backgrounds, or any other factors that could typically result in their exclusion from regular
education (DoE, 2001). According to literature, teachers' dedication, expertise, and commitment have a
significant influence on students' learning results and educational experiences (OECD, 2009). The interviews
showed that most participants had an optimistic view towards inclusive education and thought that it was
achievable with the right resources when questioned about the possibility of providing a quality education to all
learners. Participant 1 expressed her opinions as follows:

“So, there's a learner, let's say there are two learners that struggle with sounds. So, in grade three, it is
difficult to go all the way back to those very basics. So, | think in terms of a child that lacks the very
basics, that would be considered challenging but let's say another is able to sound and you know, | think
that's possible in your groups. How often it is being done is something different.”

6.1.2  Support structures

Teachers reported that they lacked formal training with regard to specific support to learners with high level
support needs. They tend to rely on self-initiative or collaboration with colleagues, highlighting a gap between
policy and actual support. While many participants believed in the feasibility of learning support, all five
participants felt their experiences required additional guidance and organization to effectively implement
learning support in the classroom. No structured in-service training was provided to these early career teachers,
except for when the learning support teacher was consulted for guidance. These are some of their responses:

Participant 4: “No, | haven’t been given support as too many learners need support and only serious
cases are addressed. | actually don’t know how I’ve gone about it. | think we learnt about it during my
studies ja, but nothing outside of that.”

Participant 5: “I would say nothing, really, no. Apart from at varsity. Umm. | think like there was just one
workshop that we went to. It was like one last year in the year 2022. Umm ja what can what can | learn
from one workshop? Basically, it was just stipulating how do we go about learning support and the
importance of it. Umm, but other than that, there hasn't been any like follow-ups done.”

6.1.3  Proactivity

Despite limited assistance, findings show that these early career teachers took proactive steps to implement
learning support, emphasizing continuous self-education and professional development. This theme provides
strong evidence that certain teachers continue to use various strategies despite facing challenges in their
environment and policy requirements, and despite needing expertise. They actively tackle issues related to
inclusive education in their school communities (Andrews, Gentzkow, & Shapiro, 2020). Participant 4 explains:

Participant 4: “Also, a big one is. Uh. Putting them in appropriate groups at the beginning of the term
and adjust, you know if the changes occur that bump them up or need to bring them down to a different
group so that they're on the right level and they're getting more continuous increases in levels instead
of being in too high of a group and it's challenging them too much, so they're not actually progressing
or it's too low, so they're not being challenged enough, so they're not progressing. So, it's all about
groups as well.”

6.1.4  Early career teacher needs

From the data collected it is clear that personal experiences have an impact on the realisation that early career
teachers in these low socio-economic contexts need considerable support. The participants expressed the need
for structured frameworks, resources, and professional guidance to effectively implement learning support.

“That’s what | think we need in our government schools, a support system. Someone that is available to
offer guidance, a program or someone to literally help solve the different problems you face.”

“The assistance of a remedial teacher who is specially providing his/or services to the foundation phase
to accommodate neuro-divergent learners. | don’t know how to work with kids who are struggling, how
can the department expect that?”
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The findings from theme 4 are consistent with Spatarelu et al. (2021), who identified theory-practice alignment,
limited teaching resources, lack of experience with disabled children, teamwork with colleagues, and
differentiated instruction as major obstacles for novice teachers.

6.1.5  External support

Findings emphasized the need to be supported from within the school. Although all these schools have a school-
based support team, participants voiced the need for more specific support. These included school-provided
resources and consistent in-service training opportunities, advocating for structured programs, and upskilling of
learning support teachers. Theme 5 further highlighted the need to investigate external support systems, such
as the larger education system in helping teachers effectively provide learning support. Some of these concerns
are presented below by participant 1 and 2:

Participant 1: “Well, help me help the learners effectively in my classroom. Really setting out a program
and having like an SIT booklet.”

Participant 2: “I think the school can help with resources. | know | keep saying resources for a few of the
answers, and that's because we definitely need that and resources to help us so much. So even something
as simple as a printer for example. There are such lovely intervention worksheets and things like that
that we can find online and whatnot, but we just need resources. We need to print them. Maybe even
training for the teachers. Because dealing with the learner that needs support is different to a learner
that doesn't. So even training for us teachers, | think will go a long way.”

The findings from this research reveal that early career teachers face a range of challenges, including limited
resources, lack of formal support systems, and difficulties in implementing learning support strategies. These
challenges are exacerbated by contextual factors such as the socioeconomic status of the school and community.
However, teachers also expressed a strong desire for more comprehensive training and mentorship to enhance
their effectiveness in inclusive education. Based on the findings, several key lessons emerged for improving
teacher training programs:

1. Understanding of Learning Support: Early career teachers had varying levels of understanding
regarding learning support, with some emphasizing its importance for students' academic success
while others focused on the broader inclusive education context. While teacher programmes are
already incorporating module on inclusive education, it would be beneficial to ensure that all trainee
teachers understand the essence of providing support within an inclusive educational system.

2. Challenges in Implementation: Teachers faced challenges in bridging the gap between theory and
practice. This was exacerbated by a lack of resources and support systems in their schools. Teacher
training may need to place higher emphasis on the fact that most of the South African population still
live in very low socio-economic contexts. Students should be prepared to be creative with the
resources available in these contexts.

3. Support Needs: Early career teachers expressed a need for more guidance and mentorship, as well as
professional development opportunities to improve their teaching practices. One way that higher
education institutions can contribute to supporting students is to introduce a mentor system for early
career teachers.

4. Contextual Factors: Teachers highlighted the impact of the socioeconomic environment on their
ability to provide effective learning support, including challenges related to student behaviour and
family involvement. This is unfortunately beyond the control of the teacher of the higher education
institution. However, student teachers need to be taught on how to be creative and innovative in the
face of these challenges.

7. Conclusion

Although, South Africa has several policies regarding inclusive education, early career teachers face significant
challenges in teaching and implementing learning support in low socioeconomic schools. By understanding their
experiences and needs, we can identify key lessons for improving teacher training programs and support
mechanisms. It is thus important that future research should continue to explore innovative approaches to
enhance early career teachers' effectiveness and well-being in inclusive education settings.
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