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Resolving feelings of professional inadequacy: Student 
teachers’ coping with distressful situations  
Henrik Lindqvist, Maria Weurlander, Annika Wernerson & Robert Thornberg 

Abstract  

Student teachers face various difficult situations during their teacher education. The aim of this study 
was to examine how student teachers perceive coping with distressful situations during their teacher 
training. Focus groups and individual interviews were conducted. The results show that student 
teachers feel professionally inadequate, characterized by powerlessness, limited means of action and 
uncertainty. In resolving professional inadequacy, they use concepts connected to the social process 
of becoming teachers: modifying professional ideals, dependence on future colleagues and 
continuing to build experience. These concepts lead to acceptance and postponing strategies for 
learning from distressful situations.  

1. Introduction  

Teaching is a task with important emotional aspects (Hargreaves, 1998, 2000). Student teachers 
are subjected to both positive and negative emotions during teacher education (Timostsuk & 
Ugaste, 2010). Research into the development of teacher identity has paid attention to emotions 
as an integrated part of teacher identity development (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004), and 
existing research has highlighted teachers’ emotions and identity change (Reio, 2005; Shapiro, 
2010; Zembylas, 2003). Student teachers find themselves in situations during their education that 
may be emotionally positive or distressful. The latter is more likely to be troublesome. However, 
research focusing on coping with distressful situations during teacher education and the effect 
these experiences may have on teacher identity and learning to become a teacher is still scarce. 
This is important because stu- dent teachers need to be prepared for the difficult task of adjusting 
their identity, carrying out emotional work and beginning to teach (Richardson, Watt, & Devos, 
2013). Also, research has previously shown that starting to teach is a lonely experience with little 
support (Le Maistre & Pare_, 2010), and exploring the way in which student teachers cope with 
distressful situations could help to better prepare students for making the transition into the 
professional role as a teacher.  

This study aims to examine how student teachers perceive coping with distressful situations 
during their teacher training. Taking their perceptions into account are not common in studies of 
student teachers' coping, and as such, we hope to contribute to the literature on student teachers’ 
coping in learning to become teachers and thus attaining a teacher identity.  

 
2. Student teachers’ emotions and identity development  

Student teachers use highly emotional language, including words such as “worry”, “shock”, 
“excitement”, “love” or “panic”, when describing their experiences during work placement 
(Malderez, Hobson, Tracey, & Kerr, 2007). Timostsuk and Ugaste (2012) showed that student 
teachers’ emotions play a crucial part in the construction of a professional identity. In their study, 
several student teachers were uncertain of ever working as a teacher due to negative emotions 
such as fear, insecurity, disappointment, confusion, anxiety, sorrow, reluctance and hopelessness. 
When student teachers start teaching in the classroom, their emotional response is mainly focused 



on relationships with students and mentoring teachers, and not on the broader context of teaching 
(Flores & Day, 2006; Poulou, 2007; Timostsuk & Ugaste, 2010). Role models are important, and 
student teachers want their supervisors to give them positive feedback and to confirm positive 
emotions they might show in relation to working as a teacher (Sumsion, 1998; Timostsuk & 
Ugaste, 2012).  

Yuan and Lee (2015) found that student teachers' emotional focus was on themselves during 
initial teaching education, and when they reflected on and discussed teaching in university 
courses, they mainly viewed themselves as students, “without any involvement in teacher's real 
life” (p. 486). As a result of their work placement education, the student teachers identities 
formed through interaction with mentors, other school teachers, students and fellow student 
teachers (Yuan & Lee, 2015).  

Student teachers seem to have trouble making the link between their learning, collaboration 
and responsibility as students, and considering these aspects in a work-life context (Abrandt 
Dahlgren & Hammar Chiriac, 2009). Learning to teach is a socialisation process that shapes and 
reshapes beginning teachers' identities (Flores & Day, 2006). Coward et al. (2015) described how 
work placement influenced student teachers' identity development. Identity is negotiated and 
renegotiated during work placement education. The importance of the student teachers’ 
interaction with cooperating teachers and students will influence student teachers negotiation of a 
teacher identity (Coward et al., 2015).  

In the educational program, student teachers experience emotional ups and downs during 
which their teacher identity development is influenced (Timostsuk & Ugaste, 2010; Yuan & Lee, 
2016). Teacher identity is created from sociocultural contexts and situated professional practice, 
and is a complex negotiation of teachers’ experiences at schools and external factors, such as re- 
forms (Darby, 2008; Lasky, 2005), and classroom practice (Flores & Day, 2006).  

Teacher identity has previously been defined as having three characteristics. Firstly, teacher 
identity is fluid, dynamic and multi- faceted. There is a focus on becoming rather than being 
static (Beijaard et al., 2004). Secondly, teacher identity involves negotiation with the context and 
situational aspects of an individual's work, and thirdly, teacher identity involves agency (Nichols, 
Schutz, Rodgers & Bilica, 2016; O'Connor, 2008). Moreover, teacher identity is reciprocal as 
“teachers' emerging identities not only influence their actions and emotions, but their actions and 
emotions influ- ence their identity formation” (Nichols et al., 2016, p. 2). Hong (2010) broke 
down teacher identity into six factors: value, efficacy, commitment, emotions, knowledge and 
beliefs. Pre-service teachers tended to have naïve and idealistic perceptions of teaching.  

The emotional content of student teachers' learning reflects the dissonance between ideals and 
reality, which could be used as a tool for expanding teacher identity development (Golombek & 
Doran, 2014), and positive emotions are important in creating and confirming the student 
teacher's developing identity (Kaldi, 2009). Student teachers have beliefs about the role they will 
play in students' lives. When their beliefs are challenged or compromised, this will affect their 
development of a teacher identity. How student teachers cope with distressful situations and the 
negative emotions aroused is therefore crucial (Yuan & Lee, 2016), and this study wishes to 
further explore coping with negative experiences, and the influence of coping strategies on 
student teachers development during teacher education.  
 
3. Student teachers’ coping  

Coping is in this study referring to how people deal with problems that occurs in the person-
environment relationship that create an internal or external need to alter, tolerate, reduce or 



amend the problem. Coping strategies is defined as strategies that make an effort to control the 
problem that occurs between the environment and a person (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Whereas 
medical, health science, psychological and nursing research on coping is common (see Monat, 
Lazarus, & Reevy, 2007), research on student teachers’ coping is sparse.  

The need for student teachers to learn how to cope is often viewed through the lens of in-
service teachers' coping strategies. In particular, beginning teachers' coping with the challenges of 
starting to teach has been used to understand student teachers’ needs to learn effective coping 
strategies. For example, administrative leadership and hiring practices were found to be of 
importance for beginning teachers (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009), who receive little or no support 
after they have graduated and been hired (Le Maistre & Pare_, 2010). Limited guidance together 
with few mastery experiences from teacher education can lead to emotions that range from 
helplessness to unrealistic optimism (Woolfolk Hoy, 2013). In the process of coping with the 
demands of school work, the talented creative teachers could come to find the teaching profession 
“frustrating, unrewarding, and intolerably difficult”, which increases the risk of attrition (Fantilli 
& McDougall, 2009, p. 814).  

Richardson et al. (2013) used the concept of self-regulation of emotions as coping with the 
emotional work of teaching for beginning teachers. They conclude that beginning teachers need 
to be prepared with skills and strategies to cope with the demands of achieving an emotional 
balance of the relational work embedded in teaching. Student teachers lack skills to “establish, 
negotiate and manage relationships” (Richardson et al., 2013, p. 249). Feelings of helplessness, 
anger and an awareness of shortcomings are expressed by beginning teachers. These emotions are 
typically coped with by speaking to people in their immediate surroundings or by trying to find a 
solution (Pillen, Beijaard & den Brok, 2013). Therefore, creating and reformulating the emerging 
teacher identity, and coping through self-regulation of emotions, is seen as important in teacher 
identity development. Student teachers utilize coping with regard to, for example, working with 
mentoring teachers and classroom management. Nevertheless, student teachers have been found 
to feel unprepared for teaching assignments (Akdag & Haser, 2016; Paquette & Rieg, 2016).  

Different coping strategies are adopted by student teachers to manage their emotions as they 
go through their education, and learning these coping strategies is a part of becoming a teacher 
(Caires, Almeida, & Vieira, 2012; Caspersen & Raaen, 2014; Paquette & Rieg, 2016). The 
coping strategies of student teachers include creating reasonable levels of acceptance and 
recognition within the practice school, positive supervision of mentoring teachers, growing skills 
and efficacy beliefs, and teacher certainty. Student teachers’ coping also includes relationships, 
exercise, time management, and “down time” (Paquette & Rieg, 2016). Emotions and coping are 
processes in interplay, and are intertwined with the development of teacher identity.  

The present study sought to explore broadly what kind of situations student teachers found 
distressful and how they coped with these situations, adding to existing research, as well as 
contributing to the limited research into student teachers’ coping.  

 
4. Method  

A qualitative research design based on a grounded theory approach was adopted since grounded 
theory is a suitable method when studying social processes, meaning and interaction (Charmaz, 
2014; Glaser, 1978), and is thus appropriate when studying the processes of coping in perceived 
distressful situations. We conducted a constructivist grounded theory because we were interested 
in the meaning co-constructed by the student teachers during the focus group interviews and 
semi-structured interviews and how they socially represented coping with distressful situations. 



Symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969; Charmaz, 2014; Charon, 2007) was used as a 
“theoretical framework of premises and concepts for viewing social realities”, and thus, as “a 
perspective, not an explanatory theory that specifies variables and predicts outcomes” (Charmaz, 
2014, p. 262).  

According to symbolic interactionism, subjective meanings are co-constructed and interpreted 
by people in social interaction, communication and practice. The data were, as a constructivist 
standpoint implies, co-constructed by the participants and in the interplay between the researchers 
and the participants, and colored by the researchers’ perspectives (Charmaz, 2014). In adopting a 
constructivist version of grounded theory, we dismissed the ideal of an unbiased tabula rasa 
researcher position and the idea of postponing reading literature in the research process, which 
are guiding principles in the Glaserian grounded theory (Glaser, 1978). In contrast to both naïve 
inductivism and “forcing” deductivism, previous theories, concepts and research have been 
reviewed and considered, not mechanically and deductively but in an abductive way and as 
possible seeing and starting points. The guiding prin- ciple has been to maintain an open mind 
rather than an empty head (Dey, 1993), in which the analysis and the emerging theory have to be 
grounded in the data. Theoretical agnosticism and theoretical pluralism enabled us to be open and 
sensitive to data and at the same time, and with an abductive approach, to review and consult 
literature (Thornberg, 2012; Charmaz, Thornberg, & Keane (forthcoming).  
 
4.1. Participants  

In this study, four focus groups consisting of four to six participants who had completed the same 
amount of time in their teacher education were conducted. Two of the groups consisted of student 
teachers studying their 5th semester and the other two groups consisted of student teachers during 
the final (9th) semester (N 1⁄4 20). Swedish teacher education for lower secondary teachers is 
nine semesters long and is divided into studies of subjects and pedagogical courses. The student 
teachers also complete 20 weeks of work placement education where they shadow and work 
together with a mentoring teacher. The longest period of work placement education takes place 
during the last year of teacher studies.  

The participants were between 21 and 30 years old. Five were male and fifteen female. All the 
student teachers were born in and had attended compulsory and secondary school in Sweden. The 
student teachers studied a variety of subjects. Some of them had met each other during courses, 
while others were new acquaintances. The criterion for participating in the current study was that 
the student teachers were studying to be eligible to work as lower secondary teachers with 
students aged 13e16. The participants were recruited from a teacher training program at a 
university in Sweden, and contact was made through e-mail and through visiting seminars that 
the student teachers participated in. In the findings, assumed names have been used.  

 
4.2. Data collection  

The first author conducted the focus group interviews and five individual semi-structured follow-
up interviews. The primary function of the focus groups in this study was that the group 
constructed and developed their interaction when discussing a topic given by the moderator. 
Focus groups were used to, as Morgan (1996) argues, create more in-depth information as the 
participants both query and explain themselves to each other. The moderator did not intervene in 
the discussion to any great extent, but maintained focus, made sure all the participants engaged in 
the discussion and managed participants who took over discussions. The main questions asked by 



the moderator in the focus group dealt with negative experiences in teacher education, distressful 
situations that the student teachers had been exposed to, and situations that they worry about in 
relation to becoming teachers, as well as support they thought they had received and how they 
thought they had handled the situation. All the interviews were audio recorded and verbally 
transcribed. The focus group discussions ranged from 74 to 95 min.  

As a complement to the focus group data, five participants from the focus groups also took 
part in a semi-structured individual follow-up interview. The individual interviews were carried 
out with three students in their 9th semester and two students in their 5th semester. Four of the 
participants were female and one male. The participants in the individual interviews were 
selected from the focus groups due to their discussion of distressful situations in the focus groups 
that were not elaborated upon there. The individual interviews were audio recorded and 
transcribed verbatim, and ranged from 35 to 58 min. The individual interviews were a result of 
theoretical sampling in order to gather more detailed descriptions of distressful situations in 
teacher education and to follow up on categories that needed to be clarified. The questions in the 
individual interviews were constructed from coding and analysis of the various focus group data 
and concerned individual situations that the participants had experienced, for example feeling 
uncertain, witnessing violence or meeting students with poor living situations. The focus was on 
further elaboration of the participants’ emotions, coping and handling of these specific situations.  

 
4.3. Data analysis  

When analyzing data, grounded theory tools were used to navigate close to the data material. 
Initial, focused and theoretical coding was conducted, not in a linear way but in a flexible way. 
The stages were intertwined and complemented each other as the analysis progressed.  

The first set of codes was constructed through initial coding (Charmaz, 2014). The process of 
initial coding started as soon as the data material was transcribed and coding was carried out 
close to the data material, word-by-word, line-by-line or segment-by- segment, with curiosity and 
an open mind. This produced a vast number of codes that were grounded in the data. During 
focused coding, the most common and significant codes that were identified during initial coding 
guided further data collection and coding (Charmaz, 2014). Focused codes were raised to 
categories by constructing working definitions. Theoretical coding (Glaser, 1978) took place 
more or less in parallel with focused coding. In theoretical coding, possible relationships be- 
tween categories were examined in order to integrate them into a story with coherence 
(Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012). By using constant comparison of data, categories, theoretical 
codes and memos, the construction of a working theory of student teachers’ coping in distressful 
situations was created. The process of coding and constant comparison could be a task of infinite 
proportions. Constant comparison and coding were conducted until no new concepts were 
developed and no surprising discoveries were made in the data. The constructed grounded theory 
was then indicated to be complete and saturation achieved (Charmaz, 2014).  

Memos were written during the process (Charmaz, 2014). Memos of analytical thoughts and 
intuition enabled playfulness in trying out clusters of codes and actively engaging in asking the 
data questions about what the student teachers were talking about, and different theoretical ideas 
were tried out. Memo writing created an opportunity to be sensitive to the material, and to 
encourage creativity in the process of analysis (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). During 
the analysis, we maintained an open mind but did not attempt to analyze the data free from 
preconceptions. In line with constructivist grounded theory, we were part of the analyzing 
process and built the grounded theory from interpretations of the participants’ narratives.  



 
 

4.4. Ethical considerations  

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Regional Ethical Board in Stockholm (Dnr 2014/1088-
31/5). The student teachers participating in the interviews were informed about the purpose of the study 
and their rights as participants before data collection. This information included how the data was to be 
used within the project, that their participation was voluntarily, that they could stop their participation and 
that assumed names would be used to secure their confidentiality. In the focus groups we talked about the 
importance of keeping the discussion within the group.  

5. Results  

The analysis showed that certain situations were constructed as distressful by the student 
teachers. These situations were distinguished as relating to either daily hassles or major events. 
Daily hassles are situations that happen in everyday life that could evoke negative emotions, and 
major events are distinguished as events that do not happen as often e for example violence 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The distressful situations in this study mostly comprised daily 
hassles, which is in line with what Lazarus and Folkman (1984) suggest cause most stress. 
Although there was evidence of major events, mostly related to violence among students, the 
most distressful situations dis- cussed were not from a single event but rather from recurrent daily 
hassles. Such hassles were related to being questioned, stress and time, constructions about 
burnout, fear of being stuck in negative situations, bullying, racism/homophobia/sexism among 
students, student teachers and teachers, negative role models, being held accountable for students' 
wellbeing and achievements, fear of failure and students’ poor living conditions. These 
distressful situations resulted in feelings of professional inadequacy.  
 
5.1. Professional inadequacy  

In their repeated encounters of distressful situations, the student teachers' main concern was how 
to retain positive professional identity development by managing threatening feelings of 
professional inadequacy. Professional inadequacy is here defined as not being able to live up to 
the expectations of the student teachers’ own professional standards. This means the student 
teachers did not feel competent, lacked confidence or did not feel prepared for engaging in 
distressful situations. Professional inadequacy was linked to how student teachers had handled 
distressful situation as well as the resulting emotions, mostly during work placement education, 
but also in what they thought their future work would be like. In addition, professional 
inadequacy influenced how they constructed their teacher identity and self-image as becoming 
teachers. The feelings of professional inadequacy discussed in this study did not imply that the 
student teachers portrayed themselves as inadequate in all aspects of their teaching duties, but 
they described inadequate feelings in distressful situations and anticipated recurrent professional 
inadequacy in relation to distressful situations as qualified teachers. Professional inadequacy is 
divided into the sub-categories of powerlessness, limited means of action and uncertainty.  
 
5.1.1. Powerlessness  

Powerlessness is defined as not being able to have any impact on a situation. Nina illustrated 
powerlessness when she discussed a student she met during her work placement education.  



 
Nina: But it is when you encounter these uncomfortable things, like if you know a student in your 
class is hurting or something. The disadvantage is that you are compassionate and you bring those 
things home. I think it is harder to let go than people say, actually, because you are a compassionate 
being and you have feelings and that is what you think is uncomfortable. You want to do so much 
but you cannot because as in Ida's case you are inadequate. I feel I have encountered that during 
work placement education and you want to do so much.  

H: Is there a specific situation you are thinking about?  

Nina: No, but when you know for example, I have been in a situation with a child who had an 
alcoholic parent. One [parent] is not alive and you know that they might not have food on the table 
when they come home from school. The school meal is the only meal they get. And you want to 
intervene and just bring these children home with you to your place but you can't do that. (Focus 
group 1, 9th semester.)  

The poor living conditions of the student Nina met created her feelings of professional 
inadequacy. Nina tried to resolve these feelings and found it difficult. In her reasoning she would 
have to encroach into her personal life by bringing the student home. Professional inadequacy left 
Nina powerless in the situation of amending societal ills, as also illustrated by Ida's reasoning on 
how to handle talking to a parent in a life crisis.  

Ida: You don't know what to do. You are there with a parent and no matter what I say to this person, 
it will end in tragedy for the parent. That is tough. (Focus group 1, 9th semester.)  

This powerlessness is also illustrated by Kajsa's experiences of how teachers she met handled a 
troublesome student. She described feeling powerless in not being able to influence or deal with 
the reasoning of the teachers. In addition to family situations, student teachers' sense of 
powerlessness could also be evoked by students' conditions and behavioral patterns in schools.  

Kajsa: / ... / then there was a student that they had tried, well, “What should we do” and as a way out 
they came up with the idea that the student should sit in another class for a week, without evaluation. 
The teacher of the original class was about to call in sick with burnout and then they found out that 
the student was coming back to the original class. The main teacher said “No, I won't show up on 
Monday, I can't handle this”. Another teacher said “I don't dare to be in the corridor, because I'm so 
scared of the student”.  

H: How do you react on hearing that?  

Kajsa: I start crying. (Focus group 2, 9th semester.)  

Being powerless entailed not being able to change a student's situation and was created when 
student teachers experienced a limited amount of control over a situation. The situation that Kajsa 
described was also significant in that she talked about colleagues who she did not think she could 
influence. She resented the negative attitude against the students that the teachers portrayed, and 
thought she would rather change workplace than work with teachers with this type of reasoning, 
emphasizing her powerless- ness in that specific work place. Students' living situations were 
sometimes described as distressful by the student teachers when they deviated from the norm, as 
when students are placed in the custody of foster homes.  

Malin: Because I'm not the social service, I can't just walk in and tell them their placement in a 
particular foster home is not working and that the home where she lives doesn't have enough room. 



You can only say that we will make the best out of the situation in school and that feels like “Good 
luck”, well, there's nothing you can do, that was very distressful. (Focus group 1, 9th semester.)  

Malin cannot control the outcome of the living situation of the student she met. This category is 
not anticipated to pass with increased experience. The student teachers thought that 
powerlessness would be present in future teacher work, and made sense of it by accepting they 
could not have an influence.  

5.1.2. Limited means of action  

Another category of professional inadequacy is the limited means of action a student teacher 
described in situations. This is due to the fact that the time aspect and participation in school life 
is restricted for a student teacher. In relation to limited means of action, overwhelming emotions 
are experienced by some student teachers in situations of distress. When this was discussed it left 
them worried about the correct response and they worried about not knowing the correct way to 
act. Anger and despair were over- whelming emotions that were expressed by some student 
teachers. Mats discussed how he tried to make a student stop what he was doing, as Mats thought 
it would result in negative actions. Also, Mats discussed the emotions that these attempts left him 
with.  

Mats: What am I supposed to do? I can hardly even yell at them. What the hell should I do if he gets 
hold of this guy? (sigh) And I was frustrated and I was angry. Because he didn't listen to me, he 
didn't listen to me.  

H: No?  

Mats: ‘Brat, listen to what I say.’ I just wanted to scream at him. But that does not work, I can't, I'm 
not allowed to. And that also hit me a bit, helplessness. What am I supposed to do? (Individual 
interview 5, 5th semester.)  

The limited means of action at his disposal was problematic for Mats. He discussed intervening 
by screaming, but he controlled himself since he was not professionally allowed to use these 
responses. Being helpless is connected to not knowing what action is appropriate. In Mats’ case, 
limited means of action added to his powerlessness in the situation, suggesting that limited means 
of action could lead to powerlessness. Overwhelming emotions were a result of not knowing the 
school culture and routines and not having the skill or strategies necessary to deal with, for 
example, possibly hostile student behavior. Sandra further discussed the limited means of action 
due to being a student teacher in her work placement education. At the school, Sandra heard 
about violence between a student and a teacher and discussed that situation. In relation to this 
experience, Sandra emphasized her own limited position at the school.  

H: You talked about it immediately after?  

Sandra: Yes, there were teachers who did. I think, this sounds very weird, but I probably thought it 
doesn't make a big difference.  

H: No?  

Sandra: I didn't want to get involved, because I didn't want to, maybe it’s wrong to think this way, 
but as a student teacher what I do doesn't make any difference. (Individual interview 4, 5th 
semester.)  



Kajsa also experienced a position of not being able to experience autonomy and how that limited 
her actions within the context of work placement education.  

Kajsa: / ... / I also thought how she, whenever I had an idea she was just like “Yeah, but that,” she 
showed very clearly that “Well, well, you have your ideas from teacher education and you believe 
that will work in school. Little girl, you can't do that in reality. I have so much experience and know 
that it doesn't work.” (Focus group 2, 9th semester.)  

These limited means of action left the student teachers uncertain about their ability to be a part of 
a constructive action in schools in relation to distressful situations.  

5.1.3. Uncertainty  

Being subjected to distressful situations meant being subjected to uncertainty. Uncertainty was 
perceived as a part of the complexity of managing life in schools. This was evident in how the 
student teachers argued about their future. Being uncertain was also a product of not being able to 
anticipate students’ emotions or distressful events that might, or might not, happen in schools. Ida 
discussed the uncertainty of not knowing.  

Ida: Well, I think that when these situations happen that you never encountered before, you never 
know what will happen, and of course that is a little worrisome.  

H: The insecurity?  

Ida: Well exactly, but also, you cannot walk around brooding on things because then you can't sleep 
at night. (Individual inter- view 1, 9th semester.)  

Louise also discussed uncertainty as part of becoming a teacher. She talked about the pressure of 
being uncertain about performing well enough. In her quotation the uncertainty is connected to 
not knowing how she will be able to perform in school, and it was distressing to feel uncertain 
before starting to teach.  

Louise: Well, I have had evenings when I've cried because I have really felt like this, “But God will I 
be able to become a teacher?”, and I can really become very, although in a way I know it will not 
happen, but I have a fear of the students not liking me, that you become a person that just, well a 
weird person that they do not want to listen to at all. (Focus group 4, 5th semester.)  

Another aspect of uncertainty connected to professional in- adequacy was not knowing what 
students feel or might be thinking about, or the problems they were assumed to be struggling 
with. Anders and Sandra discussed this aspect of uncertainty in working with people and meeting 
a lot of students. They discussed what they anticipated experiencing in their own classrooms.  

Anders: I would find that uncomfortable. That the student that you see a couple a times a week 
walks around and thinks like that, that they want to kill themselves.  

Sandra: Well, you want to help everyone and you want to be a role model, and when you are 
inadequate or can't / ... / (Focus group 3, 5th semester.)  

Anders and Sandra described being professionally inadequate in relation to wanting to help 
students. The question of what learning these experiences offer is connected to the role they 
envisioned when working as teachers.  



5.2. Resolving feelings of professional inadequacy  

Learning to be prepared for distressful situations was seen as resolving their feelings of 
professional inadequacy. Student teachers developed ways of handling these troublesome feelings 
by experiencing distressful situations and participating in deliberative discussions on future 
anticipated distressful situations. Powerlessness, limited means of action and uncertainty 
characterize professional inadequacy. How student teachers reasoned about how to resolve their 
feelings of professional inadequacy further illustrated what they came to learn from these 
distressful situations.  

5.2.1. Modifying professional ideals  

When Mats discussed feeling helpless in his quotation exemplifying limited means of action 
(5.1.2), it seemed important not to let despair take over in distressful situations. The student 
teachers repeatedly discussed the need for less emotional responses. When this decrease in 
emotional response did take place, the student teachers also appeared to have modified their 
ideals. Malin discussed different teacher roles in handling emotions and concluded that a purely 
task-oriented teacher pays less attention to the students' poor living situations and focuses on 
subject teaching and student achievement as the teacher's sole responsibilities.  

Malin: We are not supposed to ask how they [students] feel all the time, because then you end up 
talking like that with them [students]. Instead you should direct them to the school nurse and some 
teachers do that. Others do ask “How are you feeling today, how can we do what is best for you and 
we will get you through this day?”. And those are two different types of teachers, and it is very hard. 
Some teachers say that those who, so to speak, care are the friend type. While the other type only 
looks at the academic aspects, this is the goal, we have to make demands and that is what feels 
natural. That is more the type of teacher you should be. (Individual interview 3, 9th semester.)  

Malin pointed out the teacher role that she perceived as the “way to be”, and she found this role 
hard since she wanted to be there for her students. A way of resolving the feelings of professional 
inadequacy expressed by student teachers was to avoid getting too emotionally involved by, for 
example, being task- focused and thus modifying professional ideals. Caring and providing 
emotional support was directed at other professions at school, in this case the school nurse. Nina 
discussed a different aspect that modified ideals:  

Nina: But you learn a lot as well. You do. You get stronger through it actually, so you can't just see it 
as a disadvantage. I myself think I have become a stronger person. The first day I was there you 
know.  

H: How do you notice?  

Nina: Your mental ability gets stronger, you know, at the beginning I went home with stomachaches 
and just needed to lay down and cry. But now, in a way, I learned that what I do is right and I know 
that it helps and it is what I can do. (Focus group 1, 9th semester.)  

Nina thought she learned a lot through experiencing distress in relation to students' poor living 
conditions. For Nina, learning was related to a gradual reduction of her emotional response when 
repeatedly being subjected to students' living situations. She argued that she had to accept that as 
a student teacher and a future teacher she could only do what was in her power to do. Being 
emotionally engaged was a social process that left student teachers with distressful emotions to 



deal with. However, this does not mean student teachers only expressed negative feelings about 
their experiences even though they perceived them as distressful. Experience of such situations 
could, as Nina pointed out, lead to the process of learning how to respond emotionally. With time 
and experience, emotions evoked in similar situations were described as less strong. However, 
this may also be explained by modified ideals, e.g. acceptance of contextual factors such as some 
schools’ location in segregated areas.  

5.2.2. Learning to be dependent: dependence on colleagues  

Seeking help within the school is another strategy to resolve professional inadequacy. The 
student teachers’ most common strategy to handle professional inadequacy was through getting 
support from future colleagues, as Joel explained:  

Joel: Yes, well ask for help, make sure to ask for help. Make sure to get help where there help is 
available. I believe it is very burdensome to be alone in all of these situations. If there are colleagues, 
or other people nearby who can support you, you are not weak if you ask for help. Especially as a 
new graduate I believe it is very important to keep in mind that you have to ask for help. Yes, simply 
ask for help. (Focus group 2, 9th semester.)  

Student teachers are somewhat ambivalent, since they also discuss flaws and even perceived 
professionally inadequacy among the teachers they met. Even so, the student teachers agreed that 
they should seek help, not only concerning distressful situations, but also regarding managing 
time, dealing with materials and lesson plans, and emotional relief after troublesome events. 
Camilla and Erik discussed the need for colleagues since they described teacher education as 
emphasizing surface learning of subjects.  

Erik: Yes, I feel, surface learning, that is the foundation and the way we learn and will show the 
students. They should get deeper learning and the only thing we encounter is, well maybe not the 
only thing, but there is a lot of surface learning. / ... /  

Camilla: I put a lot of faith in my colleagues and the textbooks I will use later on because I do not 
remember anything from what we wrote in the history exam. (Focus group 4, 5th semester.)  

Student teachers talked about seeking guidance as a tactic in resolving their professional 
inadequacy at the beginning of their teaching careers. The more experience they gain, the less 
support they need.  

5.2.3. Building experience  

Professional inadequacy occurs in relation to not having much experience of working as a 
teacher. The student teachers referred to themselves as being badly prepared and said that they 
wished to build further on their experiences from work placement education in their first years of 
teaching. In doing so, they wanted to become more professionally secure and skilled. At the same 
time, they worried about being inexperienced during their education. Student teachers 
continuously came back to being inexperienced and only having experienced working as a 
teacher in their work placement education, and in some cases working as substitute teachers. Lisa 
found her own way of solving the issue of being badly prepared:  

Lisa: / ... / I have started to accept that you will not be able to work / ... / full time at the beginning. I 
have heard several student teachers who have been advised by colleagues not to accept full-time 



employment because you will not be able to have enough time for planning. So you should basically 
work full time to be able to have enough time, and plan and work 75% and 25% for free to be able to 
have time to plan. You have nothing to show for it. Others who have been working for a while have 
planned lessons. You come there with like five documents on your computer that you have produced 
during your work placement education. It's not like you have big files. You will not have enough 
time. It is either that or working an extreme amount of overtime because you have nothing. And 
teachers already work overtime as it is. You will not have the time. (Focus group 1, 9th semester.)  

Lisa's reasoning entailed building experience and material to be able to cope with the burden of 
stress and time in the teaching profession. Resolving this issue in an idealistic, and for her 
realistic, way was based on advice from other teachers. Anna also discussed something similar in 
building up the necessary experience.  

Anna: I also think that the two first years will be pretty hard because, as you say, it will be a burden 
because you need to create one store of experiences on how you should handle different situations 
and one store with like practical stuff, what we will do in class. / ... / You end up in a swamp where 
you do what is necessary and not the things you really want to do. It feels like it will take a lot, 
invest a lot of energy in the first years. (Focus group 3, 5th semester.)  

Anna discussed the first years as being especially tough, since she will need to gain experience of 
handling situations with the people she meets as well as planning for lessons. Jon has another 
experience that altered his preconceptions of what school life could be, but he concluded that this 
experience was an occasion for him to learn.  

Jon: And I felt that I did not, I had no knowledge about what to do in the situation.  

H: No.  

Jon: And it was distressing, and other students walked around  

and were really afraid. And some cried. And it was a bit ...  

H: How did you feel?  

Jon: Well, it didn't feel good. No, it was very weird because it was the first time I had seen a, like a 
serious fight between students.  

H: Yes.  

Jon: But that felt, I felt inadequate in the situation, but I tried to learn from it and look at what the 
others, the teachers, were doing. How they tried to handle the situation, but it felt really weird. 
(Focus group 1, 9th semester.)  

Jon was distressed and felt inadequate, but wanted to take the opportunity to observe how the 
experienced teachers handled the situation. He also emphasized that having been in the situation 
would enable him to act differently in a similar situation.  

Student teachers worried about and anticipated being too inexperienced. Working in a school 
was regarded as the way to learn the job. Resolving professional inadequacy was considered to be 
achieved by building up experience from work placement education, and from occasionally 
working as a substitute teacher in parallel with the teacher education. Nevertheless, these limited 
experiences were not regarded as sufficient. The majority of the significant experiences were 
therefore believed to be obtained during their first years as teachers.  



Fig. 1. A grounded theory of resolving professional inadequacy.  

  
5.3. A grounded theory of coping and resolving professional inadequacy  

The analysis resulted in a grounded theory of student teachers' coping with professional 
inadequacy using a postponing strategy or an acceptance strategy (see Fig. 1). Professional 
inadequacy was categorized as the powerlessness, limited means for action, and the uncertainty 
that characterized these situations. The process of coping with professional inadequacy is both 
individual in modifying ideals and building up experience during education and future work, and 
collective in being dependent on colleagues. The coping is situated and mediated within the 
specific school culture and teacher education, and is thus contextual. In order to resolve their 
feelings of professional inadequacy, student teachers learned that they need to modify their 
ideals, and as such be less prone to emphasize the social well-being of their students. This 
acceptance strategy is evident in the student teachers’ wish to be important in their work life 
which conflicts with their experience of the practical limitations. The student teachers accepted 
the possible level of impact and thus modified their professional ideals. In both having limited 
means of action and being in need of building up more experience, the student teachers discussed 
their mentors as being either influential or seen as the cause of their distress. This means that 
student teachers received various types of support and advice from their mentors at schools. 
Overall, seeking help with the educational program was not used explicitly as a strategy and 
student teachers made references mainly to other student teachers when it came to support with 
distressful situations.  

Even so, student teachers concluded that they needed supportive colleagues to learn more from 
about how to act in distressful situations, but also in essence, in what and how to teach. The 
student teachers relied on being able to have access to their colleagues’ material and practical 
knowledge in their future schools. This postponing strategy, to handle the situation by relying 



strongly on future colleagues, prevented student teachers from learning from, and preparing for, 
distressful situations during their work placement learning.  

The third aspect of coping connected to resolving professional inadequacy is based on the 
assumption that teaching needs to be learned at schools. The lack of experience student teachers 
dis- closed in distressful situations was related to situated learning; people learn from being in a 
specific context: “It is where you actually learn.” (Ida, individual interview, 9th semester.) This 
included how to handle distressful situations, and completing teacher education was not regarded 
as being achieved through learning how to be a teacher. Professional inadequacy is therefore a 
portrayal of how student teachers deal with school practice as being complex, uncertain and 
situated.  

Student teachers use a postponing strategy in resolving professional inadequacy. Readiness for 
distressful situations and coping is thought to be learnt in future work life and not in teacher 
education. Stina exemplifies this in the quote below.  

 
Stina: You have to take it as it comes. It is hard to say that this situation I will handle like this, 
because I don't know until I am there. I might break down, I might be on leave, I don't know. 
(Individual interview 2, 9th semester.)  

Student teachers wanted help to build experience, but this was claimed to only occur in work 
placement education and, more importantly, at the beginning of their work as teachers. The 
experience from work placement education was not viewed as enough, and student teachers 
believed they had to learn more when starting to teach in order to manage. Thus, student teachers 
postponed most of the coping with resolving professional inadequacy until starting their actual 
teaching jobs. This procrastination and postponing of coping with distressful situations could 
explain why student teachers in this study talked about regulating their work time and beginning 
burdensome years, as well as burnout, before even starting their first jobs. Their belief that 
learning to be a teacher only happened in school also prevented them from learning how to 
transfer theories and research on classroom management, school culture, bullying, conflict 
management, and students in need, etcetera, that were included in university courses, to their 
future teaching.  

Furthermore, student teachers also adopted an acceptance strategy by modifying their 
professional ideals. They argued that they had to accept that they could not influence the course 
of distressful situations (e.g., a student's family situation) and there- fore had to accept their 
inevitable occurrence. By modifying professional ideals, the perceived teacher responsibility was 
reduced to focusing on subject teaching and student achievement. Thus, their professional ideals 
were modified from wanting to have an extensive impact on students' lives into accepting that 
contextual factors and individual differences were very hard to influence from a teacher's 
position. Both the postponing and acceptance strategies for handling distressful situations 
influenced what the student teachers could learn from these situations. These learned strategies 
constructed a shared understanding among the student teachers that very little could be learned to 
develop the capacity to deal efficiently with the professionally distressful situations during their 
teacher training program. In other words, both postponing learning and accepting not being able 
to influence situations led to moderate learning.  

 
 
 
 



6. Discussion  

The aim of the study was to examine how student teachers perceive coping with distressful 
situations during their teacher training. Their main concern was to deal with feelings of 
professional inadequacy that occurred in their work placement education. The strategies of 
acceptance and postponing identified in our findings were both avoidance coping strategies 
(Gustems-Carnicer & Calde_ron, 2012). The postponing strategy as an avoidance coping strategy 
means that the student teachers did not think they could learn from the distressful situations 
during work-based learning. They assumed that they needed a lot of teaching experience and 
collegial support during their first years in school as beginning teachers.  

The acceptance strategy is an avoidance coping strategy based on the assumption that they, as 
student teachers and future teachers, do not have the capacity to live up to their professional 
standards due to external constraints. As a result, they accepted not having an impact on the 
distressful situation and therefore modified their ideals. Nevertheless, merely postponing and 
accepting difficult situations adds to what has been described as “cultural shock”, “practice 
shock” and “transfer shock” (see Caspersen & Raaen, 2014), and contributes to a sense of feeling 
unprepared for teaching assignments (Akdag & Haser, 2016; Paquette & Rieg, 2016).  

Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) influential model demonstrated the connection between 
demand and control. It indicated that stress is more likely to be a negative factor when control 
over the work situation is low while at the same time there are high levels of demands placed on 
the person performing the work. Control over a work situation is the opportunity for the 
employee to be autonomous and independent in meeting stated requirements. When work control 
is low and demands are high, stress will be the result. In the present study, control is perceived by 
the student teachers as low, expressed as powerlessness, uncertainty, and limited means of action. 
According to our grounded theory, part of resolving their professional inadequacy involved 
reducing the perceived demands (modifying professional ideals to represent a less empathic, 
caring and compassionate teacher who only focuses on subject teaching and student achievement) 
and to accept low levels of control over distressful situations. However, teaching is inevitably a 
moral activity in which teachers have to consider the ethical complexity of teaching and the 
moral impact they have on their students (Colnerud, 2006; Sanger & Osguthorpe, 2013; Shapira-
Lishchinsky, 2011). Caring has been considered as an essential part of teaching (Noddings, 
2003), and warm, caring and supportive teacher- student relationships have been associated with 
a range of positive student outcomes, particularly for challenging and socially disadvantaged 
students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011; Sabol & Pianta, 
2012).  

The ethical dilemma the student teachers reported in the cur- rent study as well as the distress 
they experienced when they were unable to act in accordance with their professional ideals could 
be related to the concept of moral stress, defined as painful feelings or psychological distress that 
occurs when a professional is conscious of the morally appropriate action but cannot carry out 
that action because of external or situational obstacles (Colnerud, 2015; Jameton, 1984; 
McCarthy & Deady, 2008).  

Learning by practical experiences was emphasized by the student teachers. Learning the 
profession of teaching is not the learning of facts (Lanas & Kelchtermans, 2015), and student 
teachers lacked connections between what they learned at uni- versity and their experiences 
during work placement education (cf. Abrandt Dahlgren & Hammar Chiriac, 2009 ), and 
therefore constructed learning as being equivalent to experience. Golombek and Doran (2014) 
used journal writing to put university teachers in dialogue with student teachers as they 



experienced tensions in their identity development. This bond between university and school 
practice is interesting, and is a way of mediating teacher identity. Experience alone cannot be 
regarded as a professional way of handling situations of distress. It might be the case that student 
teachers manage to handle the situation and feel less affected next time they meet the same 
problem, but it does not follow that they will learn to handle the situation professionally. It could 
also be argued, in the light of existing literature, that postponing identity development adds to the 
transition from being a student teacher to a teacher and could have an impact on the perceived 
vulnerable state of being a beginning teacher (Le Maistre & Pare_, 2010; Richardson et al., 2013; 
Yuan & Lee, 2015).  

There are problems with relying on colleagues, and thus on using a postponing strategy. Some 
student teachers hope that future colleagues will help with material and emotional support. Even 
though student teachers did not rely on or discuss support in teacher education, they still 
formulated having support in the future as a strategy. In her study of novice teachers who quit 
teaching, Scherff (2008) found that the first year is lonely and without collegial support (also see 
Le Maistre & Pare_, 2010), and as such there are two main agendas schools need to adopt to keep 
new teachers in the profession. These keys consist of “a positive sense of professional community 
and administrators’ support” (Scherff, 2008, p. 1329). In the study by Caspersen and Raaen 
(2014), there was no difference in how experienced and new teachers coped with teaching duties, 
but new teachers did not receive as much collegial support since they lacked the skills necessary 
to articulate their needs. As the student teachers in this study expected to receive support, it 
seems important that teacher education includes practice regarding how to formulate problems 
and how to develop a professional language to articulate their needs.  

 
7. Limitations  

Some limitations in this study should be noted. Firstly, the grounded theory was confined to focus 
group and interview data. Secondly, the small and nonprobability sample limits the findings' 
transferability. This sample of student teachers from a particular Swedish teacher education 
program may or may not be similar to the populations of student teachers with whom the readers 
primarily work. Nevertheless, instead of statistical generalization based upon the logic of 
mathematics, in qualitative research, generalization has been discussed as an interpretation work 
e for example, in what Larsson (2009) calls ‘generalization through recognition of patterns’, in 
which the reader, not the researcher, judges the generalizability. The data collected through the 
focus group could also include some limitations. Focus group discussions can be hard to manage 
and time might be lost talking off topic. Also, in building consensus in the group, it might 
overemphasize negative aspects of what has been discussed since the participants build upon each 
other's statements. The moderator limited this as he was actively engaged and steered the 
discussion towards the topic, and tried to ask questions if the discussions tended to be one-sided.  

8. Practical implications  

Despite these limitations, the current study might have practical implications for teacher 
education. The findings revealed that teacher education could benefit from addressing student 
teachers’ emotions during distressful situations in their education, particularly during their work 
placement education. The potential negative effects in terms of a sense of professional 
inadequacy, acceptance of poor teacher agency linked with less caring teacher ideals, and 
postponing professional learning until after the teacher training program could be useful in 



educational programs. Acknowledging the constraints and opportunities of the teaching 
profession to make a difference in society could be discussed. For instance, Helgevold, Næsheim-
Bjørkvik, and Østrem (2015) studied the mentoring conversations during work placement 
education between student teachers and their mentoring teacher at their school, and found that 
using specific tools stimulates discussion and thus also possibly identity development. Student 
teachers would benefit from developing professional tools, including a meta-language, to cope 
with distressful school and classroom situations as part of their teacher identity.  

Furthermore, as future teachers, student teachers would possibly benefit from understanding 
that they are both constrained by structure and at the same time active agents acting in and upon 
structure. The opposite of perceiving professional inadequacy is to have strong teacher efficacy, 
which refers to “teachers' confidence in their professional abilities” (Ross, 2013, p. 266). 
Teachers with higher teacher efficacy become more effective in the classroom and are less likely 
to experience burnout (Kleinsasser, 2014; Ross, 2013). As such, teacher education could make 
use of both negative and positive experiences to enable the restructuring of teacher identities, to 
have a more balanced view of possibilities and restraints of developing unhealthy patterns of 
feeling blamed for students' results (Nichols et al., 2016) and enhancing feelings of efficacy. Our 
study revealed how processes initiated by distressful situations can counteract student teachers’ 
development of teacher efficacy, and our study indicates the importance of taking these processes 
into account when designing teacher education, and particularly the integration of university 
courses and work placement education.  
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