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Abstract
The study aims to identify profiles of trainee teachers in terms of their stress and 
work experiences and to uncover profile differences in regard to dropout intentions 
and perceived relationships between trainee teachers and their mentors. Based on 
data from 1,756 German trainee teachers, three distinct stress and work experience 
profiles could be identified. Trainee teachers with high levels of stress and negative 
work experiences exhibit higher dropout intentions and experience their relation-
ship with their mentors as less transparent, fair and trusting, and more ambivalent 
compared to trainee teachers with low levels of stress and positive work experi-
ences. The results underline the importance of the relationship between mentors and 
trainee teachers for the professional development of future teachers.
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Introduction

Shortages of qualified teachers in primary and secondary education is a rel-
evant phenomenon in many countries that is often accompanied by negative 
consequences for the quality of student learning opportunities (Admiraal, 2022; 
Federičová, 2021). Reasons for such shortages are considered to be the lack of 
young talents as well as premature leaving of the profession by in-service teach-
ers due to status, low social recognition, excessive job demands, and dissatisfac-
tion (e.g., Admiraal, 2022). Particularly alarming is that a large share of trainee 
teachers or young teachers leave the profession immediately after their first teach-
ing job or within the first five years (Federičová, 2021). In fact, research shows 
that entering the teaching profession is a major challenge for new teachers, which 
is often experienced as a shock that can lead to emotional exhaustion and burnout 
(Ballantyne & Retell, 2020; Dicke et  al., 2016; Voss & Kunter, 2020). Reasons 
for this ‘praxis shock’ – as it is sometimes called – include a lack of preparation 
for teaching practice, differences between expectations and occupational reality, a 
lack of social support at school and the high workload (Ballantyne, 2007).

Since stress and its manifestations negatively affect teachers’ job satisfaction 
as well as job engagement (Admiraal, 2022; Hakanen et al., 2006), which in turn 
can lead to turnover intention (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011, 2016; Struyven & 
Vanthournout, 2014), a sound professional teacher training is critical. If teach-
ers are prepared in a way that fits with future working conditions in terms of 
school type or student characteristics, the likelihood of staying in the teach-
ing profession is increased (Goldhaber et  al., 2022). Consequently, the aim of 
teacher training should be to cover the entire range of teachers’ tasks, such as 
parent meetings or faculty discussion, to support trainee teachers both in under-
standing the wider context in which teaching is embedded as well as to develop 
the competences to adequately deal with the broad challenges of being a teacher 
(Darling-Hammond, 2014).

Mentorial support from more experienced teachers can be a valuable resource 
for this purpose (Pomaki et al., 2010). In fact, mentors have a special role to play, 
as they can guide trainee teachers through their first teaching experiences, pro-
vide them with important practical knowledge and support, and introduce them to 
in-school procedures and values. In this way, they represent a protective factor as 
well as a source of resilience, emotional involvement in and commitment to their 
work (Beltman et  al., 2011; Hennissen et  al., 2011; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; 
Wang, 2019).

Previous research on mentoring in teacher training shows a relatively large body 
of evidence on specific mentor behaviours (e.g., support, counselling, instruction, 
feedback, mentoring styles) and corresponding effects on stress and well-being 
(e.g., Burger et al., 2021; Voss & Kunter, 2020). Furthermore, it is known that the 
professional relationship between mentors and trainee teachers generally plays a 
central role in the professional development of beginning teachers (Carver & Katz, 
2004; Ellis et al., 2020; Harrison et al., 2006; Hudson, 2016). However, very lit-
tle is known about the qualitative characteristics of the professional relationship 
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between trainee teachers and their mentors and the impact of different relationship 
facets on the work-related stress and work experience of the beginning teachers 
during their teacher induction phase (e.g., Kärner et al., 2021a; 2022).

Against this background, this article aims to identify specific profiles of trainee 
teachers with regard to their stress and work experiences and to make profile dif-
ferences visible with regard to dropout intentions and the perceived relationships 
between trainee teachers and their mentors. Since we draw on data from teachers in 
Germany to answer these questions, we first describe the context of German teacher 
training (Sect. 2). In Sect. 3 we take a closer look at how teachers experience teach-
ing at the beginning of their careers with regard to stress, well-being, job-satisfac-
tion, and job engagement. Then, the professional relationship between trainee teach-
ers and their mentors will be described in more detail regarding different facets of 
the relationship of interest as well as their potential connection to stress and other 
indicators of work experience (Sect. 4). The research questions and hypotheses are 
derived from these explanations in Sect. 5. The description of the method (Sect. 6) is 
followed by the presentation of the findings (Sect. 7) and their discussion (Sect. 8).

The Context of German Teacher Training

Teacher training in Germany is organised in two main phases and is supported by 
different actors and institutions (Cramer, 2020; Howe, 2006; Terhart, 2020). Due to 
the federal structure, it differs from state to state and from university to university. 
Nevertheless, fundamental commonalities can be identified: One can distinguish a 
four-to-five-year teacher training at university (first phase) and a one-to-two-year 
traineeship after university studies (second phase). The first phase of teacher train-
ing is usually completed with a first state examination or a Masters of Education 
(with previous Bachelor’s degree) at a university. Students shall acquire profes-
sional knowledge on educational science, on their future teaching subjects, and how 
to teach these subjects (Terhart, 2000). Students are trained in usually two subjects 
that they will later teach at school (e.g., Mathematics, Physical Education, English). 
In addition, they attend subject specific didactic courses to learn how to teach the 
content of their subjects. Another part is formed by courses on pedagogical and 
educational science content for the "big picture" as well as some practical phases / 
internships in schools. During their studies, students already specialise specifically 
in teaching at elementary schools, at the lower secondary level, at grammar schools 
with upper secondary level, at special education schools, or at vocational schools. 
The second phase of teacher training resembles a paid traineeship (the so-called 
Referendariat) and takes place at two learning sites: trainees (a) already teach at a 
regular school and (b) receive additional training at a teacher training college (the 
so-called Studienseminar). The overarching goal of this designated induction phase 
after the initial teacher training at university is to deepen and expand the knowledge, 
skills and experience acquired in the first phase, and to promote competencies in 
practical teaching. Depending on the federal state, there can be different regulations 
for training duration (12 to 24 months) or how the traineeship is designed (Krüger, 
2014; Schulte, 2008). In general, in the beginning of their traineeship, trainees 
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have the chance to observe lessons from other teachers and then gradually plan and 
conduct their own independent teaching. So, they already work as teachers, after 
a certain time also as class teachers, with all the tasks that go with it. However, in 
this phase they still earn less than fully trained teachers. During the traineeship, the 
trainees receive support from experienced teachers at school. Their school principals 
have managerial authority, are involved in classroom visits and the final examina-
tion, and cooperate with the mentors of the teacher training colleges. In addition, 
at the teacher training colleges, pedagogical and subject-related content is taught, 
building on the studies of the first phase. The traineeship is successfully completed 
after different practice-based and theoretical examinations (e.g., observed and 
graded lessons) with the second state examination.1

Work‑related Stress and Work Experience During the First Years 
of Teaching

In this section we will discuss how stress during the first years of teaching can 
be conceptualised, how and why it develops, and what is known about individual 
differences in regard to experiencing stress and well-being during practice-based 
teacher training.

Conceptualising Trainee Teachers’ Stress and Work Experience

Teaching is a profession that has often been associated with high workload and a 
range of serious stress factors. In fact, many studies suggest that teachers face, 
together with other social professions, an above-average level of work-related stress 
(García-Carmona et  al., 2019; Kieschke & Schaarschmidt, 2008; Liu & Onwue-
gbuzie, 2012; Zurlo et  al., 2007). This is not only the case for more experienced 
teachers but also trainees that have just started their teaching career (e.g., Gardner, 
2010; Harmsen et  al., 2018). Typical stressors for teacher trainees can be grouped 
into working conditions, social conditions and training-related aspects (Kärner 
et al., 2022). Working conditions comprise factors like constant workload and time 
pressure through preparations, performance, reflections of teaching, large class sizes 
or blurring boundaries between private and work life. Social conditions are related 
to heterogeneous classes that require teachers to adapt to a range of different pre-
requisites in dealing with students as well as constant disciplinary problems caused 
by students or also conflicts with leaders, teaching staff or parents. And lastly, train-
ing-related aspects describe all stressors directly related to the traineeship, such as 

1  The German way of teacher education with its two separate phases of university training and an insti-
tutionalised consequent induction phase is not unique on an international level. In fact, several countries 
exhibit similar structures with a more theory-based university training as the first phase and a separated 
practical second phase with reduced teaching load, mentoring, and an additional training curriculum. 
However, the structures are difficult to compare as they differ in length, personnel responsible for induc-
tion, specific role of mentors, providers of training etc. (e.g., Courtney et al., 2023; Darling-Hammond, 
2017).
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uncertainty about performance evaluation, fear of failure, feelings of being under 
constant observation or regular performance assessments (Chaplain, 2008, Kärner 
et al., 2021a, 2022; Sappa et al., 2019).

Stressors do not automatically translate into stress symptoms or negative working 
experience. Based on the transactional stress model (Lazarus, 1966) – that has been 
adapted for the teaching context (Kyriacou & Sutcliffe, 1978) – potential stressors 
first undergo a subjective appraisal. The affected individual assesses them as irrel-
evant, challenging or threatening. In situations where a potential stressor is assessed 
as a threat and the associated strain eventually depletes all available coping resources, 
it becomes stress as such (Lazarus, 1966). This stress can then manifest itself in dif-
ferent symptoms, which are either physical (e.g., headaches, digestion problems, nau-
sea) or psychological (e.g., anger, sadness, anxiety, emotional exhaustion, reduced 
general well-being) in nature (Kärner et  al., 2021b). On a short-term scale, such 
stress symptoms are primarily experienced as unpleasant by affected individuals. On 
a long-term scale, however, ongoing stress symptoms that are due to work-related 
stressors can lead to decreasing job satisfaction and job engagement, as well as burn-
out and intentions to leave the profession (Admiraal, 2022; Hakanen et  al., 2006; 
Hong, 2012; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011, 2016; Van Droogenbroeck & Spruyt, 2016). 
In this context, job satisfaction describes an overall judgement of an individual’s job 
that ranges from positive to negative (Judge et  al., 2020). Job engagement can be 
defined as ‘a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind’ (Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2004b, p. 295) that is often connected to high levels of energy experienced at work 
(vigour) as well as a sense of significance and enthusiasm in regard to one’s own 
work (dedication) (see also Saks & Gruman, 2021). Burnout is an occupational phe-
nomenon that includes ‘feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion’, ‘increased men-
tal distance from one’s job, or feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one’s job’ 
and ‘a sense of ineffectiveness and lack of accomplishment’ (WHO, 2022).

Although work-related stressors also affect well experienced teachers, they might 
be more straining for less experienced ones. Trainee teachers, in particular, have not 
yet accumulated sufficient expertise, coping strategies or social networks to adequately 
deal with the stressors that await them in school contexts (Hong, 2012; Kärner et al., 
2022). Furthermore, many trainee teachers experience feelings of unpleasant surprise 
due to a mismatch between the reality of being a young teacher and their prior expec-
tations (Ballantyne & Retell, 2020). Taken together, the potential stressors at work as 
well as trainee teachers’ lack of coping strategies make them prone to experiencing 
stress and reduced well-being during their first teaching years. As foreshadowed, this 
phenomenon is sometimes referred to as ‘praxis shock’ (Ballantyne, 2007).

Findings On Trainee Teachers’ Stress and Work Experience Profiles Based On 
Person‑centred Approaches

Research on (trainee) teachers’ stress and well-being has recently increased the 
usage of the typological, person-centred approach, enabling conclusions regarding 
individuals’ stress and coping profiles as a whole (e.g., Collie & Mansfield, 2022; 
Darius et  al., 2021; Zimmermann et  al., 2012). Several profiles among teachers 
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can be shown across countries, with differences in terms of the number of profiles. 
Despite all the differences, the following picture emerges: A small group of teach-
ers with little stress and good coping contrasts with a small group of highly stressed 
teachers. The majority of teachers are located between the two extreme groups and 
exhibit a medium level of stress with regard to only individual or several aspects 
(e.g., workload stress or student behaviour stress; Collie & Mansfield, 2022; Collie 
et al., 2021; Herman et al., 2018; Hwang, 2022). The profiles vary not only in the 
extent of the stress, but also in the occupational commitment – a correlate of job 
satisfaction, job engagement and turnover intention (Judge et al., 2020; Lee et al., 
2000; Saks & Gruman, 2021) – which is highest in the profiles with low stress and 
lowest in the profiles with high stress.

Comparable findings are evident for trainee teachers2: Already at the beginning 
of their careers, about one-third to half of teachers experience a high level of men-
tal stress and show symptoms of burnout (Darius et al., 2021; Zimmermann et al., 
2012). Zimmermann et al. (2012) found that four profiles of dealing with the chal-
lenges of the teaching profession can be distinguished: Only a little more than a 
quarter of trainee teachers show a healthy attitude towards work, meaning they are 
able to distance themselves from the job strain and are satisfied with both their job 
and their lives (profile ‘healthy-ambitious’). This compares with 17% who have a 
(too) high level of engagement while maintaining a low emotional distance from 
work, reduced mental resilience and low satisfaction with their job and their lives 
(profile ‘excessively ambitious’) and nearly one-quarter with low levels of job 
involvement, disengagement, mental health, job and life satisfaction, and high lev-
els of resignation (profile ‘exhausted/resigned’). The remaining one-third of trainee 
teachers are unambitious, unmotivated, and emotionally distant from their work 
(low level of job satisfaction) but relatively satisfied with their lives (profile ‘unam-
bitious’). Darius et al. (2021) arrive at very similar magnitudes of profiles in their 
study. They further show that trainee teachers with impaired mental health primarily 
belong to the two risk profiles ‘excessively ambitious’ and ‘exhausted/resigned’. In 
these profiles, moreover, the proportion of teachers with some symptoms of burnout 
is comparatively high. In summary, it can be stated across countries that a consider-
able proportion of teachers and trainee teachers experience their profession as rather 
stressful and are not very satisfied with their work.

2  In addition, drawing on analogous clustering analytic procedures, several stress coping profiles could 
also be identified for school principals. However, for this group, it is their understanding of leadership 
that plays an important role in profile identification: School principals who see themselves as team lead-
ers or pedagogical leaders feel less stressed and more satisfied than school principals that can be classi-
fied as generalist, supervisor, or teacher with administrative duties, also controlling for school type and 
school size. In contrast, school principals of the latter two types show comparatively unfavourable stress 
profiles (e.g., Warwas, 2012). At the same time, stress profiles can be identified in regard to how school 
principals deal with crisis situations like the Covid-19 pandemic. According to a study in Finland, 41% 
of school principals can be assigned to the high stress profile, 36% to the altered stress profile and 23% 
to the low stress profile. In addition, protective (e.g., work engagement) and stressful factors (e.g., work-
load) can be identified (e.g., Upadyaya et al., 2021).
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Mentors and Their Impact On Trainee Teachers’ Stress and Work 
Experience

In light of the importance of mentorial support for trainee teachers (e.g., Pomaki 
et al., 2010), we will take a closer look at the degree to which mentors and their rela-
tionship with trainee teachers can contribute to the extent to which stress arises or 
can be prevented in teacher training.

The Role of the Mentor in Teacher Education

In Germany, trainee teachers are supervised by professional teacher educators which 
– depending on the federal state – are referred to under varying names, e.g., ‘intern-
ship teachers’, ‘training teachers’ or ‘mentors’ (Krüger, 2014). In the following, we 
will refer to them as mentors.3 Taking into account the federal structure in Germany 
and the resulting differences in the concrete educational organisational structures of 
the individual federal states, it can be summarised that the mentors are employed 
full-time or part-time by the teacher training college and are responsible for the 
training of the trainee teachers.

Mentoring takes place in a variety of manifestations with different target 
groups, goals and focuses in different contexts. In ‘classic’ mentoring, an experi-
enced person (mentor) promotes the personal, professional or career development 
of a less experienced person (mentee) over a longer period of time in a personal, 
often one-to-one relationship by sharing knowledge, experience and networks 
(e.g., Alston & Hansman, 2021). To fulfil their role, mentors need professional 
knowledge, experience, preparation for and awareness of the activity, the target 
group, their role(s) (e.g., advisor, confidant) and challenges, as well as training 
and support (Hudson & Hudson, 2010; Lesham, 2012; Manning & Hobson, 2017; 
Rhodes et al., 2009; Richter et al., 2013; Wang, 2019).

This also applies to experienced teachers as mentors of trainee teachers. However, 
there are also special features, such as the fact that it is often not common for teachers 
to give each other feedback or to evaluate each other’s work in ‘the traditional culture 
of teaching where colleagues do not tell each other what to do’ (Carver & Katz, 2004, 
p. 460). In addition, school mentoring often involves discussing with trainee teachers 
whether they are suited for the teaching profession or not (Hudson & Hudson, 2010; 
Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; Le Maistre et al., 2006). Due to their instructional support, 
emotional support, and role modelling (Richter et  al., 2013), the mentors of trainee 
teachers are considered to be of great importance during the traineeship with regard 

3  All in all, the second phase of teacher training in Germany is similar to induction ‘as the entire system 
of policy, resources, professional development opportunities, guidance, and support provided to begin-
ning teachers’ (Langdon et al., 2014, p. 93) in other countries (see also Courtney et al., 2023). Mentoring 
as guidance and support is part of induction. Therefore, we use the terms ‘mentor’ and ‘mentoring’ to 
refer to the special relationship between a trainee teacher and an experienced teacher explicitly responsi-
ble for trainee teachers within the induction phase.
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to the professional and personal development of their mentees ( Carver & Katz, 2004; 
Kärner et al., 2021c; Krüger, 2014; Wang, 2019).

When looking at the various tasks and functions of these mentors during traineeship, 
their dual role becomes clear: On the one hand, mentors have supervisory and advi-
sory functions, such as teaching the trainees on subject didactics and pedagogics, visit-
ing them in their classroom, supervising them on subject-related issues and supporting 
their professionalisation process. On the other hand, they are involved in the high-stake 
assessment of the trainee teachers at their second state examination. In other words, 
part of the final grade of the trainee teachers is determined by the assessment of these 
mentors. Thus, mentors are an evaluating authority with potentially significant profes-
sional consequences for the trainee teachers (Chambers, 2013; Howe, 2006; Hudson & 
Hudson, 2010; Le Maistre et al., 2006; Manning & Hobson, 2017; Munderloh, 2018; 
Warwas et al., 2016). This dual or even ambiguous role is reflected in the relationship 
between mentors and trainee teachers, described in more detail in the following.

Characterising the Professional Relationship Between Trainee Teachers and Their 
Mentors and Implications for the Trainee Teachers’ Stress and Work‑experience

The professional activities of mentors are determined by structurally conditioned con-
tradictions, which in turn can have an impact on the relationship between mentors and 
trainee teachers. Helsper (2004) defined several of such contradictions, or ‘antinomies’, 
as he calls them, which are constitutive for the teaching profession, that serve here as a 
theoretical frame for the professional pedagogical relationship between trainee teachers 
and their mentors. Within a field of tension between closeness and distance (‘close-
ness antinomy’), a continuous creation of a basis of trust is necessary under conditions 
that are not necessarily conducive to trust (‘trust antinomy’). The superior position of 
mentors in terms of their knowledge and experience, but also due to their formal power 
– for example, through their involvement in the grading of trainee teachers – requires 
fairness and transparency in dealing with trainee teachers who are formally positioned 
lower in the hierarchy (‘power antinomy’). Furthermore, the relationship between men-
tors and trainee teachers is characterised by the simultaneity of both symmetrical and 
asymmetrical forms of interaction. Trainee teachers are supposed to learn to act auton-
omously in the training (e.g., in preparing and conducting lessons), but at the same time 
their autonomy is restricted by the formal regulations of the traineeship or by the men-
tor (‘autonomy antinomy’) (Helsper, 2004; Helsper & Hummerich, 2014). These antin-
omies are not only constitutive of the teaching profession, but also frame how teachers 
and mentors shape their professional pedagogical relationship. Against the background 
of the described antinomies, this relationship can be further characterised by the fol-
lowing four facets: trust, fairness, transparency, and ambivalence (Kärner et al., 2021a, 
2022).

Trust

Mutual trust is an important component for a positive relationship between mentor 
and mentee and provides the basis for a good learning environment (Hudson, 2016; 
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Platz, 2021). A trusting relationship is characterised by authenticity, mutual appre-
ciation, and empathy (Hudson & Hudson, 2010; Rippon & Martin, 2006). Prob-
lematic and thus stressful pedagogical relationships are characterised in particular 
by low trust and an associated experience of dependency as well as a lack of reci-
procity (e.g., Kiper, 2014). Since trust can be understood as a social and personal 
resource (Schweer et al., 2017), a high level of trust is likely to have a positive effect 
on well-being and job-satisfaction, as well as on stress reduction during the trainee-
ship (Helliwell et al., 2009). Empirical evidence shows, for example, that perceived 
trust in pedagogical relationships is associated with less anxiety among learners 
(Schweer, 2008). In addition, higher levels of trust between student and teacher have 
shown to be important for academic motivation and performance (Lee, 2007).

Fairness

Within the relationship between trainee teachers and mentors, the experience of fair-
ness is of central importance. In general, perception of fairness – e.g., with regard 
to feedback – is positively associated with job satisfaction and negatively related 
to job depression and turnover intentions (Sparr & Sonnentag, 2008). Research on 
teacher–student relationships showed that students list fairness as one of the central 
qualities they expect from their teachers and teachers themselves find it important to 
act fairly, justly, and respectfully towards their students (Donat et al., 2017; Schweer 
et al., 2017). A feeling of fairness is most likely created when trainee teachers are 
allowed to participate in decisions concerning their training, if they are treated with 
dignity and respect, as well as if their work is appreciated and adequately rewarded 
(Colquitt, 2001; Maier et al., 2007; Rippon & Martin, 2006). Criticism from men-
tors or instructors that seems unjustified and unfair is usually perceived as irritating, 
hurtful, or demeaning by the feedback receiver and can therefore cause stress, anger 
or even job-related depression and turnover intentions (Chory et al., 2017; Rhodes 
et al., 2009; Rippon & Martin, 2006; Sparr & Sonnentag, 2008).

Transparency

Transparency is yet another characteristic of professional pedagogical relationships. 
It describes whether mentors are open to questions and criticism as well as whether 
performance assessments are perceived as being plausible by mentees (Abs et  al., 
2009; Hudson & Hudson, 2010; Munderloh, 2018; Warwas et al., 2016; Zsargo & 
Palmer, 2019). A necessary condition for transparency is that performance expecta-
tions and assessment criteria are binding and that they are clearly as well as com-
prehensively communicated. Kärner et al., (2019) could show that transparent and 
openly communicated performance expectations and assessment criteria, as well as 
feedback on performance that is conducive to learning, go hand in hand with higher 
satisfaction and a lower experience of stress during the teacher traineeship. It follows 
that a high level of transparency during mentoring takes the role of a psychological 
resource during the traineeship (Horstmeyer, 2018). Resources can be understood as 
‘those entities that either are centrally valued in their own right (e.g., self-esteem, 
close attachments, health, and inner peace) or act as a means to obtain centrally 
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valued ends (e.g., money, social support, and credit)’ (Hobfoll, 2002, p. 307). At the 
same time, if trainee teachers do not perceive their mentors as transparent, they tend 
to experience their assessment and evaluation as rather unfair, arbitrary, and unsatis-
factory (Munderloh, 2018; Schubarth et al., 2007).

Ambivalence

Mentors of trainee teachers often incorporate a dual role of being a supportive peer, 
focusing on giving advice that helps the mentee to make further progress in their 
professional development, as well as an assessor that grades the mentee’s perfor-
mance during the traineeship (Le Maistre et al., 2006; Tillema et al., 2011; Zsargo 
& Palmer, 2019). If those two roles are not adequately separated from each other, or 
if inconsistent behaviour is shown with regard to the respective role behaviour, the 
relationship between mentor and mentee can be experienced as ambivalent. Ambiv-
alence is understood as a simultaneous presence of emotions, cognitions or inten-
tions that are perceived as incompatible by a person (Ziegler, 2010). Relationships 
are experienced as ambivalent if both harmful and appreciative interaction occur 
with one and the same interaction partner (Prengel, 2019). Trainee teachers must 
be able to rely on the fact that mentors are able to separate training situations from 
assessment situations and that, for example, there are no unjustified or unannounced 
assessment situations (Schubarth et al., 2007). If such separation is missing or is not 
consistently maintained and openly communicated, this can in turn inhibit or prevent 
the development of a trusting relationship due to the system-related unequal distri-
bution of power and the associated asymmetrical relationship structure (Le Maistre 
et  al., 2006; Manning & Hobson, 2017; Rippon & Martin, 2006) and the trainee 
teachers’ “vulnerable position with many pressing needs” (Carver & Katz, 2004, p. 
450). Feelings of vulnerability can result in stress and dissatisfaction (Gray et  al., 
2017). Experienced ambivalence can have straining effects on the relationship that 
might even affect the well-being or the long-term development of trainee teachers 
(Chambers, 2013; Hobson & Malderez, 2013; Hudson & Hudson, 2010; Manning & 
Hobson, 2017; Rippon & Martin, 2006).

Associations Between the Relationship Quality and Trainee Teachers’ Stress 
and Work‑experience

The presence of a mentor does not per se have positive effects on trainee teach-
ers’ stress and work experience. Rather, the quality of the relationship is decisive. 
For example, constructivist-oriented mentoring, in which mentors trustfully allow 
trainee teachers a degree of freedom and autonomy, can mitigate the emotional 
exhaustion typically connected to the early days as a teacher (Burger et  al., 2021; 
Voss & Kunter, 2020). Taken together, a relationship that is trusting, transparent, 
fair, and low in ambivalence with their mentors can help trainee teachers to deal with 
stressors at work, but in case of a relationship that is ambivalent and less trusting, 
transparent and fair it can also become a stressor itself (Kärner et al, 2022). At the 
same time, studies show the protective effects of a high-quality relationship between 
mentors and trainee teachers with regard to their job satisfaction (Berliner, 2004; 
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Richter et al., 2013) and their experience of stress (e.g., Braun, 2017; Horstmeyer, 
2018; Richter et  al., 2013; Wang, 2019; Warwas et  al., 2016). Further, mentoring 
programmes are critical not only to trainee teachers’ satisfaction with the teaching 
profession, but also to their retention in the teaching profession (e.g., Hong, 2012). 
According to Berliner (2004), teacher mentoring and coaching can reduce 50% of 
dropouts in the first three years of teaching. In contrast, the relationship between the 
mentor and the trainee teacher, which is characterised by asymmetry, strong hier-
archies, involuntariness, and time restrictions (Hudson & Hudson, 2010; Košinár, 
2013; Looser, 2019; Munderloh, 2018; Schweer, 2008), can additionally strengthen 
the effect of potential stressful situations or become a stress factor itself (Kärner 
et al, 2022a).

Current Study

Being a trainee can be considered to be a demanding time in a teacher’s career. Prior 
research shows that some teachers, however, manage to deal better with work-related 
stressors during this time than others. While most teachers experience medium to 
large levels of stress, a minority of teachers seem largely not to be affected by stress-
ors. The first aim of this study is to investigate whether the finding of qualitatively 
different profiles concerning stress and work experience can also be found in a larger 
sample of trainee teachers in Germany (Sects. 3.1 and 3.2). The first research ques-
tion and the affiliated hypothesis therefore are:

1.	 How do trainee teachers experience their work during their first years of teaching 
practice with regard to job stress and work experience?

H1: Trainee teachers can be separated into several profiles that differ signifi-
cantly in terms of stress, well-being, job satisfaction, and job engagement.

Furthermore, not much is known yet  on how individual differences in work-
related experience profiles explain whether trainee teachers intend to prematurely 
leave the teaching profession. Based on the adversarial effects of stress, low well-
being, low job satisfaction, and low job engagement, it is assumed that trainee teach-
ers that exhibit high-stress and negative work experience show dropout intentions 
more often than their counterparts exhibiting lower stress and more positive work 
experience (Sects. 3 and 4). The second research question and its hypothesis there-
fore are:

2.	 How are different experience profiles of trainee teachers related to dropout inten-
tions?

H2: Trainee teachers in high-stress and negative work experience profiles have 
a significantly higher dropout intention compared to trainee teachers in low-
stress and positive work experience profiles.
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Mentoring plays an important role for the professional development of trainee 
teachers during their traineeship. However, not much is known yet about how the 
professional relationship between trainee teachers and their mentors explains how 
trainee teachers experience their traineeship in terms of stress, well-being, job satis-
faction, and job engagement. Based on our theoretical framework, it is assumed that 
trainee teachers who maintain a high-quality relationship with their mentors exhibit 
lower stress and more positive work experience (Sect. 4). The third research ques-
tion and the affiliated hypothesis therefore are:

3.	 How is the perceived relationship between trainee teachers and their mentors 
related to stress and work experience?

H3: Trainee teachers in high-stress and negative work experience profiles 
experience the relationship with their mentors as less transparent, fair and 
trusting, as well as more ambivalent compared to trainee teachers in the low-
stress and positive work experience profiles.

Method

Study Design and Sample

To answer the research questions and to test the hypotheses, a cross-sectional study 
of German trainee teachers completing the second phase of their teacher training 
was conducted. Study participants were invited to take part in an online survey 
via different social networks (e.g., Facebook, Twitter), newsletters of teacher trade 
unions, and direct contacts of the authors. Altogether, 1,953 trainee teachers from 
all over Germany took up this invitation. Out of these participants, 197 cases had 
to be removed due to missing values on more than 30% of all variables in the data 
set. Thus, the data of 1,756 trainee teachers could be used for further analyses. The 
majority of the study participants is female (82%) and their mean age is 28.3 years 
(SD = 3.81). In the sample, trainee teachers from all types of schools in Germany are 
represented (primary schools: n = 402, general secondary schools: n = 1,084, voca-
tional schools: n = 167, special education schools: n = 150; multiple answers were 
possible). About 43% of the study participants indicated to be in the first half of 
their traineeship.

Measures

Stress Symptoms and Well‑being

Data on how stressful trainee teachers experience their traineeship were collected 
using five scales measuring different stress symptoms with four to six items each 
(physical symptoms, anger, sadness, anxiety: all adapted from Lohaus et al., 2018; 
emotional exhaustion: adapted from Maslach & Jackson, 1981) as well as one scale 
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measuring general well-being with four items (also adapted from Lohaus et  al., 
2018). Participants were asked how often they experienced these symptoms during 
teacher training using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = ‘never’, 2 = ‘seldom’, 3 = ‘some-
times’, 4 = ‘often’, and 5 = ‘very often’). The number of items, an example item, 
as well as ω as a measure of congeneric reliability of each scale can be found in 
Table 1.

Work Satisfaction and Job Engagement

To further describe how teacher training was experienced by the trainee teachers 
they were asked about their job satisfaction and job engagement. The three items 
measuring job satisfaction were adapted from Affolter (2019), Sann (2003), Van 
der Doef and Maes (1999), and Westermann et  al. (1996), and job engagement 
was measured using an adapted version of the two scales vigour (a feeling of high 
level of energy and resilience) and dedication (a sense of purpose provided by one’s 
work) with three items each provided by Schaufeli and Bakker (2004a). All items of 
the three scales could be answered on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = ‘strongly disagree’, 
2 = ‘disagree’, 3 = ‘agree’, and 4 = ‘strongly agree’). More information on the scales 
can be found in Table 2.

Dropout Intention

The intention to drop out of their teacher training programme was collected using 
a single-item measure, asking ‘Do you or did you consider dropping out of teacher 
training?’ The participants could answer this item with either yes (coded as 1) or no 
(coded as 0).

Perceived Relationship Between Trainee Teacher and Mentor

Data on the perceived quality of the relationship between trainee teachers and men-
tors from the perspective of the trainee teachers were collected using scales with 
four items each measuring the four relationship facets explained in Sect. 4.2: trans-
parency, fairness, trust, and ambivalence. The items were measured on a 6-point 

Table 1   Measurement of stress symptoms and well-being

ω = congeneric reliability; 5-point Likert scale: 1 = ‘never’ to 5 = ‘very often’. Items adapted from Lohaus 
et al. (2018) and Maslach and Jackson (1981)

Scale No. of items Example item (During teacher training, …) ω

Physical symptoms 6 … I suffer from headaches .83
Anger 4 … I am angry .88
Sadness 4 … I am miserable .86
Anxiety 4 … I am nervous .84
Emotional exhaustion 4 … I feel emotionally exhausted .83
Well-being 4 … I am happy .93
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Likert scale ranging from 1 = ‘does not apply’, 2 = ‘does predominantly not apply’, 
3 = ‘does rather not apply’, 4 = ‘does rather apply’, 5 = ‘does predominantly apply’, 
and 6 = ‘does fully apply’. Table 3 presents the number of items, an example item, 
and ω for each of the four scales.

Assessment of the Measurement Model

The psychometric quality of the measurement model was assessed using confirma-
tory factor analysis. For this purpose, a robust maximum likelihood estimator with 
Satorra-Bentler correction (Satorra & Bentler, 1994) and robust standard errors 
and scaled fit indices were estimated with R lavaan (R Core Team, 2021; Rosseel, 
2012). For evaluating the model fit, the following cut-off values were used as criteria 
(Bowen & Guo, 2012; Hair et  al., 2018; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007): CFI > 0.90, 
RMSEA < 0.07, and SRMR < 0.08. In addition, congeneric reliabilities ω were esti-
mated to examine the scales’ internal consistency (Tables 1, 2 and 3).

The overarching theoretical measurement model described in Sects.  6.2.1 to 
6.2.4 exhibits a good global fit: χSB

2(1287) = 4012.30, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.947, 
RMSEA = 0.035 (CI.90 = 0.034–0.37), SRMR = 0.038. Factor loadings range between 
0.48 and 0.92, while the majority of loadings are above 0.70 (62.5%). Almost all 
congeneric reliabilities are above 0.70 except ambivalence (ω = 0.64). Based on this 
assessment the measurement model can be used for further analyses.

Table 2   Measurement of work satisfaction and job engagement

ω = congeneric reliability; 4-point Likert scale: 1 = ‘strongly disagree’ to 4 = ‘strongly agree’. Items 
adapted from Westermann et al. (1996), Van der Doef and Maes (1999), Sann (2003), Affolter (2019) as 
well as Schaufeli and Bakker (2004a)

Scale No. of items Example item (During teacher training, …) ω

Job satisfaction 5 … I feel delighted in what I am doing .87
Vigour 3 … I feel strong and vigorous .77
Dedication 3 … I am proud of the work that I do .77

Table 3   Measurement of the perceived quality of the relationship between trainee teacher and mentor

ω = congeneric reliability; 6-point Likert scale: 1 = ‘does not apply’ to 6 = ‘does fully apply’. Items are 
developed by Kärner et al., (2021a)
a According to the definition of experienced ambivalence (Sect.  4.2.4), contradictions in relation to 
opposing behavioural tendencies as well as affective states are taken into account in the respective items 
(Michels et al., 2011)

Scale No. of items Example item ω

Transparency 4 My mentor clearly communicates what competencies I need to 
master

.86

Fairness 4 My mentor treats me fairly .87
Trust 4 I can admit to my mentor that I did not understand something .84
Ambivalencea 4 I am happy when my mentor supports me, but at the same time I am 

annoyed that I am dependent on her/him
.64
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Statistical Analyses

To answer the first research question, a person-centred analysis approach is used. 
The aim is to identify distinguishable homogeneous subgroups of trainee teachers 
that have been experiencing their teacher training in a similar way. For this pur-
pose, latent profile analysis (LPA) was employed. LPA is a new-generation cluster-
ing method that (a) allows to recover hidden subgroups in data and (b) assigns each 
study participant a probability to belong to one of these groups (Ferguson et  al., 
2020; Spurk et  al., 2020). In the context of this study, these subgroups are based 
upon a priori estimated and extracted latent factor scores of the stress symptoms, 
well-being, as well as work satisfaction and job engagement (see Kam et al., 2016 
and Wang & Wang, 2012 for information on the modelling procedure).

The most adequate number of subgroups (also called profiles in the context of 
LPA) to extract can be determined using statistical fit indices and statistical tests 
(Ferguson et  al., 2020; Wang & Wang, 2012). The fit indices Akaike’s Informa-
tion Criterion (AIC), Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), and Adjusted Bayesian 
Information Criterion (aBIC) are supposed to be as small as possible. In contrast, 
Entropy as yet another fit index is supposed to be as close to 1.0 as possible, but 
at least 0.80 in size (higher values indicate lower classification uncertainty; Fergu-
son et  al., 2020). In addition, Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin likelihood ratio test and 
Lo–Mendell–Rubin adjusted likelihood ratio test (VLMRT, aLMRT: Lo et  al., 
2001), as well as parametric bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (PBLRT: McLachlan, 
1987) can be used to determine whether a model with k extracted profiles signif-
icantly fits the data better than a model with k-1 profiles (Ferguson et  al., 2020). 
Besides these statistical measures, the interpretability of the profiles and profile 
size (number of participants assigned to a profile) should also be taken into account 
when deciding how many profiles should be extracted (Wang & Wang, 2012). LPA 
was conducted using Mplus 8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2011).

The reliability of the extracted profile solution was checked employing a cross-
validation strategy (e.g., Fu & Perry, 2020). The full sample was randomly divided 
into two subsamples. For each of these subsamples, the final LPA solution of the 
main sample was estimated again. This allows us to check whether the profile 
assignment based on the full sample matches the profile assignment in the two sub-
samples. For this purpose, a χ2 test on the different profile assignments with Cram-
er’s V as well as the percentage of identical assignments as two effect sizes will be 
calculated using R and the effectsize 0.4.5 package (Ben-Shachar et al., 2020).

To answer the second and the third research questions, LPA was employed using 
Mplus’ automatic BCH approach for estimating and testing mean differences across 
latent classes (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014, 2021). This approach allows us to test 
whether the estimated profile affiliation explains variance in the dropout intention as 
well as in the reported quality of the relationship between trainee teachers and their 
mentors. In this way, information is obtained regarding whether (a) the profile affili-
ation explains dropout intentions and whether (b) the relationship quality explains 
how teaching practice is experienced by teacher trainees during their traineeship. We 
decided against a (multinomial) logistic regression based on Mplus’ 3-Step Procedure 
as three of the four relationship facets are highly correlated. The regression weights 
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would have been biased due to multicollinearity. To complement the equality tests of 
means across profiles, effect sizes η2 (and Cohen’s d for post hoc tests) are estimated 
using the R package effectsize. The same package is used to estimate Cramer’s V as 
an effect size concerning the relationship between the extracted profiles and dropout 
intention. In addition, the results of the LPAs estimated with the two subsamples in the 
cross-validation strategy will be used to check whether the estimated profile affiliation 
robustly explains variance in dropout intention and the four relationship facets.

Results

Descriptives and Correlations Among Variables

Table  4 shows the means, standard deviations, and Bravais–Pearson correlations of 
all variables included in any further analysis. As can be seen, neither floor nor ceiling 
effects are present. In addition, the standard deviations indicate sufficient variance in 
the variables. All stress symptoms are positively related to each other (rxy = 0.60–0.84, 
large effects) and negatively to well-being (rxy = -0.51 – -0.74, large effects). The scales 
measuring job satisfaction and job engagement (vigour and dedication) are all posi-
tively correlated (rxy = 0.91–0.94, large effects). Very strong correlations can be found 
between the three positive facets of the relationship between trainee teacher and their 
mentor (transparency, fairness and trust: rxy = 0.89–0.94, large effects). These three 
relationship facets are all negatively related to the fourth facet, ambivalence (rxy = -0.58 
– -0.69, large effects). All stress symptoms are negatively correlated with job satis-
faction, job engagement and well-being (rxy = -0.35 – -0.74, medium to large effects). 
Transparency, fairness and trust are all negatively correlated to each of the stress symp-
toms (rxy = -0.26 – -0.46, small to medium effects) and positively to job satisfaction, 
job engagement and well-being (rxy = 0.31–0.44, medium effects). Conversely, ambiva-
lence is positively correlated to each of the stress symptoms (rxy = 0.40–0.46, medium 
effects) and negatively to job satisfaction, job engagement and well-being (rxy = -0.31 
– -0.37, medium effects). Dropout intention is positively correlated to all stress symp-
toms (rxy = 0.34–0.53, medium to large effects) and ambivalence (rxy = 0.27, small 
effect), as well as negatively related to job satisfaction, job engagement and well-being 
(rxy = -0.47 – -0.53, medium to large effects) as well as transparency, fairness and trust 
(rxy = -0.28 – -0.30, small to medium effects). All of these correlations are significant 
on the 1% level (two-tailed tests). Some of the correlations between the stress symp-
toms, work experience, the characteristics of the professional relationship, dropout 
intention and the two socio-demographic variables age and time during the traineeship 
reached significance but were mostly negligible in size (rxy = -0.17–0.15, small effects).

Profile Extraction

The results of the LPA analyses for models with one to five profiles can be found in 
Table 5. As can be seen, AIC, BIC, and aBIC decrease monotonically with a higher 
number of profiles. The highest Entropy value can be found for a model with two 
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profiles (Entropy = 0.923) while the model with three profiles exhibits the second 
highest value (Entropy = 0.915). The VLMRT and the aLMRT are significant for 
the models with two and three profiles (p < 0.05) but not those with four and five 
profiles (p > 0.05), indicating a best fit of the model with three extracted profiles. 
PBLRT reaches significance for all models (p < 0.001). Based on these criteria as 
well as interpretability, a decision in favour of the model with three profiles was 
made.

Figure  1 shows the extracted profiles describing how the three identified sub-
groups experienced their teacher training in terms of stress symptoms, well-being, 
job satisfaction, and job engagement. Profile 1 contains trainee teachers that expe-
rience strong stress symptoms and low well-being as well as low job satisfaction 
and job engagement (high-stress profile; 32%, n1 = 545). In comparison, Profile 2 
contains trainee teachers that experienced comparably less stress symptoms, more 
well-being as well as more job satisfaction and job engagement (low-stress profile; 
27%, n2 = 450). Profile 3 contains trainee teachers that experienced their teacher 
training in terms of these variables on an average level (average-stress profile; 41%, 
n3 = 686).

Cross Validation of Profile Assignment

As foreshadowed, the main sample was randomly split into two subsamples for 
cross-validation purposes (na = nb = 878). Two LPAs extracting three profiles were 
estimated using these two samples, respectively. Both estimations resulted in similar 
profiles as the LPA based on the full sample. The comparison of the robustness of 
the profile assignment between the LPA based on the full sample and the LPAs based 
on the two subsamples showed a significant and strong association (χ2 = 2,736.6, 
df = 4, p < 0.001, adj. Cramer’s V = 0.90, 99% CI = 0.86–0.95). In total, 93% of cases 

Table 5   Profile identification and model fit information

AIC Akaike’s information criterion, BIC Bayesian information criterion, aBIC Sample-size adjusted BIC, 
VLMRT Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin likelihood ratio test, aLMRT Lo–Mendell–Rubin adjusted likelihood 
ratio test, PBLRT Parametric bootstrap likelihood ratio test. Due to missing values not all of participants 
of the original sample could be used in the LPA
a Not available for models with only one extracted profile

No. of 
profiles

Free 
param-
eters

AIC BIC aBIC Entropy p values

VLMRT aLMRT PBLRT

1 18 31,575.1 31,672.8 31,615.6 NAa NAa NAa NAa

2 28 23,443.7 23,595.7 23,506.7 0.923  < .001  < .001  < .001
3 38 20,355.9 20,562.2 20,441.4 0.915 0.001 0.001  < .001
4 48 18,870.2 19,130.7 18,978.2 0.906 0.335 0.338  < .001
5 58 17,713.0 18,027.8 17,843.5 0.904 0.077 0.079 <.001
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were identically assigned to the same profiles in the different samples. In sum, these 
results indicate adequate stability of the three-profile solution.

Profile Differences in Dropout Intentions and Experienced Relationship Quality

Based on the LPA latent mean difference analysis, it can be seen from Table 6 that 
dropout intentions statistically differ between the three profiles (p < 0.001). The 
highest intentions to dropout can be found for participants assigned to the high-
stress profile (Profile 1; 72% of the trainee teachers in this profile indicated a dropout 
intention sometime during their traineeship), while the lowest dropout intentions are 
reported by participants assigned to the low-stress profile (Profile 2; 6% of trainee 
teachers in this profile). Cramer’s V indicates a medium-sized effect.

Table 6 also shows how the experienced relationship quality between the trainee 
teachers and their mentors differ between the three profiles. The highest means for 
the relationship facets transparency, fairness and trust can be found for the low-stress 
profile, the second highest for the average-stress profile, and the lowest for the high-
stress profile (vice versa for ambivalence). Further analysis shows that the means of 
all four relationship facets differ significantly between the three profiles (p < 0.001). 
Eta squared indicates large effect sizes (η2 = 0.18–0.27). Post hoc analyses show sig-
nificant results for all pairwise comparisons (p < 0.001). The differences between 
Profiles 1 and 2 can be characterised as large (|d|= 1.06–1.21), between Profiles 1 
and 3 as medium (|d|= 0.56–0.67), and between Profiles 2 and 3 as small to medium 
in size (|d|= 0.48–0.65).

The cross-validation indicated that all three samples (full, subsample A, sub-
sample B) resulted in the same fundamental mean structure: Dropout intention and 
ambivalence was always highest in Profile 1 and lowest in Profile 2, while transpar-
ency, fairness and trust were always rated highest by participants in Profile 2 and 

Fig. 1   Profile plots of extracted three-profile solution
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lowest in Profile 1 (all differences between profiles became significant for all con-
structs, p < 0.001; the same is true for the post hoc tests between all profile pairs for 
each variable, p < 0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion

Interpretation of Findings in Light of Our Hypotheses

The aim of this study was to empirically investigate whether specific profiles of 
trainee teachers during their induction phase with regard to their stress and work 
experiences can be identified and whether such profiles are related to dropout inten-
tions as well as the perceived relationships between trainee teachers and their men-
tors. In Hypothesis 1 it has been assumed that several distinguished profiles, that is 
homogeneous groups of trainee teachers, can be identified that differ with regard 
to job stress and work experience. This hypothesis can be confirmed. In the first 
profile, trainee teachers exhibit strong work-related stress symptoms together with 
unfavourable work experience (high-stress profile). The second profile, in compar-
ison, consists of trainee teachers that experience considerably less stress and that 
report much more work-related well-being, job satisfaction, and job engagement 
(low-stress profile). Trainee teachers in the third profile experience their work on an 
average level in comparison to both other groups (average-stress profile). This find-
ing is in line with prior studies that identify, among other things, a substantial pro-
portion of particularly stressed (trainee) teachers as well as a proportion of teachers 
that are not particularly stressed and that experience their job as favourable (Collie 
& Mansfield, 2022; Darius et  al., 2021; Herman et al., 2018; Hwang, 2022; Zim-
mermann et al., 2012). Furthermore, since trainees do not yet have any routines built 
up at the beginning of their careers, similarities to other school actors in unfamiliar 
crisis situations become apparent. For example, in their study on the stress experi-
ence of school principals under the conditions of the new challenges brought by the 

Table 6   Mean differences in dropout intentions and experienced relationship quality between profiles

M Mean, SD Standard deviation
a Significance test based on LPA
b Effect size estimated based on most likely latent profile membership and extracted factor scores (η2 for 
the four relationship facets) or the number of individuals reporting dropout intentions (Cramer’s V)

M (SD) Mean comparison

Scales Profile 1:
High stress

Profile 2:
Low stress

Profile 3:
Average stress

pa Effect sizeb

Dropout intention 0.72 (0.40) 0.06 (0.25) 0.23 (0.55)  < .001 0.55
Transparency 3.84 (1.05) 4.91 (0.76) 4.47 (0.86)  < .001 0.18
Fairness 4.21 (1.05) 5.34 (0.72) 4.89 (0.86)  < .001 0.20
Trust 3.34 (1.12) 4.58 (0.87) 4.03 (0.97)  < .001 0.19
Ambivalence 4.19 (0.61) 3.18 (0.66) 3.73 (0.65)  < .001 0.27
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Covid-19 pandemic, Upadyaya et al. (2021) were also able to identify three different 
stress profiles ranging from low to high stress.

It was then assumed that trainee teachers that are part of the high-stress profile 
should have significantly higher dropout intentions than their counterparts who 
experience their work as less stressful and more positive in nature (Hypothesis 2). 
This hypothesis could be again confirmed by the data. In fact, trainee teachers in the 
high-stress profile considered dropping out of teacher training on average 12 times 
more often than trainee teachers in the low-stress profile (= 0.72 / 0.06; Table 6). 
This finding emphasises the potential adverse effects of stress and negative work 
experiences on career-related decisions already discussed in the literature (Hong, 
2012; Struyven & Vanthournout, 2014). As such, it underlines the requirement to 
design teacher training in a way that, on the one hand, gives trainee teachers a real-
istic picture of the demands of the teaching profession and, on the other hand, helps 
them to successfully cope with the straining requirements of everyday school life. 
Not only could this counteract the ‘praxis shock’ that often occurs at the beginning 
of the teacher career (Ballantyne & Retell, 2020; Dicke et al., 2016; Voss & Kunter, 
2020), but it would also help to keep teachers in the profession in the long run. This 
is especially important to further approach the pressing issue of teacher shortages 
that many countries have been experiencing in the last years (e.g., Admiraal, 2022; 
Federičová, 2021). Besides a higher dropout intention rate, trainee teachers within 
the high-stress profile might also affect school practice in other ways. For instance, 
evidence exists that students of teachers in profiles with high stress and unpleasant 
work experiences show significantly more delinquent behaviour and lower perfor-
mance than students of teachers in other profiles. In contrast, students of teachers in 
profiles with low stress perform best in behaviour and achievement (Herman et al., 
2018; also Collie & Mansfield, 2022; Collie et al., 2021; Hwang, 2022; Opdenakker 
& Van Damme, 2006). It follows that the affiliation to a certain stress profile might 
not only affect the trainee teachers themselves but also others, again emphasising the 
need to adequately support trainee teachers to successfully deal with stress at work.

Such support might be provided by mentors during teacher training. For this pur-
pose, however, mentors need to establish a constructive mentoring relationship with 
their mentees. It was therefore hypothesised that trainee teachers that experience 
the relationship with their mentors as transparent, fair, and trusting as well as low 
in ambivalence, should exhibit fewer stress symptoms and experience their work 
as more favourable (Hypothesis 3). The data of this study confirms this hypothesis 
as trainee teachers in the low-stress profile report a much better relationship qual-
ity in terms of the four relationship facets with their mentors than trainees in the 
high-stress profile. While a relationship between mentor and trainee teacher that is 
characterised by high transparency, fairness, trust, and low ambivalence should act 
as a resource that helps trainees to cope with straining work conditions, a relation-
ship that lacks those characteristics might be experienced as an additional stressor 
as such (Kärner et al., 2022). This emphasises that mentors are required to actively 
build and maintain a relationship with their mentees that constructively deals with 
structural antinomies and tensions interwoven into teaching practice (Helsper, 
2004; Sect. 4.2). Accordingly, mentors must be trained for this task (Sect. 8.3). This 
finding is relevant as it underlines the mentors’ role in putting more effort into a 



240	 E. Maué et al.

1 3

mentorial relationship that supports teacher trainees in coping with stressors that are 
typical to their profession instead of only focusing on professional development in 
terms of how to plan and conduct teaching (also Jaspers et al., 2022). ‘Mentors are 
to coach novices in their teaching, but first they are to develop a trusting relationship 
between themselves and their novices’ (Carver & Katz, 2004, p. 458).

Within this study, the role of the relationship between mentors and mentees has 
been investigated in the context of the induction phase of trainee teachers. One can 
only speculate how these findings transfer to other professional and vocational edu-
cation and training settings. However, induction or traineeship settings can always be 
described as particular kinds of participatory social practices focussing on learning 
and professional development of novices that are characterised by hierarchies and 
power relations (e.g., Billett, 2004). A constructive relationship between proficient 
insiders of a community of practice and the trainee outsiders might therefore always 
play an important role in how novices learn, develop, and cope with the demands of 
their professional field – regardless of whether they are beginning teachers, appren-
tices or prospective skilled workers. On a theoretical level, this seems to be an idea 
that has yet been underdeveloped in the literature and can therefore be pointed out as 
an important theoretical contribution of this study. Furthermore, in times of increas-
ing staff shortages in many domains additional effort should be made to avoid pre-
mature dropout. The findings of this study give evidence on how to do this.

Limitations of the Study and Research Implications

Limitations of the study include, first, the underlying data. Even though a relatively 
large sample could be used for analyses, this has to be characterised as not being 
representative for the different federal German states, each with their own teacher 
training and school types due to how data were gathered (acquisition via newsletter 
and social networks, snowball system).

A second limitation relates to the cross-sectional design of the data collection. 
Although this approach makes it possible to identify correlations between different 
variables by means of structure-testing procedures, it does not allow statements to 
be made about (temporal) causal interdependencies. On the one hand, this is not 
possible because longitudinal data would be required, for example, to map temporal 
dynamics in the genesis of the professional relationship between the trainee teachers 
and their mentors over the course of the training. On the other hand, it is not pos-
sible because only the trainee teachers’ self-report was used as a data source and no 
endogenous variables, such as structural information on the concrete institutional 
training conditions, no performance-related data (e.g., partial or final grades of the 
teacher traineeship), and no data on the mentors’ external assessment of the relation-
ship under consideration were collected. At the same time, statistical association can 
be understood as a requirement of causal relationships. In this way, this study could 
show that a necessary condition for causal interdependencies exists. Future studies 
should collect more comprehensive data and try to further elaborate whether causal-
ity between the variables in this study can be assumed.
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The third limitation also relates to the cross-sectional survey design. In this study 
the relationship between mentors and mentees has been captured only based on a 
static perspective. However, mentorial relationships typically unfold during time 
and might qualitatively change between different training phases (Bouquillon et al., 
2005; Harrison et  al., 2006; Le Maistre et  al., 2006). Future studies should there-
fore employ research designs that help to capture the dynamic nature of mentoring. 
Diary studies, for instance, would be a good way to approach this research implica-
tion (Rausch et al., 2022).

A fourth limitation relates to the nested structure of the data that was not taken 
into account during data analysis as no information was gathered about participants’ 
school affiliation. Future studies should try to gather data from several trainee teach-
ers within a fixed (and known) set of several schools. This way the particular school 
climate can be taken into account in profile building as well as in explaining how 
trainees experience their mentorial relationship. This is important as prior research 
showed that school climate can, for instance, affect how stress profiles of teachers 
are distributed (Collie & Mansfield, 2022; Collie et al., 2021). Such research designs 
might also help to disentangle the impact of school leaders on how mentoring dur-
ing teacher training is practised (e.g., Langdon et al., 2014).

A fifth limitation relates to the assessment of dropout intentions. These have 
been asked in a binary and global way. It is conceivable that the dropout intention 
changes over time during the teacher training. Furthermore, the actual dropouts were 
not documented. However, intentions to drop out of educational settings and actual 
dropout are, in fact, related (Davis et al., 2002; Metzner & Bean, 1987).

A sixth limitation relates to the generalisability of the study findings. The study 
was related in the context of the induction phase of trainee teachers after their uni-
versity degree in Germany. Induction phases in other countries differ from the Ger-
man system (e.g., Courtney et  al., 2023; Darling-Hammond, 2017). It therefore 
remains unclear how the findings of this study generalise to other induction sys-
tems even so parallel structures might exist between countries. In addition, it was 
considered that the findings might also be relevant for other kinds of professional 
and vocational education and training settings. However, these thoughts should be 
treated as what they are: speculations that are not yet properly backed up by empiri-
cal data. Additional research is needed.

Implications for Teacher Training Practice

Considering the relevance of the professional pedagogical relationship between 
trainee teachers and their mentors for the stress and work experience resulting 
from teacher training, the relationship in question should be given greater weight in 
training practice. Mentors should be prepared for their relationship-related tasks in 
order to find their role and act accordingly in a professional and reflective manner 
(e.g., Cain, 2009; Carver & Katz, 2004; Leshem, 2012; Manning & Hobson, 2017; 
Richter et al., 2013). This also involves mentors becoming aware not only of their 
dual role vis-à-vis the trainee teachers, but also of their self-referential dual role as 
teacher and mentor. These two roles influence their actions, both toward the students 
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and toward the trainee teachers, must in part be reconciled at the same time, and are 
in part mutually dependent (Jaspers et al., 2014). Because trainee teachers are not 
only mentees but also colleagues of mentors, mentors must be open to learning and 
developing together (Ellis et al., 2020; Hudson & Hudson, 2010).

Preparation of mentors can be achieved, for example, through continuing edu-
cation, in-process supervision, or collegial case consultation. In this context, the 
aspects of transparency (e.g., with regard to openly communicated and partici-
patively defined evaluation criteria as well as constructive feedback), fairness 
(e.g., through recognition of performance and respectful interaction) and trust 
(e.g., through appreciative and empathic interaction) could be taken into account 
and reflected upon against the background of a potentially ambivalent relation-
ship structure. Corresponding programmes for advanced training and continuing 
education should be institutionalised. This could be based in particular on further 
empirical studies on factors that contribute to a particularly good or poor relation-
ship quality in specific cases. This in turn could offer possible starting points for 
interventions in the relationship work between trainee teachers and their mentors. 
The preparation of mentors requires not only appropriate training opportunities 
at the structural level and the willingness of mentors at the individual level to get 
involved, but also designated time resources that can actually be used for mentor-
ing. The extent to which this is realistic in times of staff shortages at schools and 
a general scarcity of resources in the education system must be left open at this 
point.

In addition to mentors, other actors are also involved in the training of teachers, 
such as school principals. It should have become evident that the ideas brought 
forward about the relevance and promotion of a high-quality relationship between 
mentors and their teacher trainees also apply to them. This is also backed up by 
empirical findings. For instance, it has been found that a higher perceived trans-
parency of assessment during the induction phase negatively correlates with how 
demanding trainee teachers perceive the relationship with their school principals 
(Kärner et  al., 2018). This not only points to similarities between the findings 
presented here and the ones generated by Kärner et al, but also to the need to con-
sider all the actors involved during teaching induction and their mutual relation-
ships and dependencies in the design of teacher education as well as in theoretical 
discussions and empirical studies.

Furthermore, research as well as training programs for mentors should focus on 
if and why mentors differ in how they shape the relationship with their mentees. 
Do mentors mostly reproduce the mentoring style they experienced themselves 
as trainee teachers (Carter & Francis, 2001; Lunsmann et al., 2019)? Do the per-
sonalities or subjective theories of the mentors affect how they deal with their 
mentees in terms of the four different relationship facets (e.g., Caruso & Goller, 
2021a, 2021b)? Or do mentors differ in their understanding of their mentoring 
role and tasks (e.g., coach vs. assessor) that then affects how they handle the daily 
relationship with their mentees (e.g., Carver & Katz, 2004; Jones, 2001; Le Mais-
tre et  al., 2006)? These aspects might help to design training courses for men-
tors that support them in reflecting their own mentoring behaviour more strongly 
which could also affect the relationship between mentors and trainee teachers.
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