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Article Info Abstract

Overcrowded classrooms pose significant challenges for novice teachers, particularly

in History education, where effective engagement and critical discourse are essential.

In South Africa, overcrowding is often attributed to inadequate school resources, the

perception that History is an "easier" subject compared to science and commerce,

Accepted: 2025-09-05 and the lingering effects of historical inequalities in resource distribution. These
challenges hinder individualised instruction, classroom management, and overall
teacher well-being. This conceptual paper critically examines the impact of
overcrowded History classrooms on novice teachers, exploring their coping strategies
through the lens of Resilience Theory. This framework provides insight into how
novice teachers adapt to adversity, develop coping mechanisms, and build the
psychological and professional resilience necessary to navigate overcrowded
classrooms. Drawing on insights from existing theoretical and policy discourses, this
paper argues that fostering resilience through structured classroom management
techniques, differentiated instruction, and robust support networks is essential for
novice teachers to thrive in overcrowded settings. Furthermore, the study highlights
the need for targeted professional development programs and systemic interventions
that strengthen teacher resilience. By reconceptualising the discourse on
overcrowded classrooms, this paper contributes to a deeper understanding of novice
teachers' experiences and offers a theoretical foundation for future research and
policy recommendations.
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Introduction

South Africa continues to grapple with inadequate educational infrastructure, leading to
overcrowded schools and a shortage of classrooms in many communities. Even where schools
exist, the unequal distribution of physical resources results in overcrowded classrooms,
particularly in rural and township areas. In addition, inefficiencies in subject streaming often
cause some classes, such as History, to be disproportionately large while others remain
under-enrolled. This situation places novice teachers under immense pressure as they must
navigate the complexities of managing overcrowded classrooms with little experience.

Overcrowding is not unique to South Africa; it is a global educational challenge (du Plessis &
Lethwene, 2020). Typically, it is measured by the average learner-to-teacher ratio in a
classroom, and in South Africa, it remains one of the most pressing issues affecting the

education system (du Plessis & Letshwene, 2020). Studies have shown that overcrowding
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negatively impacts curriculum delivery, making it difficult for teachers to provide
individualised attention to learners, ultimately compromising the quality of teaching and
learning (Likuru & Mwila, 2022; Mankgele, 2023; Zaman et al., 2023).

Several factors contribute to the persistence of overcrowded classrooms. Tshangana,
Nomtshongwana, and Buka (2023) highlight that the no-fee school policy and the School
Nutrition Programme (SNP), which provides daily meals to learners, have encouraged higher
school attendance, particularly among children from disadvantaged backgrounds. While these
policies are socially beneficial, they have inadvertently contributed to rising enrolment rates
without a corresponding expansion in classroom infrastructure. Consequently, many schools
struggle to accommodate the increasing number of learners, exacerbating overcrowding
(Mankgele, 2023).

Adding to this challenge, teacher training programs in South African universities do not
adequately prepare preservice teachers to manage overcrowded classrooms, leaving novice
teachers particularly vulnerable (Eisenman et al., 2015; Botha & Rens, 2018; Marais, 2016;
Pierson, 2023). Moreover, the misconception that History is an "easier" subject has led to
disproportionate enrolment in History classes, especially in rural and township schools.
Learners who struggle with science and commerce subjects are often redirected to History,
further straining resources and complicating classroom management. This misguided
streaming practice devalues the discipline of History and hinders effective teaching and
learning.

Given the persistent challenges of overcrowded classrooms in South Africa, which research
has shown negatively affects learners' participation, classroom management and teacher well-
being (Babalwa & Newlin, 2023; Mncube & Harber, 2013; Schlebusch & Schlebusch, 2023;
Venketsamy, 2023), this study explores the strategies that novice teachers can employ to
manage overcrowded History classrooms effectively. Studies indicate that novice teachers are
particularly vulnerable to stress and burnout in overcrowded settings due to limited
experience and professional support from the schools’ management and senior colleagues
(Ahmed et al., 2020; Felisilda et al, 2024; Kyrriacou, 2001; Schmidt & Jones-Fosu, 2019).
Drawing on these insights, the study provides evidence-informed strategies to improve
teaching quality in resource-constrained environments, ultimately contributing to a more
sustainable and supportive educational system for novice teachers.

This study adopts a conceptual research approach, engaging with existing theories and
scholarly discourses to critically examine the challenges of overcrowded History classrooms
for novice teachers in South Africa. Instead of collecting primary data, this paper synthesises
insights from peer-reviewed literature, educational policy documents, and theoretical
perspectives.

The analysis is framed by Resilience Theory, which also informs the study’s rationale and
overall approach, providing a nuanced understanding of how novice teachers adapt to and
navigate overcrowded classrooms by developing coping mechanisms and leveraging support

systems. This framework explores the structural and pedagogical factors influencing novice
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teachers’ capacity to build resilience, sustain effective teaching practices, and maintain well-
being in challenging educational environments.
Problem Statement
In many South African classrooms, especially in rural and township schools, overcrowding
has become a persistent challenge that undermines the teaching and learning process
(Mankgele, 2023). This issue is particularly acute in History education, a subject often
misperceived as “easier” and therefore over-enrolled, especially by learners redirected from
science and commerce streams. Despite its prevalence, the specific experiences of novice
History teachers in navigating overcrowded Further Education and Training (FET) Grades 10
— 12 classrooms remain underexplored, particularly in the South African context, where socio-
economic inequalities, colonial and apartheid legacy policies and curriculum demands create
unique pressures. Novice teachers, still developing their pedagogical identities and classroom
management skills, are disproportionately affected. They face pressure to deliver meaningful
instruction in settings that are not conducive to engagement or individual attention.
Compounding the issue is the lack of adequate training in teacher education programs to
equip new educators for such realities. While government policies like no-fee schooling and
school nutrition programs have increased education access, they have unintentionally
intensified classroom overcrowding without addressing infrastructure gaps (Tshangana et al.,
2023). Although international research has examined overcrowding and teacher coping
strategies, the context of South African FET History presents unique challenges. What is
missing is a critical and context-sensitive account of how these challenges unfold in South
African History classrooms. Understanding how local novice teachers demonstrate resilience
and develop context-specific strategies is essential. Despite these challenges, some novice
teachers demonstrate resilience and find innovative coping methods. However, little attention
has been given to understanding these coping strategies, particularly in History classrooms.
Without such insight, novice teachers risk burnout, reduced professional growth, and
diminished educational outcomes for learners.
Research aim
This study investigates the coping strategies employed by the novice History teachers in
overcrowded South African FET (Grades 10 — 12) classrooms and examines how these
strategies are shaped by the unique social, policy and institutional context. Using Resilience
Theory as an analytical lens, this study seeks to uncover the structural, psychological and
pedagogical mechanisms that enable novice teachers to navigate overcrowded teaching
environments effectively, contributing new insights to local and international debates on
teacher resilience.
Research Questions

1. What are the key challenges novice History teachers face in overcrowded South African

classrooms?
2. How do novice History teachers employ resilience-based coping strategies to manage

overcrowded classrooms across Grades 10 — 12 in the South African context?
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3. What structural and policy-level interventions could support novice teachers in
improving their resilience and instructional efficacy in overcrowded settings?

Theoretical and Analytical Framework: Resilience Theory
Resilience theory is grounded in studying adversity and seeks to understand how individuals
respond to challenging life experiences (Beltman et al., 2011; Gu & Day, 2007; Luthar et al.,
2000; Masten, 2001; van Breda, 2018). While some scholars have examined adversity
primarily as a determinant of adverse outcomes across various domains, others have
recognised that adverse experiences do not universally lead to unfavourable consequences.
Instead, responses to adversity vary, with some individuals exhibiting resilience despite their
vulnerabilities (Breda, 2018; Gu & Day, 2007; Masten, 2001). These foundational and applied
studies provide a basis for understanding how resilience can be fostered in educational
contexts, including among novice teachers navigating overcrowded classrooms. In the context
of this study, novice teachers, particularly those teaching History and other subjects in the
general stream, face the persistent challenge of overcrowded classrooms. Through the lens of
resilience theory, this study explores how these teachers cultivate agency and develop positive
coping mechanisms to navigate their daily challenges, ultimately fostering resilience.
Resilience is not an inherent trait but a dynamic, developmental construct that emerges from
an individual’s positive adaptation to difficult circumstances. It is shaped by personal and
professional dispositions and broader social and contextual factors (Gu & Day, 2007). Teacher
resilience, in particular, is influenced by the complex interplay of experiences within specific
educational environments. While a teacher may demonstrate resilience in one context, they
may struggle in a different setting (Gu & Day, 2007). This highlights the situational and
evolving nature of resilience, emphasising the need for adaptive strategies that support novice

teachers in managing the pressures of overcrowded classrooms (see Figure 1 below).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework illustrating how novice History teachers navigate overcrowded
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classrooms through coping mechanisms and contextual support, fostering resilience and professional
growth.

Study Approach

This study adopts a conceptual and interpretive approach, grounded in Resilience Theory (Gu
& Day, 2007; van Breda, 2018), to explore the coping strategies of novice History teachers in
overcrowded South African classrooms. Instead of collecting primary data, the paper
systematically draws on peer-reviewed literature and educational policy documents, selected
based on explicit inclusion criteria: studies published in English, focused on secondary
education (including FET, Grades 10-12), and addressing issues of overcrowding, teacher
resilience, classroom management, or novice teaching. Both South African and international
sources were considered to allow for comparative analysis and to situate the South African

context within broader educational debates.

The selected literature spans both South African and international contexts, with particular
attention to scholarship on novice teaching, classroom management, and resilience in
education. Articles were included only if they provided empirical evidence or conceptual
insights relevant to the study aims, and sources were excluded if they focused exclusively on
primary education, unrelated subjects, or non-peer-reviewed materials. This allows for a
layered and comparative understanding of how overcrowding impacts teaching practices and

teacher well-being, especially in historically under-resourced educational settings.

At the heart of this inquiry lies Resilience Theory, which is employed not only as a theoretical
lens but also as an analytical framework. Resilience in this study is conceptualised as a
dynamic, relational, and context-dependent process rather than a fixed trait, shaped by
personal agency, institutional support (or lack thereof), and the socio-political legacy of post-
apartheid schooling. This framework enables a deeper consideration of both structural and
psychological dimensions of resilience and how these might be cultivated to help novice

teachers cope with the demands of overcrowded classrooms.

From a methodological point of view, this paper engages in a critical synthesis and thematic
analysis of the selected literature. First, key themes and patterns related to overcrowding,
coping strategies and resilience were identified across studies. Second, the literature was
coded according to conceptual and empirical contributions, highlighting tensions,
contradictions and the gaps in knowledge. Third, these codes were clustered into overarching
themes illuminating how novice teachers navigate complex teaching environments, often
under considerable emotional and professional strain. This approach does not seek to
generalise, but rather to interpret and illuminate how novice teachers navigate complex

teaching environments, often under considerable emotional and professional strain.

Finally, this methodological stance is guided by the principles of a humanising pedagogy that
listens for silences, affirms the dignity of teacher labour under challenging contexts, and

foregrounds voices that are too often marginalised in educational discourse. By making the
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literature selection and thematic analysis procedure transparent, the study demonstrates
rigour and scholarly contribution, despite the absence of primary (empirical) data. In this way,
the paper surfaces challenges while offering a hopeful reflection on possibility, resilience and
the urgent need for systemic transformation in how novice teachers are supported in South

Africa.
General Challenges for Novice Teachers

Novice teachers often face a range of challenges, including overcrowded classrooms, heavy
workloads, difficulties with classroom management, and instructional or pedagogical
uncertainties. They may also struggle with learner behavioural issues and the added
responsibility of guiding and advising learners, often with minimal support (Oztiirk & Yildirim,
2013). While these challenges are well-documented internationally, the specific ways they
manifest among South African novice History teachers remain underexplored, highlighting
the gap in context-specific empirical evidence. These challenges are not unique to novice

History teachers but affect all novice educators.

The teaching of History in South African schools is fraught with a range of pedagogical and
structural challenges. Among the most widely discussed is the difficulty of teaching sensitive
and controversial topics, such as apartheid, slavery, and colonialism, issues that often
provoke emotional, racialised, and adversarial reactions in the classroom. Consequently,
Maluleka (2023) emphasises that such topics are unavoidable and must be handled carefully
to promote critical reflection and social cohesion. Logtenberg et al. (2024) observe that while
many training courses and interventions aim to equip teachers for these situations, empirical
evidence regarding their effectiveness in actual classroom settings is scarce, particularly in

the South African context.

Wassermann and Bentrovato (2018) highlight how both black and white student-teachers
have reported encountering racist remarks, tensions, and confrontational attitudes from
learners when teaching sensitive topics. Many found it difficult to apply pedagogical strategies
that use History to foster reconciliation or critical reflection. Considering the South African
FET setting, this study critically engages with such findings to interrogate whether these
challenges are universal or context-dependent. In some cases, the classroom became a "racial
powder keg", where historical content ignited deeply held prejudices rather than leading to
informed discussion. Similarly, Elmersj6 and Persson (2023) note a growing gap between how
teachers and learners conceptualise historical knowledge, especially around contested
narratives. This distinction between conceptual insights (how historical knowledge is
understood) and empirical observation (learner-teacher interactions) provides a framework for

analysing the South African novice teacher experience.

These pedagogical concerns, however, are compounded by the material and structural
realities within which History is taught, chief among them being overcrowded classrooms.
Empirical studies such as King-Agbolo and Ugorji (2023) demonstrate that overcrowding not

only diminishes teaching quality but also directly affects learners’ academic engagement and
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achievement, especially in subjects like History that require critical dialogue, group work, and
reflective learning. Teaching in overcrowded spaces can be overwhelming, frustrating, and
even demoralising. Class sizes in many public secondary schools exceed acceptable learner-
teacher ratios due to underfunding, limited infrastructure, and increasing enrollment
pressures. Conceptually, overcrowding is framed here as a structural constraint that interacts
with pedagogical and socio-cultural factors, particularly in History education, which relies

heavily on debate, critical thinking, and interactive learning.

Overcrowding makes it nearly impossible to employ interactive, learner-centred pedagogies
essential to History education, particularly when dealing with controversial content. The
complexity of History as a subject, its reliance on debate, multiple perspectives, and historical
interpretation, demands a classroom environment where learners can engage meaningfully.
When overcrowded classrooms constrain movement, limit participation, and silence
individual voices, the goals of History education are severely undermined. Critically
synthesising both conceptual and empirical literature makes it clear that overcrowding is not
merely a logistical challenge but fundamentally shapes the pedagogical strategies novice

teachers can employ and the quality of learner engagement.

While a growing body of international scholarship has explored the challenges of teaching
History, particularly issues like pedagogical challenges, sensitive and controversial topics,
and overcrowding and its impact on classroom dynamics, there remains a noticeable gap in
South African literature that directly examines how these challenges unfold within South
Africa’s unique educational contexts. Much of the existing research focuses on curriculum
debates, decolonisation, or the handling of sensitive content, with limited empirical attention
given to how material realities, such as class size, affect the daily practice of teaching,

especially in History classrooms.

In South Africa, where deep socio-economic inequalities persist, overcrowding is not
experienced in the same way across all schools. Rural teachers often face the burden of poor
infrastructure and severe resource shortages (Nyathi, 2025). In township schools, educators
are frequently overwhelmed by high enrolment numbers and underfunding. Even in urban
schools, where infrastructure may be relatively better, challenges emerge around large class
sizes, linguistic diversity, and the complexity of addressing learners' varied socio-cultural
backgrounds. Critically, few studies have linked these material and socio-economic conditions
to the coping strategies employed by novice History teachers, leaving a significant gap in

understanding both the constraints and potential adaptive practices.

Despite these realities, very little empirical or conceptual work has engaged with how
overcrowding intersects with these spatial and economic divides, particularly in the context
of History education, putting at the centre the challenges novice teachers encounter and how
they can navigate those challenges to ensure effective teaching and learning of History under
different circumstances. This paper addresses this gap by positioning overcrowding as a

central structural constraint and exploring how novice teachers employ resilience-based
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strategies to manage these challenges in the context of South African FET History. While prior
studies have rightly emphasised the challenges of teaching controversial topics or delivering
complex content, this paper, therefore, situates overcrowding as a central and underexplored
challenge within the broader landscape of History education. While previous research has
shed light on the difficulties of content delivery and sensitive topic engagement, less attention
has been paid to how material conditions, especially class size, shape and constrain the
History teaching experience. This study critically integrates material, pedagogical, and socio-
cultural dimensions to advance a context-specific understanding of History teaching under

overcrowded conditions.

Despite the extensive international and South African research on the challenges of teaching
History, particularly regarding sensitive, controversial and emotive content and pedagogical
strategies, there remains a paucity of studies that examine how material constraints, such as
overcrowding, intersect with the experiences of novice FET History teachers in South Africa.
This study attempts to address this gap by focusing on the coping strategies and resilience
practices that novice teachers employ to navigate overcrowded classrooms, situating these
practices within the broader structural, socio-economic and colonial and apartheid legacies,
and policy contexts unique to South African schools. By integrating empirical observations
with conceptual insights from Resilience Theory, the study contributes knowledge on how
novice teachers adapt to complex teaching environments, offering implications for teacher

training, classroom management and policy interventions in FET History.
Discussion of Results

Overcrowding and its impact

Overcrowding remains a significant challenge in education systems worldwide, including
South Africa. It is typically measured by the learner-to-teacher ratio in classrooms (du Plessis
& Letshwene, 2020). Despite thirty years of democratic governance, overcrowding persists,
particularly in FET History classrooms, due to socio-economic inequalities, political
dynamics, underfunded infrastructure, constrained education budgets, rapid population

growth, and the lingering effects of past injustices.

The impact of overcrowding on teaching and learning is profound. Large class sizes hinder
meaningful engagement, limit interactive teaching strategies, and exacerbate classroom
management challenges, affecting both teachers’ instructional effectiveness and learners’
academic outcomes (Khan & Igbal, 2012; Mankgele, 2023; Nomtshongwana et al., 2023).
Moreover, a study by Ncontsa and Shumba (2013) found that overcrowding can contribute to
increased violence in schools, as teachers struggle to maintain discipline in overcrowded
classrooms, compromising the safety of both educators and learners. They explain that
“overcrowded classrooms are difficult to control, and learners tend to misbehave without being

detected, which affects teaching and learning” (Ncontsa & Shumba, 2013: 9).
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Teachers, especially novices, are often ill-prepared to manage these challenges, as initial
training rarely equips them for high learner-to-teacher ratios. Large class sizes increase stress
levels, limit opportunities for individualised attention, and can lead to burnout (Vakili et al.,
2024). As classroom sizes grow, teachers struggle with classroom management, leading to
ineffective teaching strategies and increased burnout (Vakili et al., 2024). In this context,
novice teachers must draw on personal resilience, agency, and adaptive strategies to maintain
instructional quality and support learner engagement. By highlighting these structural and
pedagogical constraints, this section sets the stage for exploring how novice FET History

teachers develop resilience and coping strategies to navigate overcrowded classrooms.
Building Resilience: Novice FET History teachers in overcrowded classrooms

Teacher resilience is a dynamic and evolving quality that enables positive adaptation and
professional growth in adversity. It emerges from the interaction between a teacher’s internal
strengths, professional agency, and the structural and socio-emotional environments in
which they operate (Day & Gu, 2007). In the South African context, where overcrowding is a
persistent challenge, novice History teachers must develop and exercise resilience to navigate
the complexities of their classrooms effectively. Teachers face large class sizes, sometimes
exceeding 75 learners, and diverse learner attitudes, ranging from engagement to
disengagement or disruptive behaviour (Day & Gu, 2007). These conditions heighten
psychological stress and require adaptive strategies that balance emotional well-being,

classroom management, and instructional quality.

For novice teachers, resilience begins with self-belief, the conviction that they can deliver
meaningful and effective lessons despite the challenges posed by overcrowding. Additionally,
prioritising mental well-being is crucial, as unaddressed stress can hinder their ability to
create a productive learning environment. Day and Gu (2007) emphasise that teachers must
develop strategies to navigate the emotional demands of teaching, particularly in complex
contexts. Prioritising mental well-being and adopting coping strategies, such as time
management, reflective practice, and emotional regulation, are critical for sustaining

professional efficacy in overcrowded classrooms.

Resilient teachers maintain optimism despite adversity and take responsibility for their
professional growth. The teaching profession can be an isolating job (Day & Gu, 2007), but
novice teachers should actively seek support networks. Collaborating with experienced
colleagues, engaging in mentorship programs, and participating in professional learning
communities (PLCs) can provide valuable insights into managing overcrowded History
classrooms. Participation in PLCs demonstrates relational resilience, enabling novice teachers
to gain insights, refine strategies, and develop professional confidence. Through such
interactions, novice teachers gain confidence, refine their teaching strategies, and develop a

stronger sense of agency—an essential component of resilience.

Ultimately, teacher resilience in FET History classrooms is a context-dependent process,

shaped by personal agency, social networks and the structural realities of overcrowded
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classrooms. Novice teachers should maintain balance, commitment, and agency in everyday
teaching environments (Gu, 2017). By fostering these dimensions of resilience, novice History
teachers in South Africa can navigate the challenges effectively, sustain their well-being and
provide meaningful learning experiences for their students while sustaining their professional
well-being.

Teacher Agency in the Overcrowded History Classroom

Agency is an ongoing, evolving process through which individuals shape their actions and
practices over time. It emerges from the dynamic interaction between teachers’ beliefs, values
and capacities and the structural and cultural conditions of the work environment (Sang,
2020). The agency is exercised within specific contexts, where individuals act based on their
beliefs, values, and attributes in response to particular situations. It is not something
individuals inherently possess but rather something they develop through active engagement
with their environment (Sang, 2020). In the teaching profession, agency refers to educators'
ability to take intentional and constructive actions that guide their professional development
while contributing to the overall quality of education. Teachers demonstrate agency when they
make decisions and take positions that influence their roles and professional growth
(Cochran-Smith et al., 2022; Sang, 2020). It is increasingly embraced as an important quality
of effective teachers in adverse working conditions. Effective teacher agency is crucial in
adverse conditions, such as overcrowded FET History classrooms, where structural
constraints challenge pedagogical practice. Its quality lies in the teachers' ability to adopt
newly implemented policies and dynamic teaching and learning environments, and the

challenges they present (Cong-Lem, 2021).

The teacher workforce in South Africa faces systemic pressures, including low salaries,
insufficient administrative support, and high accountability demands, which contribute to
attrition (Taylor, 2013). The shortage of teachers is driven by various factors such as rising
learner enrolments due to rapid population size increase, migration and the government's
failure to build new schools, and experienced teachers exiting the teaching workforce early.
As experienced teachers exit the system and schools recruit novice teachers, these beginners
often enter overcrowded classrooms with limited experience and low initial agency, making

resilience and support structures essential for professional survival and growth.

Teachers' expertise, abilities, and attitudes equip them to enhance learning outcomes for
historically disadvantaged learners, including those from marginalised communities and low-
income backgrounds. In these challenging environments, teachers must see themselves as
catalysts for change, collaborating with underserved communities to strengthen educational
opportunities and drive broader social progress. As key players in educational reform,
teachers are often expected to adopt new teaching strategies in alignment with externally
mandated policies (Cong-Lem, 2021; Sang, 2020). However, promoting equity in resource-
limited settings demands more than compliance—it requires teachers to be skilled, adaptable,

proactive, and, at times, willing to challenge existing norms (Sang, 2020).
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Teacher agency allows educators to make intentional choices about where they teach and how
they engage with their school communities. Instead of avoiding under-resourced schools,
novice teachers can choose to stay and actively work toward transforming these spaces into
environments that support effective teaching and meaningful learning through developing
resilience and teacher agency. This agency would be essential in shaping knowledge about
their teaching and learning as part of professional development. It is influenced by motivation
and takes place within a specific educational context (Cochran-Smith et al., 2022; Sang,
2020). This interplay of agency and resilience highlights how novice teachers actively navigate

structural and pedagogical challenges, rather than passively responding to them.
Positive Adaptation

There is often an implicit expectation that novice teachers should immediately perform at the
same level as their more experienced colleagues. Such expectations overlook the
developmental journey of becoming an effective educator, particularly in overcrowded and
under-resourced FET History classrooms, where structural and pedagogical challenges are
intensified (Oztiirk & Yildirim, 2013). While novice teachers may not yet possess the depth of
experience or classroom management strategies of seasoned teachers, they are frequently
expected to meet similar demands from the outset. In many cases, this expectation extends
further as novice teachers are often assigned the most challenging classrooms or placed in
under-resourced and high-pressure environments (Oztiirk & Yildirim, 2013). Rather than
viewing this as a setback, it presents an opportunity to reimagine how schools support and
mentor new teachers, equipping them with the tools, confidence, and professional networks
needed to adapt, grow, and thrive, even in challenging teaching contexts, such as an

overcrowded and under-resourced History classroom.

Resilience is a broad concept that generally refers to positive adaptation in dynamic situations
that present challenges or threats (Dupree et al., 2015). Positive adaptation can be understood
in multiple ways, including the absence of psychological distress, success in age-salient
developmental tasks, subjective well-being, and relational competence (Wright & Masten,
2015). It can be examined at various levels, such as individual, family, community, or broader
systemic contexts. Adaptability is often linked to general resources that support positive
adjustment under most circumstances and protective factors or processes that become

particularly significant when facing imminent risks (Wright & Masten, 2015).

To significantly enhance the quality of education, it is important to implement well-structured
and proactive strategies that facilitate the adaptation of newly recruited teachers (Karpovich
et al.,, 2020). While novice teachers may be eager to develop their professional skills
independently, they require targeted support systems during the critical early stages of their
careers to ensure a smooth transition and sustained effectiveness in the classroom. A
teacher’s capacity to successfully adapt and remain committed to the profession is primarily

shaped by their attributes and the depth of their professional training (Karpovich et al., 2020).
Professional Growth and Support Systems
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The initial years of a novice teacher’s career are crucial in shaping their professional and
personal development (Garipov et al., 2019). In overcrowded FET History classrooms, these
early years are particularly challenging, as novice teachers must navigate complex learner

dynamics, limited resources, and high workload pressures.

To succeed during this critical period, novice teachers must develop interpersonal skills to
seek colleagues’ support, engage in mentorship, and participate in professional learning
communities (PLCs), collectively reinforcing resilience and agency. Structured guidance is
essential to bridge skill gaps and facilitate effective adaptation to the profession’s demands.
However, support must be systematically designed, targeted, and purpose-driven (Zoutendijk
& Mpisi, 2022). The research has shown that systematic support, including mentorship,
induction programs, and targeted professional development, significantly enhances teacher
confidence, classroom management, and retention (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008; Ingersoll &
Strong, 2011).

Mentorship programs should be rigorously monitored and precisely tailored to address the
key challenges faced by novice teachers. Support should be progressive and responsive,
aligning with the mentee’s evolving skills and knowledge, and enabling them to manage
professional challenges independently (Sarlina & Le Roux, 2023). By linking structured
support with resilience and agency, novice teachers are better equipped to maintain well-
being, sustain instructional quality, and transform challenging classroom contexts into

spaces for meaningful learning.
Conclusion

In overcrowded and under-resourced FET History classrooms, novice teachers should
embrace their role as change agents, using their knowledge, skills, and resilience, as
conceptualised through Resilience Theory, to create meaningful learning experiences despite
structural and pedagogical challenges. They can navigate the pressures of high-need schools
by fostering adaptability, collaboration, and advocacy while remaining committed to their

learners’ success.

Rather than seeing challenging teaching environments as barriers, novice teachers can
leverage their agency to transform these spaces into inclusive, effective learning
environments, demonstrating how resilience and professional decision-making interact in
practice. Strategic engagement with colleagues, communities, and professional networks
enables novice teachers to build confidence, strengthen coping strategies, and sustain

professional growth.

This study highlights the importance of structured support systems, targeted mentorship,
and professional learning communities in enhancing resilience and agency. By integrating
these insights, the paper contributes to a deeper understanding of how novice teachers in
South Africa’s History classrooms navigate overcrowding, adapt to complex teaching contexts,

and contribute to long-term educational equity and reform.
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Implications for Research and Policy

This study underscores the importance of understanding how novice History teachers in
overcrowded FET classrooms develop resilience and coping strategies. Future research could
explore these experiences more deeply, including comparative studies across rural, township
and urban schools, to capture how different contexts shape teacher adaptation. Resilience
Theory offers a valuable lens; however, this work suggests that it could be further refined to
consider the daily structural, social and emotional realities novice teachers face. Practically,
teacher education programmes should equip novice teachers with strategies to navigate
challenging classrooms. Schools and education departments should provide structured
mentorship, supportive professional networks and ongoing guidance to novice teachers.
Finally, addressing class sizes, resource shortages, and equitable support for under-resourced
schools is crucial to ensure that teachers can thrive professionally and that learners receive
meaningful, high-quality History education. These steps could help sustain teacher well-

being, improve learning outcomes, and enhance educational quality.
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