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ABSTRACT

SHOULD I STAY OR SHOULD I GO?

ACCOMPLISHED NOVICE URBAN TEACHERS EXPLAIN THEIR DECISIONS

Jennifer Allen

What factors—personal, contextual, and professional—contribute to accomplished
early career urban teachers’ perceptions of effectiveness and their decisions to stay or
leave their classrooms? The finding of this study was that no single factor is responsible
for whether a teacher chooses to stay or leave his or her classroom; however, there is a
constellation of factors that plays a role in both supporting and frustrating teachers; how
the teachers respond to these factors and how these factors interact help to explain their
decisions. What differentiates the degree of impact of the institutional or professional
factors on the teachers’ morale and, ultimately, on their decisions to stay or leave their
classrooms are the other mitigating factors—namely, the personal and contextual factors
that either bolster the teachers or diminish their level of commitment.

Seven connecting assertions are drawn from an examination of the commonalities
and differences between and among cases regarding the factors that contribute to each
teacher’s perception of success and influence his or her career decision to stay in or leave
the urban classroom. These assertions regarding the factors that contribute to teachers’
perceptions of success and their career decisions include:

e the alignment of each teacher’s classroom experience with his or her

expectations shaped by earlier events and relationships



the ability of each teacher to cope with and manage the day-to-day challenges
by incorporating self-care and cognitive reframing strategies in order to
maintain optimism, resilience, and well-being

the establishment of a relationship of mutual and reciprocated trust with the
school leader(s)

the teacher’s perceived quality of relationships with colleagues

the teacher’s perceived ability to establish individual, personal, and authentic
connections with students

the ability to make decisions regarding curriculum and pedagogical practice

the ability to tolerate and navigate constant and seemingly questionable change
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

The notion of teaching as a career is not exactly a thing of the past. There is little
doubt, however, that a significant number of individuals who choose to go into teaching
will not be in the same classrooms within the next five years (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2014; Henke, Chen, & Geis, 2000; Ingersoll, 2003; Ingersoll, Merrill, &
Stuckey, 2014). According to the 2012-2013 Teacher Follow-up Survey, of the nearly
3.4 million public school teachers working during the 2011-2012 school year, about 85%
stayed on the job at the same school the following year. At high-poverty schools, the
retention rate was significantly lower at 78% (Goldring, Taie, & Riddles, 2014).

The overall attrition rate for novice teachers after five years is estimated to be
between 40% and 50% across all types of schools (e.g., Alliance for Excellent Education,
2014; Ingersoll et al., 2014; National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future
[NCTAF], 2003). First-stage, first career teachers, those who have been in the classroom
between one and five years, are leaving their schools and quite often the profession as a
whole at a rapid rate, particularly within schools serving high percentages of low-income,
minority, and/or low-performing students (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2014; Boyd,
Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2005; Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2004; Ingersoll et al.,
2014; Johnson, 2012; NCTAF, 2007; Scafidi, Sjoquist, & Stinebrickner, 2007).

Underscoring the impact of early teacher turnover is the fact that in 2010, more

than 25% of the teacher workforce was made up of teachers who had taught for five or



fewer years. Two decades earlier, 17% of teachers fell into the first-stage category. In the
late ‘80s, the most common teacher was a 15-year veteran; in 2007-2008, that most
common teacher was in his or her first year. With the economic downturn that followed,
there was a slight decrease in hiring; therefore, by 2011-2012, the modal teacher was
somewhere in his or her fifth year, still a far cry from decades prior (Ingersoll et al.,
2014). In the words of Ingersoll et al., “the flow of new teachers has become a flood”

(p. 10).

While a certain amount of turnover can be healthy for a school, particularly as less
effective teachers choose to leave, the reality is that many higher-performing early-stage
teachers are leaving as well (Boyd et al., 2005; Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, &
Wyckoff, 2009; The New Teacher Project [TNTP], 2012). As a result, over time,
questions regarding first-stage teacher retention have begun to focus not only on who is
being retained but, increasingly, on who should be retained. In 2009, The New Teacher
Project (TNTP) pointed to schools’ inability to assess accurately an individual teacher’s
instructional performance in order to act on this information meaningfully (Weisberg,
Sexton, Mulhern, & Keeling, 2009). Over time, those same school reformers came to
assert that concerns regarding teacher attrition should not concentrate on all teachers
leaving the profession but, rather, the “highly effective” teachers whose students’
academic progress represents over a year of growth within a single academic year. This
later research identifies teachers who are so effective at advancing student learning that
they are considered nearly impossible to replace. TNTP (2012) refers to these high
performers as the “Irreplacables,” pointing to the fact that an estimated 10,000
Irreplaceables left the nation’s 50 largest school districts in one year alone and
forecasting that it will take each school district 11 hires to replace one “Irreplaceable.”

Since the TNTP publication, a more recent report from the Rand Corporation
(Stecher et al., 2018) challenged the impact of the multi-million-dollar teacher

effectiveness efforts supported by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation at a price tag of



$575 million. Designed as a means of assuring that low-income and minority students are
being taught by effective teachers, the Intensive Partnerships for Effective Teaching
initiative was deemed a failure. Rand and the American Institutes for Research
researchers argued that measuring teacher effectiveness using the metrics of classroom
observation rubrics and student growth data on standardized test is flawed, particularly
given the fact that student outcomes at the end of seven years in the school districts
participating in the project demonstrated insignificant outcomes as measured by student
achievement and graduation rates. Nevertheless, teacher rating systems in many cases
continue to be tied, at least in part, to student test scores as dictated by state statute.
Critics continue to argue that measuring “Highly Effective” teaching relying on student
test scores in reading and math does not tell the true story of teacher success.

Beyond the debate regarding the definition of teacher quality, Donaldson and
Johnson (2011) return to the water metaphor stating, “If hard-to-staff schools are to
succeed in serving their low-income students, it won’t be because they receive a steady
stream of well-educated, committed novice teachers, but because they became places
where those individuals find they can succeed and, therefore, choose to stay” (pp. 7-8).
Unlike 30 years ago, school districts are being forced to recognize that they can no longer
count on a strong cohort of career teachers and they must compete to retain talent
(Auguste, Kihn, & Miller, 2010). In order to compete, they must first understand why
effective first-stage teachers are leaving their classrooms and how a singular focus on

student achievement does not tell the whole story. As Day and Kington (2008) note,

In much educational literature it is recognised that the broader social
conditions in which teachers live and work, the emotional contexts, and the
personal and professional elements of teachers’ lives, experiences, beliefs
and practices are integral to one another and that there are often tensions
between these which impact to greater or lesser extent upon teachers’ sense
of self or identity. (p. 9)



Personal expectations, contextual factors, and professional realities all inform a teacher’s
sense of professional identity and contribute to the teacher’s sense of effectiveness and
impact his or her career decisions.

The term “identity” in the context of teaching has been used in a number of ways.
Day and Kington (2008) define identity as “the way we make sense of ourselves to
ourselves and the image of ourselves we present to others” (p. 9). According to the work
of Kelchtermans (1993), this complex interaction of the individual’s self image, self
esteem, job motivation, task perception, and future perspective, all comprise his or her
view of the professional self. In turn, the interaction of these elements heavily influences
a teacher’s sense of effectiveness and, therefore, the decision to stay in the classroom or
to leave.

Day and Kington (2008) refer to teachers’ “effectiveness-related” identities that are
“more or less fragmented at different times and in different ways according to the
influence of the interaction of a number of professional, situated, and personal factors,
and teachers’ ability to manage these” (p. 10). Underscoring the cost of first-stage teacher
turnover and highlighting the underlying causes of teacher turnover discussed in previous
research, this study builds upon previous theories that link variations in teachers’ work
and lives, their positive or negative sense of professional identity, and their perceptions of
effectiveness, all factors that contribute to teachers’ ability to sustain commitment to the
work (Day & Kington, 2008; Day, Sammons, Stobart, Kington, & Gu, 2007; MacLure,
1993). This study seeks to explore the personal, contextual, and professional factors that
inform the professional identity of first-stage teachers who have been rated as highly
effective and influence their sense of effectiveness. By developing a better understanding
of why teachers choose to stay or leave their urban classrooms, the goal of this study is to
consider what policymakers and practitioners can do to stem the tide and retain highly

effective teachers in high-poverty, hard-to-staff schools.



As a number of researchers note, there is no universal definition of “urban
education” (Buendia, 2011; Milner, 2012; Milner et al., 2015; Noguera, 2003; Schaffer et
al., 2019; Welsh & Swain, 2020). Common definitions of “urban” in the literature include
primarily Black and Latinx students with high levels of racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic
segregation in communities with income inequality, high poverty, and educational
inequality (Welsh & Swain, 2002). As the researchers note, “The conceptualization of
urban education shapes the perceptions, understanding, expectations, and practices of
educators as well as teacher education” (p. 90). There is little doubt that early-career
teachers who choose to move into urban classrooms face the recognition of these racial
and socioeconomic realities; how they interpret, respond to, and navigate the systems of
inequity impact their decisions to stay or leave.

A first-stage teacher’s choice to leave his or her classroom is a costly decision for
both students and their communities. First and foremost, problems with teacher retention
and attrition are at the forefront as impediments to student success, particularly in the
urban setting. The “revolving door effect” (Ingersoll, 2004, p. 11), experienced within
schools as classroom teachers leave and new teachers are hired, creates an instability with
the ongoing need to find new teachers to replace those who have left. In the short and
long run, it is the students who suffer when their teachers become a parade of novices,
some of whom show considerable promise but many of whom are less effective than their
more experienced colleagues (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Carroll, Reichardt, Guarino, &
Mejia, 2000; Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Wheeler, 2007; Hanushek et al., 2004;
Ingersoll, 2001; Simon & Johnson, 2013). The impact of this exodus of first-stage
teachers is by no means isolated to single classrooms; rather, the “churn,” a term referring
to teacher turnover, has school-wide implications. Significant teacher turnover results in
roadblocks to coordinating curriculum, tracking and sharing important information about

students from year to year, and maintaining valuable relationships with parents and

community (Donaldson & Johnson, 2011; Ingersoll, 2001). As NCTAF (2003)



concluded, “students, especially those in high-risk schools, are too often left with a
passing parade of inexperienced teachers who leave before they become accomplished
educators” (p. 4). Citing dire consequences, particularly in urban settings, the NCTAF
report underscored the fact that the achievement gap will never be closed as long as the
teaching quality gap cannot be closed (p. 2).

In addition to the educational liabilities, the financial implications of teacher
turnover and attrition are significant. According to NCTAF, when effective teachers
leave, schools lose a considerable investment in both formal and informal professional
development. Based on their 2007 study of five school districts of varying sizes within
the United States, NCTAF estimated that teacher dropout costs the nation over $7 billion
annually. The Center on Reinvention of Public Education (CRPE) calculates the cost of
teacher turnover by including staff time and severance pay; recruiting, interviewing, and
application processing; teacher compensation; induction and professional development;
and lost productivity costs, totaling between $9,061 and $23,088 for one teacher who
leaves after the first year. For a teacher who leaves after the fifth year, the range changes

to somewhere between $6,766 and $33,403 (Milanowski & Odden, 2007).

Background of the Problem

Practitioners and researchers have recognized the flight of first-stage teachers and
sought answers regarding the causes for well over a decade. While there is some evidence
that attrition rates among first-stage teachers can be attributed to more practical matters,
such as low compensation (Dolton & van der Klaauw, 1999; Ingersoll et al., 2014; Loeb,
Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005; Shen, 1997), studies point to the fact that teachers
often seek jobs in low-income, high-needs, and underserved schools as a result of their
“humanistic commitment” (Simon & Johnson, 2013, p. 4) to teaching in these

environments (Achinstein, Ogawa, Sexton, & Freitas, 2010; Cochran-Smith et al., 2012;



Kraft et al., 2013; Simon & Johnson, 2013). Initial motivation to take on such a
challenging assignment may be grounded in a new teacher’s strong commitment;
however, clearly other factors come into play as early career teachers make their
decisions to stay or leave beyond the first few years.

Adaptation or inability to adjust to challenging school environments in high-
poverty, high-needs schools can be informed by a teacher’s personal experiences, past
and present; the specific context within the school the teacher enters; and/or the
professional environment (e.g., Almy & Tooley, 2012; Coggshall, Ott, Behrstock, &
Lasagna, 2010; Olsen, 2008a; Simon & Johnson, 2013). These three sources of
information all contribute to a teacher’s sense of effectiveness, a key aspect of his or her

developing professional identity. As Olsen (2008b) states,

teachers rely on embedded understandings of and for themselves as
teachers, which derive from personal and prior experiences as well as
professional and current ones. These embedded understandings shape how
teachers interpret, evaluate, and continuously collaborate in the construction
of their own early development. (p. 24, emphasis in original)

A teacher’s sense of effectiveness is based on the development of teacher identity, which,
in turn, is a significant predictor of teaching satisfaction and a precursor to a teacher’s
decision to stay or leave (Sammons, Day, Kington, Gu, Stobart, & Smees, 2007; Day,
Kington, Stobart, & Sammons, 2006). Ironically, while new teachers’ “sense of success”
with their students is considered critical to their decision making regarding whether or
not to continue teaching (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003), a more recent study suggests that a
sense of effectiveness in the professional sense—as evidenced by student achievement—
does not tell the whole story. Day, Sammons, and Gu (2008) differentiate between
relative and perceived effectiveness, considering relative effectiveness to be value added
or impact on student achievement and perceived effectiveness to be relational in nature

and more contextually than professionally situated.



The definition of professional identity varies significantly from source to source.
Moore and Hofman (1988) defined professional identity as “the extent to which someone
thinks of his or her professional role as being important (Centrality), attractive (Valence),
and in harmony with other roles (Consonance) (cited in Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop,
2004, p. 119). The complex personal and social processes and practices a new teacher
must negotiate in the development of his or her professional identity has frequently been
underscored (Britzman, 2003; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Day et al., 2006; Hamachek, 1999;
Oakes & Lipton, 2003; Olsen, 2008a, 2008b). The multiple facets of teacher identity,
including prior and ongoing personal and professional experiences as well as more
current contextual and professional experiences, all serve to inform a teacher’s
professional sense of self and effectiveness and, in doing so, impact his or her decision to

stay or leave the classroom.

Personal Factors

In naming personal factors that influence teacher identity development, Olsen
(2008a) refers to teachers’ “lived experiences” (p. 76), aspects of a teacher’s biography
that include home and family, schooling experiences, prior work with children, and
personal relationships. Additionally, immediate family, significant others or extended
family, and overall life balance, including health issues and major life events, all
contribute to the personal aspect of a teacher’s identity development (Borman &
Dowling, 2008; Boyd et al., 2005; Kirby & Grissmer, 1991; Olsen, 2008a; Sugrue, 1997;
Wayne, 2000). Biography plays a significant role in terms of early influences, including
early childhood experiences, early teacher role models, and prior work experiences
(Knowles, 1992). All of these personal factors impact a first-stage teacher’s sense of
professional identity.

It can be argued that personal expectations regarding what it means to be a teacher

and new opportunities for employment impact short-term teacher identity development.



Changes in workforce circumstances have altered the landscape markedly; more choices
yield more changes. As the generation of baby boomers eases into retirement, the would-
be millennial teacher candidates, commonly referred to as Generation Y, are presented
with alternative job opportunities that did not exist 30 years ago, opportunities that,
unlike teaching, offer significantly higher pay, high-tech workplaces, and meteoric career
trajectories. At the same time, the generation currently entering the teaching ranks comes
from within a very different social context, one that supports and, beyond that,
encourages frequent changes, leading new teachers to view teaching as a “short-term
occupation” (Johnson, 2011b, p. 146).

Gen Y teachers arrive with a host of life experiences that are very different from
those of their more veteran peers and, therefore, hold significantly different expectations
for the workplace. Joining a veteran teaching force of career teachers that values “norms
of egalitarianism, autonomy, and seniority” (Johnson, 2011b, p. 150), the new generation
seeks collaboration and interdependence, frequent and detailed feedback, and growth
opportunities based on performance (Coggshall et al., 2010). The accomplishments that
have historically been rewarded in the teaching profession—longevity and attainment of
advanced degrees—do not resonate for those new to the workforce. This difference in

cultures presents a significant challenge in the retention of new talent in the profession.

Contextual Factors

A number of contextual factors have been identified as crucial to teachers’ sense of
satisfaction with their work. Contextual elements that impact a teacher’s sense of
effectiveness involve the current, immediate conditions within which the teacher is
working, which are partially physical, including school facility, size, location, resources,
student composition, and school type (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006), but even
more significantly, relational elements. Such factors include working conditions created

by site-based leadership, collegiality and collaboration of staff, and interactions with
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parents. In short, the sociological, political, psychological, and educational features of the
work environment are central to contextual factors that influence a teacher’s sense of
effectiveness (e.g., Allensworth, Ponisciak, & Mazzeo, 2009; Johnson, 2012; Ladd,
2011). Teachers cite contextual elements such as rushed hiring, impossible schedules,
out-of-certification teaching assignments, and lack of collaboration as impacting their
sense of effectiveness (Day & Gu, 2010; Johnson, 2012; Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson,
2005; Liu & Johnson, 2006; TNTP, 2012).

TNTP (2012) attributes the key causes of attrition of the “Irreplaceables” to two
conditions that are contextually driven: (1) inaction by school principals, and (2) poor
school cultures and working conditions. These relate to teachers’ perceived effectiveness
in terms of relationships and conditions within the school, not just a teacher’s relative
effectiveness as measured by student testing data. These contextual causes are consistent
in the literature regarding relational factors contributing to teachers leaving their
classrooms (Ingersoll et al., 2014; Johnson, 2012). Johnson (2012) supports the critical
need to focus on context: “Changing the people without changing the context in which
they work is not likely to substantially improve the school” (p. 108). She proposes a two-
pronged, balanced approach toward improving the quality of teachers and teaching that
focuses on both teacher effectiveness and school context in order to promote a collective,
coordinated, and sustained instructional program rather than a series of individual
classrooms with strong, adequate, mediocre, or inadequate teachers. In Johnson’s (2011b)
earlier words, “The conventional egg crate structure of schools and the flat teaching
career may have been functional forty years ago, but they no longer are” (p. 152),
underscoring the critical role of context in teachers’ decisions to leave or stay.

Researchers point to contextual aspects of school that derail novice teachers with
the best of intentions, most notably a sense of isolation associated with a dysfunctional

social context that impacts both teaching and learning and chips away at teachers’ sense
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of effectiveness (e.g., Day et al., 2006; Johnson, 2012; Simon & Johnson, 2013; TNTP,
2012).

Professional Factors

Professional factors represent the externally controlled characteristics of schools
and districts that affect teachers’ perceptions of effectiveness, a core aspect of their
identity, including local, state, and federal educational policies and current social trends.
Teachers’ sense of effectiveness is not simply defined by criteria set forth in teacher
evaluation programs or, for that matter, criteria set forth in TNTP reports, which focus on
multiple measures, including classroom observations and student test scores. Citing
earlier work of Archer, Day et al. (2006) refer to teachers’ perceptions of the diminished
ability to pursue the goals they value as a result of tension between external influences
and effectiveness.

There is little doubt that federal Race to the Top grant funding fueled the emphasis
on standardized test scores in the evaluation of teachers, thereby creating additional
professional tension for first-stage teachers. While there is currently much debate
regarding what measures should be attributed to effectiveness in teaching (e.g., Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012; Drury & Baer, 2011; Glazerman et al., 2010; Guarino
et al., 2006; Johnson, 2012; National Council on Teacher Quality [NCTQ], 2013;
Ravitch, 2014; Rothstein & Mathis, 2013; Stecher et al., 2018), the reality is that large
school districts within the United States engaged in urban school reform, including Los
Angeles, New York City, and Washington, DC, have chosen to include students’
standardized test scores in the evaluation of teachers and use these data in decisions
regarding teacher firing and compensation and the granting of tenure. Susan Moore
Johnson (2012) argues, “Although the methods for assessing individual teachers’ value-
added accomplishments are statistically sophisticated, they are organizationally agnostic

and, therefore, insufficient” (p. 113). She asserts that the laser focus on individual teacher
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performance as the measure of a teacher’s value, assessing teachers only as “independent
contributors to a school’s success” (p. 115) and compartmentalizing them in terms of
performance, may be convenient and efficient, but it draws parallels to practices of old
(Elsbree, 1939; Lortie, 1975; Tyack, 1974). This compartmentalization of teachers’ work
undermines a collaborative professional environment and adds to a growing sense of
isolation on the part of first-stage teachers.

Policy driving the standards and accountability movement has further added to the
complexity of and demands on the profession, forcing the latest generation of teachers to
develop their identity in an increasingly complex professional environment. The
standards-based education reform movement has called for an explicit, more rigorous
definition of what every child should know and be able to do, aligning teacher education
programs, curriculum, instruction, and assessment. With the passing of the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), layered on this movement was increased accountability for
individual and subgroup student outcomes with an ambitious and apparently unrealistic
target of 2014 for all students to reach proficiency. The advent of the Race to the Top
program in 2009 upped the ante for teachers, offering states a slice of the $4.35 billion
grant funding if they agreed to evaluate teachers with a significant emphasis on student
standardized test scores, in some respects creating a de facto policy change. Following
the adoption of Race to the Top, many states, even those that did not receive grant
funding, followed suit by changing laws to incorporate the use of standardized test scores
as a measure of teacher quality or, more specifically, effectiveness.

The changing educational landscape has impacted not only measures of
performance for all teachers but also expectations for performance of all students. Given
the direction of education policy in the last two decades, the challenges of teaching, both
individually and collectively, have expanded significantly. Dramatically increased
diversity and inclusiveness in public schools, combined with the growing focus on

standards and accountability, have exponentially contributed to the complexity of the
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profession (Drury & Baer, 2011). The changing racial and ethnic makeup of school
students in the United States, particularly in urban areas, requires teachers to “navigate
across their students’ various backgrounds and contend with new barriers to
communication” (p. 10). In addition, the move toward heterogeneity in grouping and the
inclusion of students with special needs through the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA), entitles each student to a “free and
appropriate public education” in the “least restrictive environment” (IDEA, 2004). As
Drury and Baer (2011) note, these advances are successful in driving the educational
system toward democratic ideals; at the same time, they create “additional challenges for
teachers, who must address the individual needs of students with a wide range of social

and emotional difficulties and maintain discipline in these inclusive classrooms” (p. 11).

Statement of the Problem

Speaking on the topic of early teacher attrition in urban school settings, Gail
McGee, manager of new teacher induction for the Houston Independent School District,
said, “Everybody, everywhere, is single mindedly focused on the achievement gap, and
nobody is spending any time talking about what potentially could be one of the biggest
underliers of why we have one” (quoted in Headden, 2014). McGee cites the loss of
teaching talent as a fundamental cause of the nation’s inability to close the gap. Times are
changing, and teachers are far less likely to consider teaching a life-long career. The
impact on schools, particularly low-income, high-poverty urban schools, is significant.

A number of general factors have been identified that contribute to early career
turnover, which can inform policymakers and practitioners in their attempts to keep
effective teachers in the profession. At the same time, while researchers have outlined
general factors that affect teachers’ decisions to stay or leave, the literature is less clear

regarding how these factors impact young teachers who appear to be effective, in
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particular, and are leaving their classrooms. This multiple case study is designed to gain a
deeper understanding of the factors that have affected the development of effective
teachers’ professional identities and, in doing so, have influenced their perceptions of
effectiveness. At what point did each of these teachers decide to become a teacher? At
what specific moment did each teacher come to the realization that he or she would stay
or leave the classroom? What do their specific and detailed cases contribute to what is
generally known about factors that influence early teachers’ career decisions? This study
is focused on the specific cases of early stage teachers who have been deemed effective
and highly effective and the aspects of their identities as teachers—personal, contextual,
and professional—that have impacted their sense of effectiveness and influenced their

decisions to stay or leave their classrooms.

Rationale for the Study

According to Olsen (2008a), “Within cognition and epistemology, vestiges of the
earlier knowledge transfer model are being replaced by constructivist and
poststructuralist views, suggesting that learning is a process of creating knowledge rather
than acquiring it and is a social process as much as an individual one” (p. 10). Contrary to
the early cognitive and epistemological models asserting that learning is a matter of
knowledge transfer, this study acknowledges the “eroded boundaries between the
personal and professional, between private and public, self and other” and, therefore,
offers “a research paradigm holistic enough to consider the teacher as whole person, over
time, in context” (p. 9). How a teacher perceives his or her effectiveness in relationship to
that teacher’s personal, contextual, and professional experiences informs the teacher’s
professional identity and, ultimately, his or her career decisions.

Despite the fact that a good deal has been written about the formation of

professional identity in pre-service and first-year teachers, the concept of professional
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identity development in first-stage teachers and, more specifically, effective and highly
effective first-stage teachers, and its impact on teachers’ decisions to stay or leave the
classroom have not been widely considered. At the same time, much has been written
about teacher retention and attrition within the first years of teaching, but the relationship
between teacher identity and retention has yet to be explored. The use of a pragmatic,
constructivist lens in this study is designed not to test predetermined theories or to “speak
of general trends, of the context free” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 60); rather, this
methodology seeks to discover and explore the specific experiences of early career
teachers in their particular contexts in an effort to explain the interactions between each
teacher and his or her environment (Chase, 2005). Following the exploration of the
individual cases, a cross-case analysis seeks to discover patterns, themes, and categories
across cases.

This study uses the cases of six urban schoolteachers who have been deemed
effective and highly effective by their evaluators to investigate the relationship between
the personal, contextual, and professional factors—key aspects of their professional
identity—that have affected their sense of effectiveness and influenced their decisions
about whether to stay or leave their classrooms. It asked the teachers to describe the
circumstances that have contributed to each teacher’s decision to stay or leave his or her
school. After considering each participant individually in context, it presents a cross-case
analysis and interpretation of the key influences that served either to support or erode

their positive identities as teachers despite their relative effectiveness.

Statement of Purpose

This study responds to a need for a deeper understanding of the tensions teachers
who have been identified as effective and highly effective face early in their careers as

they construct for themselves and act upon what it means to be a teacher. The study seeks
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to explore how effective first-stage teachers’ attitudes toward their work as professionals
and perception of effectiveness are mediated by personal, contextual, and professional

factors that impact their decisions to stay or leave their schools.

Research Questions

The study seeks to explore how personal, contextual, and professional factors, key
elements that influence the development of professional identity, influence successful
first-stage teachers’ perceptions of effectiveness and impact their decisions to stay or
leave their schools. To accomplish this, the study will focus on the following research
questions:

e What role do perceptions of effectiveness play in six early career teachers’

decisions to stay or leave their classrooms?

0 How do personal factors contribute to or detract from the teacher’s
perception of effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

0 How do contextual factors contribute to or detract from his or her
perception of effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

0 How do professional factors contribute to or detract from his or her

perception of effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

Research Design/Conceptual Framework

How individuals define themselves as teachers is largely abstract and varies from
source to source (Beijaard et al., 2004). While definitions of professional identity are
sometimes fuzzy, there is consistent agreement regarding the importance of a teacher’s
knowledge of self and understandings and constructs regarding the nature of the work

(Day et al., 2006; Kelchtermans & Vandenberghe, 1994). There are certain
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commonalities within the literature on teachers’ professional identity. Among them is the
notion that a teacher’s identity is not a fixed attribute but, rather, relational and ongoing,
within a specific context (Beijaard et al., 2004; Erickson, 1968; Gee, 2001; Huberman,
1989). Likewise, underpinning the research is the agreement that personal experiences of
individuals are clearly linked to their work as teachers (Acker, 1999; Ball & Goodson,
1985; Day et al., 2006; Goodson & Hargreaves, 1996), but context plays an important
partas well. As Sleegers and Kelchtermans (1999) noted, teacher identities evolve “as the
result of an interaction between the personal experiences of teachers and the social,
cultural, and institutional environment in which they function on a daily basis” (quoted in
Day et al., 2006, p. 603).

In keeping with these findings, the conceptual framework of this study is nested in
the idea that professional identity is not fixed, that it evolves over time with the changes
in one’s professional experience. Each individual enters teaching with a set of life
experiences that informs his or her sense of professional identity. An individual’s story is
shaped by his or her personal knowledge, values, feelings, and purposes, in conjunction
with the context within which he or she practices. Teaching, as with all social practices, is
informed by cultural forces—ideals, beliefs, principles, values—that impact power
relationships (Gee, 1996). How teachers negotiate professional and social interactions
and relationships impacts their perceptions of their effectiveness. Interactions with
students, teachers, administration, and parents, in conjunction with past experiences, all
contribute to the teacher’s “commitment to future experiences” (Eisenhart, 2001, p. 217).
Thus, a teacher’s professional identity is shaped by the intersection of three key elements:
personal factors, contextual factors, and professional factors, all of which contribute to
the teacher’s perceptions of effectiveness.

Central to this framework are Dewey’s (1938/1997) constructs of experience and
continuity. As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) write, “experience is both personal and

social. Both the personal and the social are always present. People are individuals and
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need to be understood as such, but they cannot be understood only as individuals. They
are always in relation, always in social context” (p. 2). Picturing a continuum, the
personal self is at one end, and the social self is at the other. The degree to which the
individual is impacted by the personal self and/or the social self depends on the timing of

the experience and when and how it is described.

Conceptual Framework
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

Dewey’s notion of continuity, the idea that all experiences grow out of prior
experiences and reflect an anticipated view of the future, creates the second, intersecting
continuum, moving from past to present to future. “Wherever one positions oneself on
that continuum—the imagined now, some imagined past, or some imagined future—each
point has a past experiential base and leads to an experiential future” (Clandinin &

Connelly, p. 2). The intersection of the two continua—where experience and continuity
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meet—situates the teacher’s professional decision at any given point in time. While
personal and social influences inform the teacher’s reflected experience, they likewise
impact the teacher’s future career decision. Continuity, or reflections of past and present
stories, in concert with individual and/or social experience, influences a teacher’s career
plan going forward.

Through the use of multiple case investigation, this qualitative study is focused on
the stories of six teachers who have been deemed effective and highly effective based on
classroom observation and student achievement on standardized testing. Case studies are
both a method of research—collecting, sharing, and writing case studies—as well as the
methodology—thinking about life experience in context. They are an attempt to explore
the experiences to conceptually bring together the life experiences that teachers use to

make sense of the relationship between personal and professional experiences.

Significance of the Study

This study is designed to get to know the next generation of teachers, individuals
whose cases will allow for a deeper understanding of the tensions effective urban
educators face early in their careers. It is intended to shed light on those factors that
influence a promising teacher’s decision to leave or stay and help inform the actions and
decisions of policymakers, district and school leaders, and teachers themselves by
underscoring the multiple and complex truths that underlie each individual teacher’s
experience. Beyond mathematical calculations of student standardized test scores and
teacher performance measurements, it will give voice to individuals and amplify their
similarities and differences across cases, seeking out “both what is common and what is
particular” (Stake, 2005, p. 447). Offering this information to decision makers in the
educational arena may increase the likelihood that there will, indeed, be another

generation of career educators.
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Researcher’s Perspectives

In my decades as an educator, I have been a teacher, school principal, consultant,
central office cabinet member, and university practitioner. My work has taken me from
schools in suburbs with strong student achievement to inner-city schools with the lowest
student performance in the country. Over time, [ have come to view teaching as
inherently a political act, an ongoing exercise in managing dilemmas, and, in doing so,
making decisions that have potentially far-reaching consequences, both personally and
professionally. This view did not magically appear one day; it is a perspective that
evolved over time and continues to evolve, in fits and starts, grounded in lessons I have
learned from different people and in a variety of settings along the way. These
individuals and contexts, combined with my own personal history, have informed my
professional identity, who I am as an educator today.

Early in my career, I questioned whether or not I would be a life-long educator,
cutting my teaching back to part-time to pursue work in another field. Within two years it
became clear to me that education was my calling, so I returned full-time to education
and have remained in education ever since. I can pinpoint a number of factors that
contributed to my decision to stay. Throughout my career, I have responded to both
intrinsic and extrinsic signals of my effectiveness ranging from my ongoing work with
specific students to my selection as Teacher of the Year and Principal of the Year in my
school and district. Mostly, however, my perception of effectiveness has been scaffolded
by people and possibilities—the school leader who became my mentor, ongoing
opportunities to assume new challenges and understanding, and supportive family
members are those that immediately come to mind, each of which has contributed
significantly to my evolving professional identity and kept me in the educational fold.

On the one hand, we are in a new era of politics in education, an era mandated by

standards, high-stakes testing, and performance pressures that many times appear to
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supersede the view of the individual student or teacher. On the other hand, issues of
social and emotional wellbeing, school climate, and school safety—post Columbine and
Newtown and now beyond—are frequently cited as equally important to curriculum and,
more exactly, to meeting the needs of the whole child. I come to this work with strong
opinions regarding basic needs that must be met before any learning can take place—for
teachers, students, and administrators. My professional identity has been decades in the
making and continues to evolve, but at its center is a belief in the voice of the individual
and the importance of listening to individuals in order to hear their stories and, in doing
so, to find their truth. In keeping with this belief, I have chosen six teachers to help me

understand what it means to be a teacher who chooses to leave or stay in urban America.
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Chapter II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter, the literature review, provides an overview of existing literature on
the problem of teacher attrition with a focus on early career, first-stage, urban teachers; it
provides a synopsis of existing research related to the scope of the problem and the cost
of attrition to students, schools, and communities. The second section centers on the
identity development of early stage teachers and its use as a framework to investigate
causes of teacher attrition. The third section of this review examines how the three key
factors in teacher identity development—personal, professional, and contextual—
influence teachers’ decisions to stay or leave their classrooms. The final section of the
literature review explores how researchers have framed and defined the topic of teacher
identity and how teachers’ perceptions of effectiveness contribute to teacher identity and

their ability to sustain commitment to their work.

Teacher Attrition: Who is Leaving, from Where?

For nearly two decades, studies have pointed to the fact that the classroom teacher
is the single most important factor influencing student growth, and the difference
between being taught by a highly effective teacher and a less effective teacher can have a
lasting impact (Hanushek, 2010; Hanushek & Rivkin, 2010; Kane & Staiger, 2008;
Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005; Rockoff, 2004; Sanders & Rivers, 1996; Wright, Horn,

& Sanders, 1997). Teacher characteristics have been demonstrated to have more impact
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on student achievement than any other schoolresource (Coleman et al., 1996). According
to one study, an ineffective teacher can cost a student as much as six months of learning
every year (Hanushek, 2010).

At the same time, it has been well documented that “teachers, especially, highly
qualified teachers, are more likely to transfer or quit when teaching lower-achieving
students” (Boyd et al., 2005, p. 171). Other researchers echo this finding, noting that
those teachers who are more effective or are becoming increasingly effective are likely to
leave the schools that need them most (Allensworth et al., 2009; Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2008; Goldhaber & Hansen, 2009; Hanushek et al., 2004; Ingersoll, 2011;
Lankford, Loeb, & Wykoft, 2002; Scafidi et al., 2007; TNTP, 2012). In other words, the
students who most need highly effective teachers are most likely to lose those teachers
and be taught by teachers who are new to their schools and, in many instances, new to the
profession (Hanushek et al., 2004; Hemphill & Nauer, 2009; Johnson et al., 2005). The
sad truth is that many of America’s neediest children lose over half of their teachers
every five years (Allensworth et al., 2009; Hemphill & Nauer, 2009).

There is ongoing debate as to the definition of “highly effective” when it comes to
teaching (e.g., Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012; Drury & Baer, 2011;
Glazerman et al., 2010; Guarino et al., 2006; Johnson, 2012; NCTQ, 2013; Ravitch,
2014; Rothstein & Mathis, 2013). Citing the importance of quality as a factor in the
research on teacher recruitment and retention, Guarino et al. (2006) indicate that the
research community has yet to reach consensus on an agreed-upon definition of teacher
quality in relation to what characteristics actually influence student achievement. They
note, “Few data sets are as complete as we would like them to be, and, as a result, few
studies are able to focus on the recruitment and retention of effective teachers” (p. 176).
They point out that not everyone accepts the premise that standardized tests offer reliable

indicators of student growth and, thus, teacher effectiveness. That said, Guarino et al. go
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on to assert, “The preponderance of evidence suggests that teachers with higher measured
ability have a higher probability of leaving” (p. 186).

While definition of teacher effectiveness continues to be deliberated, there is little
debate regarding the fact that teachers, and in particular early career teachers, are leaving
their classrooms at a significant rate. The highest turnover and attrition rates occur in two
career phases—(1) the first five years of teaching and (2) after many years of teaching as
teachers approach retirement—thereby creating a U-shaped pattern of attrition in relation
to age and experience (Guarino et al., 2006; Kirby & Grissmer, 1991). Since the
mid-1980s, the significant expansion of the teaching workforce has been accompanied by
increased turnover among beginning teachers. The annual attrition rate for first-year
teachers has increased by more than 40% over the past two decades (Ingersoll et al.,
2014). Since 2000, it has been documented that the least experienced teachers have been
particularly likely to leave and are replaced by even newer teachers (Allensworth et al.,
2009; Boyd et al., 2005; Hanushek et al., 2004; Ingersoll, 2004; Ingersoll et al., 2014;
Leukens, Lyter, Fox, & Chandler, 2004; Marinell & Coca, 2013). This influx of newer
teachers has contributed to an increasingly destabilized teaching workforce.

Estimates of the percentage of new teachers leaving teaching after five years range
from 40% to 50%, with the greatest exodus taking place in high-poverty, high-minority,
urban and rural public schools (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2014; Carroll & Foster,
2010; Ingersoll et al., 2014; NCTAF, 2003). High-poverty schools experience a teacher
turnover rate of about 20% per calendar year, an estimated 50% higher than the rate in

more affluent schools (Ingersoll, 2001, 2011; Ingersoll & May, 2012; NCTAF, 2003).

Retention vs. Recruitment

Ingersoll and his colleagues (2014) point to ballooning—a growing number of
teachers—and attrition—people leaving the teaching profession—as the key factors that

contribute to marked instability and damaging “churn” in our nation’s schools, with both
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the influx of those entering the profession and the exodus of those leaving their
classrooms. The focus on supply and demand in the teaching profession is not new. Since
the mid 1980s, ongoing concerns have been raised regarding impending teacher
shortages, predicting a national crisis (e.g., National Academy of Sciences, 1987,
National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983; NCTAF, 1996, 1997). To the
contrary, in a 1999 Education Week article, John Merrow argued that recruitment was a
“wrong diagnosis” and a “phony cure” for the real problem, pointing out that colleges
and universities were producing at least 30,000 new teachers per year, far more that were
needed, and that 30% of new graduates who were licensed to teach did not, in fact, go
into teaching. On the other hand, over 20% of the new teachers hired would leave their
classrooms within five years. He noted, “The pool keeps losing water because no one is
paying attention to the leak. We’re misdiagnosing the problem as ‘recruitment’ when it’s
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really ‘retention’ (p. 48). Merrow’s premise was that the narrow focus on recruitment
offers a simple solution to a far more complex problem that already exists within the
system. By 2003, NCTAF referred to teacher retention as the actual “national crisis”
(p. 21) in response to Richard Ingersoll’s ongoing research (2001, 2002) focused on his
analysis of the National Center for Education Statistics’s (NCES) nationally
representative School and Staffing Survey (SASS) dataset and its supplement, the
Teacher Follow-up Survey (TFES).

While grooming the next generation is an important piece of the school staffing
puzzle, it can be argued that the more pressing issue related to having a highly effective
teacher in each classroom is not simply a case of supply and demand as a result of teacher
retirement, increased student enrollments, or an inadequate pool of new teachers
(Ingersoll, 2001, 2003, 2004; Ingersoll et al., 2014). In the more recently released study
in April 2014, Ingersoll and his colleagues echoed earlier findings that beginning teachers

represent the highest rate of turnover within the profession, with an estimate of between

40% and 50% of teachers leaving the profession within five years of entry. The numbers
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are far more discouraging in high-poverty, high-minority, urban schools, where the
turnover rate is highest. In the words of Ingersoll et al. (2014), “There is an annual
asymmetric reshuffling of significant numbers of employed teachers from poor to not
poor schools, from high-minority to low-minority schools, and from urban to suburban
schools” (p. 23). As Haynes (2014) points out, “Short-term, replacement strategies treat
teachers like interchangeable expendable parts rather than as young professionals
meriting sustained investments in their development as part of a community of expert,

experienced teachers” (p. 5).

Cost to Communities, Schools, and Students

While a certain degree of turnover is normal and can actually be helpful to an
organization, a high level of turnover can signal fundamental problems within an
organization and can yield significant expense in a number of ways. Teacher turnover can
prove costly to schools and communities from a monetary standpoint, given the price of
repeated recruitment, hiring, induction, and development associated with the replacement
of teachers (Simon & Johnson, 2013). This expense represents substantial resources that
are diverted from classrooms, and, as a result, the gap between high-poverty and
wealthier schools is further increased (Grissom, 2011). It is estimated that, on average,
urban districts spend $70,000 per school annually on costs related to turnover, whereas
the average for a non-urban school is $33,000 (Milanowski & Odden, 2007). Referencing
Ingersoll’s work, the Alliance for Excellent Education points out that nearly half a
million teachers leave their classrooms each year—either for new classrooms elsewhere
or from the profession forever—representing a $2.2 billion problem for the country per
year (Haynes, 2014).

In the case of schools and students, the cost of teacher turnover goes beyond
finances. High teacher turnover leads to a disproportionately large number of novice

teachers who, on average, are less effective than those with more teaching experience
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(Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2011; Rivkin et al., 2005), thereby compromising the quality
of instruction for students. Teacher development is another consequence of high teacher
turnover. Measuring teacher effectiveness by looking at student achievement, a number
of studies have documented that increased teaching experience, at least within the first
four years of teaching, yields an increase in student achievement (e.g., Henry, Fortner, &
Bastian, 2012; Kane, Rockoff, & Staiger, 2006).

In addition to compromising quality, loss of teachers can lead to destabilized
learning communities that can likewise impact student learning and represent a
significant expense to students (Achinstein et al., 2010; Allensworth et al., 2009; Guin,
2004; Ingersoll, 2001; Johnson et al., 2005; Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2013). In a
study of 850,000 fourth and fifth graders in New York City, Ronfeldt et al. (2013) found
that teacher turnover had a significantly negative impact on student achievement in
mathematics and English, particularly for low-performing Black students when compared
to their higher performing, non-Black peers. These researchers found teacher turnover to
be particularly harmful to students in high-minority and low-achieving schools, citing a
“disruptive organizational influence” (p. 7) on students throughout the school, not just on
those whose teachers left. They underscored the fact that disadvantaged students, in
particular, benefit from continuity as well as quality.

Issues associated with continuity can also arise as a result of shifts in teaching staff
with teacher grade level changes and can contribute to a lack of consistency for students
(Guin, 2004), and lack of continuity directly affects students’ learning (Allensworth et al.,
2009; Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wykoff, 2006; Ingersoll, 2001; Ronfeldt
et al., 2013). At the same time, high teacher turnover can further destabilize schools by
contributing to the creation of teacher shortages, as evidenced by the relationship
between teacher turnover and shortages, particularly in the areas of mathematics and

science, among others (Ingersoll, 2011; Ingersoll & Perda, 2010).
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Quality and continuity of the instructional program are not the only areas of a
school impacted by high teacher turnover. School climate and culture, aspects of the
school that are fundamental to progress and student achievement, can likewise be
significantly impacted. In the words of Ronfeldt et al. (2013), “turnover negatively
affects collegiality or relational trust among faculty that is critical for supporting all
student learning” (p. 18). Haynes (2014) points to the importance of collaboration:
“Social capital-the pattern of interactions among teachers and administrators focused on
student learning—affects student achievement and school success across all types of
schools and grade levels” (p. 4). Without strong collegial relationships, there is reluctance
on the part of teachers to take on leadership roles, to form professional learning
communities, or to develop mentoring relationships. Headden (2014) references the work
of Simon and Johnson (2013) in pointing out how teacher turnover disrupts relationships
within the school community and “erodes collegiality, along with trust among teachers,
and cuts into valuable institutional knowledge about procedures, curriculum, and culture”
(p. 10). It takes time and common experience to build a sense of community focused on
common goals and established norms, all of which are linked to successful schools that
support student achievement, particularly within high-needs, high-poverty schools (Bryk
& Schneider, 2002; Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Easton, & Luppescu, 2010; Ronfeldt
et al., 2013; Simon & Johnson, 2013). More recently, Ingersoll et al. (2014) echoed these
sentiments, pointing out that the overall cost of teacher turnover is the erosion of time and
other school resources, and it impacts school and community cohesion, teacher
effectiveness, and student achievement. Ingersoll and colleagues point to the impact of
the increased proportion of new teachers to veteran teachers, citing Ingersoll’s earlier
work (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011) that documents the importance of a strong pool of
veteran teachers as mentors to increase beginning teachers’ quality of instruction and

capacity to improve students’ academic achievement.
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Since teacher turnover is particularly evident in high-needs, high-poverty schools,
the problem underscores issues of equity within the United States. One source succinctly

summarizes the challenge of high teacher turnover in these settings:

Schools that struggle with low achievement, especially those serving the
most impoverished communities, face extraordinary challenges in
developing strong organizations that can maintain a strong teaching staff.
But building those organizational supports is what is needed to provide a
high-quality instructional environment for all students and improve equity in
educational outcomes. (Allensworth, 2011, p. 43)

Teacher Identity Development and Early Career Teachers

Developing an identity as a teacher is an important part of securing
teachers’ commitment to their work and adherence to professional norms...
the identities teachers develop shape their dispositions, where they place
their effort, whether and how they seek out professional development
opportunities, and what obligations they see as intrinsic to their role.
(Hammerness, Darling-Hammond, & Bransford, 2005, pp. 383-384)

A teacher’s identity represents how a teacher defines herself to herself and to
others, or, as Day and Gu (2010) describe it, teacher identity represents “the person in the
professional” (p. 26). The use of teacher identity as a framework for better understanding
the work of teaching and teacher development emerged in the 1990s (Britzman, 1990;
Carter & Doyle, 1996; Coldron & Smith, 1999; Connelly & Clandinin, 1999; Cooper &
Olson, 1996; Fessler & Christensen, 1992; Olsen, 2012) as teacher researchers shifted
from a focus on teacher knowledge and teacher learning to teacher identity and teacher
identity development. In the 21st century, teacher identity has continued to provide
conceptual underpinning for a wide range of topics, including identity as an analytic lens
in education research (Gee, 2001); learning and identity formation in pre- service
education (Britzman, 2003; Cattley, 2007; Friesen & Besley, 2013; Hamman, Gosselin,
Romano, & Bunuan, 2010; Marsh, 2002; Olsen, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2011, 2012;

Rodgers & Scott, 2008; Sexton, 2008; Vagan, 2011); teacher motivation and commitment
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(Canrinus, Helms-Lorenz, Beijaard, Buitink, & Hofman, 2012; Day, Elliot, & Kingston,
2005); factors that influence teachers’ sense of self or identity (Day & Gu, 2010; Day,
Kington, Stobart, & Sammons, 2006; Flores & Day, 2006; Sachs, 2001); the use of
narrative as a means of understanding teacher identity (Alsup, 2006; Bullough, 2008;
Juzwik, 2006; McVee, 2004; Richmond, Juzwik, & Steele, 2011; Sfard & Prusak, 2005;
Tsui, 2007); the connection between teacher identity and student achievement (Sammons
et al., 2007); the link between a teacher’s professional identity and sense of agency
(Lasky, 2005; Sloan, 2006); and the role of emotions and teacher identity (Hargreaves,
2001; Reio, 2005; Zembylas, 2003). A series of reviews of the literature provides
evidence of the increased focus on identity in educational research (Beauchamp &
Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Izadinia, 2013).

This section of the literature review focuses on two specific areas related to teacher
identity: (1) how researchers have framed and defined the topic of teacher identity; and
(2) the personal, contextual, and professional factors that have been identified as having

an influence on a teacher’s professional identity.

Searching for Definition

Over the past two decades, the importance of teacher identity development has
been increasingly considered, particularly within the areas of teacher education
(Britzman, 2003; Cattley, 2007; Friesen & Besley, 2013; Hamman, Gosselin, Romano, &
Bunuan, 2010; Marsh, 2002; Olsen, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2011; Rodgers & Scott, 2008;
Sexton, 2008; Vagan, 2011). Emphasis has been placed on the shift in identity that
pre-service and early career teachers need to make in order to meet the demands they face
in particularly challenging school environments (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). How
early career teachers integrate a range of influences and confront the tensions and
contradictions in their work has become a key line of inquiry in the research on teacher

identity development (Olsen, 2008a). Viewed as both process and product—how teachers
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grow into their roles and the result of influences on them—identity formation is ongoing

and complex, as Olsen (2008a) notes:

I view identity as a label, really, for the collection of influences and
effects from immediate contexts, prior constructs of self, social positioning,
and meaning systems (each itself a fluid influence and all together an ever-
changing construct) that become intertwined inside the flow of activity as a
teacher simultaneously reacts to and negotiates given contexts and human
relationships at given moments. (p. 129)

Teacher educators in particular have grappled with the definitions and roles of self
and identity in learning to teach and sustaining commitment in teaching, yet there is
consensus among a number of researchers that identity formation provides a vital lens in
the analysis of teacher development (e.g., Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al.,
2004; Olsen, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2011, 2012; Lauriala & Kukkonen, 2005). One author

underscores both the complexity and the importance of identity for evolving teachers:

Teacher professional identity then stands at the core of the teaching
profession. It provides a framework for teachers to construct their own ideas
of “how to be,” “how to act” and “how to understand” their work and their
place in society. Importantly, teacher identity is not something that is fixed
nor is it imposed; rather it is negotiated through experience and the sense
that is made of that experience. (Sachs, 2005, p. 15, quoted in Beauchamp &
Thomas, 2009, p. 178)

While many researchers have recognized the importance of the development and
exploration of teacher identity, given the complexity of the concept of identity, arriving at
a common definition has been elusive. Within the increasingly wide body of research,
questions remain regarding what exactly teacher identity means. In their 2004 review of
the literature on teachers’ professional identity, Beijaard et al. point out that “it remains
unclear how exactly the concepts of ‘identity’ and ‘self” are related” (p. 124). Olsen
(2011) echoes the sentiment that definitions are difficult, indicating that a teacher’s
professional identity is “not clearly differentiated from a teacher’s ‘self’” (p. 257). While

some researchers do not differentiate between the two terms (Lauriala & Kukkonen,
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2005), Rodgers and Scott (2008) consider self the “meaning maker” and identity as the
“meaning made” (p. 739, emphasis in original).

While there is general agreement that the definitions blur, more clarity exists
regarding fundamental assumptions about the concept and importance of identity. Thus, a
number of researchers have delineated key assumptions in the study of professional

identity. Rodgers and Scott (2008) offer four assumptions regarding identity:

(1) That identity is dependent upon and formed within multiple contexts
which bring social, cultural, political, and historical forces to bear upon that
formation; (2) that identity is formed in relationship with others and involves
emotions; (3) that identity is shifting, unstable, and multiple; and, (4) that
identity involves the construction and reconstruction of meaning through
stories over time. (p. 733, emphasis in original)

Similarly, Beijaard et al. (2004) point to professional identity development as an ongoing
process involving both a person and a context with sub-identities, that is, identities in
other contexts, that must be in balance to avoid conflict across them.

Olsen (2011) refers to a “loose, tacit consensus” regarding the teacher identity
research. Acknowledging the ambiguity regarding the relationship between identity and
self, he names seven commonalities in a teacher’s professional identity. He notes that
professional identity (1) is dynamic and not fixed; (2) involves a core identity that
interacts with multiple selves; (3) involves both process and product; (4) is ongoing and
involves ongoing interactions between the teacher, others, history, and the professional
context; (5) is a political project as well as an ontological frame; (6) is socially situated,
and (7) is clearly differentiated from the “role” of teacher (p. 257).

Earlier, Gee (2001) likewise referenced multiple selves, noting that the individual
becomes a “kind of person,” depending on the context in which he or she is operating. In
addition to the “core identity,” the individual has multiple forms of this identity—Olsen’s
“multiple selves”—that operate across different contexts (p. 99). Gee delineates four such
identities: (1) the nature perspective, governed by nature rather than society (e.g., an

identical twin); (2) the institutional perspective, granted by institutional authority (e.g., a
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schoolteacher or Olsen’s “role”); (3) the discursive identity, illuminated by the discourse
or dialogue of others (e.g., charismatic); and (4) the affinity perspective, characterized by
membership in a group with “allegiance to, access to, and participation in specific
practices that provide each of the group’s members the requisite experiences (e.g., a Star
Trek fan)” (p. 105, emphasis in original). In Gee’s framework, it is the teacher’s
movement from the institutional perspective (or Olsen’s “role”) to the affinity perspective
that represents a shift toward the strengthening of teacher identity. Similarly, Lauriala and
Kukkonen (2005) refer to the actual self (the current self), the ought self (the one
recognized by others), and the ideal self (the self an individual aspires to). In their
framework, the closer a teacher moves toward the ideal self as a teacher, the stronger his
or her perception of effectiveness and, therefore, the stronger the connection and

commitment to the profession.

Personal, Contextual, and Professional Influences

The study of identity development stretches across multiple disciplines, including
philosophy (Mead, 1934; Taylor, 1989), psychology (Erikson, 1959), and anthropology
(Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998), and across disciplines even within the field
of teaching and teacher education (e.g., Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al.,
2004; Olsen, 2008a). Drawing from multiple disciplines, Olsen (2012) refers to splitting
the difference between a traditionally psychological view that teachers are “self-directed
and mostly autonomous” (p. 6) and a sociological perspective, which posits that
individuals are primarily a result of “cultural markers and social categories” (p. 6).
Focused on a holistic view of the teacher, this perspective positions teachers as both
active agents and sociocultural products, acknowledging “the deeply embedded, situated
ways that the past and the present, and the personal and professional, become collapsed

inside the actual complex work of any teacher’s professional learning” (Olsen, 2012,

p. 6).
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From this perspective, in order to understand an individual’s identity development
as a teacher, the personal, contextual, and professional dimensions of the teacher’s
experience must be considered (Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1999). Emotion, motivation, and
other internal forces combine with external factors such as professional and life
experiences in particular contexts, and the teacher’s professional identity shifts over time
as a result of the influence of these internal and external factors. Carter and Doyle (1996)
underscore both the very personal aspect of learning to teach as well as the need to
integrate contextual and professional factors when they point out that “becoming a
teacher means (a) transforming an identity, (b) adapting personal understandings and
ideals to institutional realities, and (c) deciding how to express one’s self in classroom
activity” (p. 120).

Teacher identity has been at the center of exploration of contextual and
professional factors that influence teachers in their practice (Flores & Day, 2006). “The
school environment, the nature of the learner population, the impact of colleagues and of
school administrators can all be influential in shaping a student or new teacher identity,
as of course are their own experiences as learners in schools” (Beauchamp & Thomas,
2009, p. 184). Smagorinski, Cook, Moore, Jackson, and Frye (2004) refer to identity
formation among new teachers as collaboratively created “through engagement with
others in cultural practice” (p. 21). As Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) note, “It is the
exposure to ... formative contexts that results in important confrontations with one’s
identity as a teacher” (p. 184).

Stard and Prusak (2005) view the study of teacher identity from a sociocultural
perspective, examining both process and product—a result of influences on the teacher as
well as the ongoing interaction with a teacher’s development—underscoring “how
collective discourses shape personal worlds and how individual voices combine into the
voice of a community” (p. 15). Wenger (1998) likewise focuses on the relationship

between identity development and being a member of a community of practice, distinctly
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linking the two and noting that new teachers, whose identities are still being formed, must
negotiate their experiences within a context. This includes understanding self as a
member of a local and global community while in the process of learning new
information (p. 149).

Given the personal, contextual, and professional influences on the identity
development of new teachers, researchers also underscore the relationship between these
factors and an early teacher’s sense of agency (Day et al., 2006). “What may result from
a teacher’s realization of his or her identity, in performance within teaching contexts, is a
sense of agency, of empowerment to move ideas forward, to reach goals or even to
transform the context” (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009, p. 183). Of course, the opposite
may likewise be true: a teacher’s personal, contextual, and professional experiences can
have a negative impact on his or her sense of agency and perceived ability to move
forward and impact the context. Regardless, as Beauchamp and Thomas state, “the
connection between agency and psychological constructs of self-efficacy and self-

concept ... cannot be ignored in a discussion of identity” (p. 183).

Influences on Teacher Attrition

The high incidence of teacher turnover, particularly among early career teachers in
high-poverty, high-needs schools, has a significant impact on students, schools, and
communities. The next section of the literature review examines how three key factors in
identity development—personal, contextual, and professional—influence teachers’
decisions to stay or leave their classrooms in order to consider the potential impact of
these factors on first-stage teachers with an eye toward better understanding how these

teachers can best be supported.
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Personal Factors

Life circumstances come into play as teachers make decisions about whether to
stay or leave their classrooms. Home, family, health issues, and major life events
represent contributing factors to career choices (Boyd et al., 2005; Borman & Dowling,
2008; Kirby & Grissmer, 1991; Olsen, 2008a; Sugrue, 1997; Wayne, 2000). Boyd et al.
(2005) observed that geography was an important factor in their research on the New
York City Public Schools, pointing to the fact that teachers who initially lived farther
away from where they taught were more likely to quit teaching or transfer. Citing Kirby
and Grissmer (1991), Borman and Dowling (2008) suggest that “the decision to accept
and keep a teaching job depends on life cycle factors related to one’s existing family
status and changes in one’s family status” (p. 397). Kirby and Grissmer (1991) apply
human capital theory to their analysis. “A teacher’s decision to leave the profession is
based on a careful weighing of the costs and benefits. Attrition tends to be higher during
the early stages of a teacher’s career because the teacher has accumulated less specific
capital, or knowledge that is specific to the occupation and that is nontransferable”

(p- 397).

More specific to the current generation of new teachers, in Finders and Keepers:
Helping New Teachers Survive and Thrive in Our Schools, Susan Moore Johnson and
The Project on the Next Generation of Teachers (2004) point to the fact that the
professional landscape has changed markedly as a result of individuals entering the
profession with significantly different expectations from their counterparts in the 1960s
and 1970s. In past decades, women and people of color had fewer career opportunities,
and the pay difference was acceptable, given the notion that teaching was altruistic and
respected work. With more career opportunities with “greater social status” (p. 19),
higher pay, and more clearly defined career ladders, people with bachelor’s degrees are
more frequently choosing alternative paths. At the same time, as Johnson and colleagues

oint out, “whereas U.S. workers once stayed with a career for a lifetime, serial careers
) Yy
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are common today” (p. 20). In fact, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that
Americans born at the end of the baby boom in the mid-1960s have held an average of
over 11 jobs (U.S. Department of Labor Bureau of Statistics, 2012).

In Finders and Keepers, Johnson and her colleagues (2004) note that career paths
for the next generation of teachers need to be reassessed, with consideration given to
three issues: the stage at which teachers enter the classroom, the routes they took to get to
the classroom, and their expectation for their teaching careers. A number of researchers
point to the lack of alignment between incoming teachers’ personal expectations for their
careers and the reality they face in their classrooms, particularly urban classrooms. In
2009, researchers from Learning Point Associates (now known as the American Institutes
for Research) and Public Agenda conducted the Retaining Teacher Talent study, a
mixed-method research project, to gain a better understanding of how members of
Generation Y (individuals born between 1977 and 1995) viewed their work in an effort to
“inform the successful management and retention of the most talented teachers”
(Coggshall et al., 2010, p. 1). Their findings underscore the difference between the
teaching profession as it has been and the teaching profession as Gen Y would have it be.
Early career teachers favor differentiation in performance but not based on students’
standardized test scores. More important than paying for performance, however, are
ongoing and meaningful learning opportunities, reduced class size, increased parental
involvement, and an overall rise in salaries. Unlike their colleagues who joined the
profession in the ‘60s and “70s, this generation of teachers takes exception to the fact that
“unions sometimes protect ineffective teachers” (p. 10) and supports the removal of
ineffective teachers. Clearly, there is a difference in generational norms (Coggshall et al.,
2010; Johnson, 2011).

Central to the Retaining Teacher Talent study is Gen Y’s desire for effective
communication. The need for timely, specific, and constructive feedback is underscored.

In addition, contrary to the “egg-crate” (Tyack, 1974, p. 44) structure of old, the study
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points out that this generation seeks collaboration with colleagues, both rookies and
veterans, echoing the research of Johnson and The Project on the Next Generation of
Teachers (2004). The final finding of the 2009 study is “Most Gen Y teacher believe they
will stay in education, if not the classroom, for the long haul” (Coggshall et al., p. 17).
When asked about their best estimate for the number of years they would likely be a
classroom teachers, 68% of the respondents indicated more than 10 years, and an
additional 17% estimated five to 10 years. Curiously, in their study two years later,
Learning Point Associates and Public Agenda (2011) reported that over half the
participants in their survey planned to leave the profession, while others expected to stay
in education but to leave their classrooms for “opportunities that are growing along with
entrepreneurial enterprises in the field” (quoted in Headden, 2014, p. 7). This begs the
question, then: Why do fewer and fewer teachers maintain a high level of personal

commitment to their classrooms?

Contextual Factors

The lines between contextual factors and professional factors in the workplace
occasionally blur, but generally contextual factors include local working conditions, those
specific to a school that impact specific teachers, a widely considered topic in the
literature. Guarino et al. (2006) delineate contextual factors in schools to include
characteristics of schools such as size, location, wealth, student composition, school
grade level, and school type (p. 189). In addition, overall school culture has been
characterized as “the distinctive blend of norms, values, and accepted modes of
professional practice, both formal and informal, that prevails among colleagues” (Bryk &
Driscoll, 1988, p. 253). In 2001, Richard Ingersoll first addressed the importance of
considering the school as a workplace in examining teacher turnover by looking at the
NCES’s SASS and the supplemental TFS, focusing on teacher and school characteristics

as well as organizational conditions. Based on the survey data, Ingersoll concluded that
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administrative support, teacher input in decision making, salary, and aspects of school
culture, particularly student discipline, were factors that influenced teacher turnover.
Prior research had analyzed longitudinal data on per-pupil expenditures, number of
support staff, and class size in relation to teacher attrition (Kirby, Berends, & Naftel,
1999); however, until Ingersoll’s (2001) investigation of the inner workings of schools,
the lens for looking at factors that contribute to teacher turnover focused primarily on
supply and demand. During that same year, Kardos, Johnson, Peske, Kauffman, and Liu
(2001) pointed to the fact that a new teacher’s work is inextricably tied to that teacher’s
relationship with other teachers in terms of belonging to the school’s culture, noting,
“Whether the novice can count on these colleagues will depend largely on prevailing
norms and patterns of interaction that exist within the school” (p. 251).

Since Ingersoll’s groundbreaking work and the early work at Harvard, a number of
researchers have underscored the importance of school context in teacher retention,
pointing to similar but sometimes somewhat nuanced indicators as factors that constitute
school context. Referencing their work at Harvard with the Project on the Next
Generation of Teachers, Johnson and Birkeland (2003) point out that while personal
circumstances influence individuals’ career choices, their “sense of success” (p. 581)
with their own students remains the most significant factor in the decision to stay or leave
their classrooms. The researchers go on to note that teachers’ sense of success is linked to
conditions either present or not present in their schools, citing adequate resources and
organization factors, including collaboration and collegiality, professional growth
opportunities, appropriately matched teaching assignments, and overall school
organization focused on student growth. In this particular study, teachers who chose to
stay in their classrooms for a third year cited supportive working conditions, including
reduced teaching assignments; ongoing, systematic feedback on their teaching; helpful
professional learning opportunities; and supportive efforts to improve instruction

(Johnson & Birkland, 2003).
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In 2005, based on telephone surveys conducted with California teachers, Loeb,
Darling-Hammond, and Luczak developed a “school conditions” survey, delineating the
areas of professional development, working conditions, job satisfaction, standardized
testing requirements, parental involvement, instructional materials, physical facilities, and
availabile technology. Teachers’ responses were weighed against perceptions of the
urgency of teacher turnover, and, as a result, the researchers concluded that school
conditions were, in fact, predictors of teacher turnover.

In their review of the literature on teacher recruitment and retention, Guarino et al.
(2006) noted, “The more difficult working conditions found in hard-to-staff schools
decrease their relative attractiveness” (p. 191). Consistent in the research are references to
a lack of physical resources, including learning materials and overall facilities, and
organizational factors associated with school climate, including the level of support by
the school leader; the involvement of teachers in the school decision-making process; the
level of safety and order in the school; and relationships between and among faculty,
staff, and parents, all of which significantly influence teachers’ decisions to stay or leave
their classrooms (Allensworth, et al., 2009; Boyd et al., 2009; Ingersoll, 2001; Johnson &
Birkeland, 2003; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; Ladd, 2011; Loeb et al., 2005).

While the research consistently points to greater teacher turnover in low-income,
high-needs schools with a high minority population, a number of studies have pointed to
the fact that the students are not considered the primary contextual reason for teacher
turnover (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011; Boyd et al., 2011; Cochran-Smith et al., 2012;
Johnson, Kraft, & Papay, 2012; Loeb et al., 2005; Simon & Johnson, 2013). As Johnson
and her colleagues (2012) state, “Teachers who leave high-poverty, high-minority
schools reject the dysfunctional contexts in which they work, rather than the students they
teach” (p. 4).

A number of earlier studies support this premise. In their 2005 study in California,

Loeb et al. (2005) state that the impact of student characteristics on teacher turnover was
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significantly decreased once working conditions were factored in the analysis. Similarly,
in a later study of New York City public school teachers and their decisions to stay or
leave their classrooms, Boyd and colleagues (2011) concluded that once teachers’
assessment of working conditions was factored into their regression model, the impact of
student race was significantly reduced. Summarizing the relationship between student
factors and working conditions, Simon and Johnson (2013) note, “When working
conditions are considered, the effect of student demographics on turnover is considerably
diminished or eliminated altogether” (p. 21).

Over a decade since his initial findings, Ingersoll and his colleagues (2014)
continue to cite school working conditions as at the crux of the retention problem,
particularly with minority teachers who are more likely to choose to teach in difficult-to-
staff, high-minority schools. Their analyses point specifically to dissatisfaction with the
level of autonomy teachers have in making classroom decisions and the degree of
influence faculty have over school-wide decisions that impact their work. In the
2008-2009 school year, 45.3% of the teachers who left teaching reported the cause to be
dissatisfaction with a number of frequently cited school and working conditions:

(1) resources including salaries and classroom resources; (2) relational matters and social
working conditions including student misbehavior; (3) increased accountability;

(4) opportunities for development; and (5) school governance, including input into
decision making and shared leadership (Ingersoll et al., 2014).

Johnson and her colleagues have historically focused on issues similar to Ingersoll
and his associates, but they have come to look more specifically at the quality of
relationships within the school. In 2012, Johnson et al. refined the scope of school
working conditions into nine essential factors: colleagues, community support, facilities,
governance, principals, professional expertise, resources, school culture, and time.
Pinpointing the most significant working conditions, they named principal leadership,

collegial relationships, and overall organizational culture, defined as “the extent to which
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school environment is characterized by mutual trust, respect, openness and commitment
to student achievement” (Johnson et al., 2012, p. 14). At the center of positive working
conditions that impact teachers are relationships: relationships with school leaders and
with colleagues through the engagement in a shared mission to increase student
achievement.

As Allensworth et al. (2009) point out, “principal leadership remains a strong,
significant predictor of teacher stability on its own” (p. 26). Consistently, the importance
of leadership in the retention of teachers is present in the literature. Grissom (2011)
emphatically states that an effective principal “completely offsets” teacher turnover in
disadvantaged schools (p. 576). At the same time, there is evidence that high-poverty
schools are frequently led by inexperienced, relatively weak principals (Loeb,
Kalogrides, & Horng, 2010). Based on their work in the Chicago Public Schools, Bryk
et al. (2010) point out that weak leadership “undermines teachers’ classroom work by
eating away at the amount of instructional time” (p. 61). In summarizing the research on
the specific factors that impact teacher turnover, Simon and Johnson (2013) conclude,
“Teachers’ perceptions of their principal are among the most important in teachers’
career decisions” (p. 14).

In surveying the literature on principal leadership and teacher turnover, it is evident
that there are a number of leadership characteristics and competencies that keep teachers
in their classrooms. A number of studies point to effective relationships between the
principal and teachers that are understanding, supportive, respectful, and trusting rather
than fraught with power struggles (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011; Bryk et al., 2010;
Marinell & Coca, 2013; Shen, 1997). Likewise, fairness and equitable distribution of
responsibility have been underscored (Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Grisson & Keiser,
2011; Ingersoll, 2002; Johnson & Birkeland, 2002; Johnson et al., 2005). At the same
time, principals need to demonstrate that they are both good managers and instructional

leaders. Having a sense that structures are in place to assure that students are respectful



43

and the school is safe is an important step toward teacher retention (Marinell & Coca,
2013). Also, knowing that there is a “deliberate orchestration of people, programs, and
extant resources” (Bryk et al., 2010, p. 63) demonstrates that a principal is both a good
manager and an instructional leader. Teachers also respond favorably (or not) when they
determine if the principal recognizes the importance of human capital management by
being strategic with both responsive hiring and active retention (Brown & Wynn, 2009;
Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Johnson, Kardos, Kauffman, Liu, & Donaldson, 2004; Liu
et al., 2008; TNTP, 2012). A number of researchers point to the fact that expectations for
instructional leadership extend to teachers’ desire to grow professionally and to be part of
a professional learning community with a coherent instructional program (Allensworth
et al., 2009; Borman & Dowling, 2008; Cochran-Smith et al., 2012; Johnson &
Birkeland, 2003; Kardos et al., 2001; Marinell & Coca, 2013).

Marinell and Coca (2013) indicate that collegiality in a school is less important
than the presence of a strong leader and a sense of order in the school. On the other hand,
Candace Crawford, executive director of Teach Plus D.C. points out, “We often overlook
that schools are all about relationships, and relationships take work™ (quoted in Headden,
2014, p. 6). As indicated earlier, relationships with the principal are critical to teacher
satisfaction. Interactions among teachers and administrators focused on student learning
impact student achievement. While teacher retention is associated with the perception
that the principal is effective as both a manager and an instructional leader, research
supports the fact that teachers want to be part of the decision-making process in both
arenas as well. Through data obtained from early SSS data, teachers who self-reported
commitment to the teaching profession associated both autonomy and influence as a
positive aspect of their work (Ingersoll & Alsalam, 1997). That same data set indicated
that teachers were more likely to stay in their classrooms when they had influence over
school and teaching policies (Shen, 1997). Through later analysis of SSS data, Stockard

and Lehman (2004) reported that new teachers in schools with a higher number of
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disciplinary issues who felt they had less decision-making power and administrative
support expressed a higher level of dissatisfaction with their work. In a more recent
study, Johnson and her colleagues (2014) concluded that teachers respond most favorably
to principals who take an inclusive approach to teacher leadership in school
improvement, “demonstrating genuine interest in their views and contributions” (p. 2).

At the same time, the quality of interactions not only with principals but also with
colleagues significantly impacts how teachers view their jobs. In their work with high
schools, Berry and colleagues (2011) recognize that in order for high schools to build
their capacity, they will need to create a school climate in which teaching improvement is
a collective rather than an individual endeavor. In their review of the literature on
working conditions in schools, Simon and Johnson (2013) echo Johnson’s earlier findings
and summarize the matter succinctly: “The working conditions found to be most
important to teachers and the most salient predictors of their satisfaction and predicted
retention, are social in nature—school leadership, collegial relationships, and elements of
school culture” (p. 4). Kardos et al. (2001) pointed to the importance of collegiality and
ongoing dialogue between novice and experienced teachers. The importance of collegial
support has long been documented in the research (Allensworth et al., 2009; Guarino
et al., 2006; Johnson et al., 2012; Rosenholtz, 1989), and the importance of trust and
respect among colleagues has likewise been underscored (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011;
Bryk & Schneider, 2002).

Unlike the isolated egg-crate classrooms from years before, researchers point to the
need for school structures that support collaboration and collegiality. Teachers echoed
this sentiment in the 2009 MetLife Survey of the American Teacher when 90% of the
respondents indicated that they share responsibility for student achievement, their success
is linked to the success of their colleagues, and increased collaboration would have a
significant impact on student achievement. The importance of shared goals and a shared

sense of responsibility has frequently been underscored in the research (Allensworth
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et al., 2009; Cochran-Smith et al., 2012; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Kardos & Johnson,
2007). Through structures such as common planning time, professional learning
communities, and data team meetings, teachers are offered the opportunity to develop
shared understandings and sense of responsibility for student growth. As Allensworth

et al. (2009) state, “Schools with high stability cultivate a strong sense of collaboration
among teachers and their principal. Teachers are likely to stay in schools where they view
their colleagues as partners with them in the work of improving the whole school” (p. 2).
In the words of Susan Moore Johnson (2011), “This work suggests that school context
matters. Reformers who seek to increase opportunity and resilience among disadvantaged
students would do well to think beyond the individual teacher and address the differences

in schools as places for teaching and learning” (p.23).

Professional Factors

As Richard Ingersoll (2003) has stated, “The data suggest that school staffing
problems are rooted in the way schools are organized and the way the teaching
occupation is treated and that lasting improvements in the quality and quantity of the
teaching workforce will require improvements in the quality of the teaching job” (p. 18).
More recently, Ingersoll and colleagues (2014) specifically argue that a number of factors
related to the profession of teaching need to change in order to elevate its less-than-
professional status, which would increase teacher retention and help assure that each
student is taught by a well-qualified teacher. They pinpoint selection requirements and
teacher preparation programs as in need of strengthening teacher candidates. Once new
teachers have entered the profession, the researchers cite the need for additional rewards,
autonomy, and accountability.

In a perfect storm of changing demographics and increased accountability,
demands on teachers have never been greater, particularly teachers in high-poverty, high-

needs urban schools, and, as a result, teachers choose to move from their urban
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classrooms into less challenging circumstances (Hanushek et al., 2004; Lankford et al.,
2002; Scafidi et al., 2007; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). In a study of Texas public
elementary schools, Hanushek et al. (2004) analyzed data on more than 300,000 teachers
and discovered that when teachers transfer, they “seek out schools with fewer
academically and economically disadvantaged students” (p. 340). The researchers
likewise discerned that teachers’ moves were more strongly correlated to student race and
achievement than to salaries. Hanushek et al. note that frequently new teachers are placed
in “the most difficult teaching situations within urban districts” (p. 340), and they leave
as they gain experience (Raymond & Fletcher, 2002, quoted in Hanushek et al., 2004;
Raymond, Fletcher, & Luque, 2001). In New York City, Lankford et al. (2002)
determined that 28% of the teachers in the region were still in their classrooms five years
later, in contrast to the 46% in suburban schools. In the MetLife Survey of the American
Teacher: Past, Present and Future (2008), almost half of the secondary school teachers
surveyed reported that students’ academic needs had become so diverse that they could
not meet their students’ needs.

In addition to increased student need, significant focus on statewide school
accountability policies and diminishing resources have impacted teacher retention. As
Headden (2014) points out, “New teachers are encountering a professional climate much
different from that of a generation ago—one of stricter accountability, a related focus on
standardized testing and, in the wake of the recent recession, severe budget cuts” (p. 8).
Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, and Diaz (2004) investigated the impact of North Carolina’s
accountability system initiated in 1996 and determined that teachers in low-performing
schools left teaching at a higher rate than in the years prior. In their 2007 report,
Coggshall et al. stated that the over 600 teachers who were surveyed reported that the
most difficult thing about being a teacher was “unreasonable pressure to raise

achievement” (p. 9).
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Contributing to the pressures associated with teacher accountability are metrics
included in teacher evaluation systems. The earlier description of effective teachers as
“Irreplaceables” implies that other teachers are, in fact, replaceable in the eyes of TNTP
and likeminded reformers. With ongoing national debate regarding the use of student test
scores as a significant measure of teacher effectiveness, this terminology underscores
inherent professional tensions regarding teacher evaluation and effectiveness, which, in
turn, contribute to a teacher’s perception of effectiveness as a professional and have the
potential to influence his or her decision to stay or leave the classroom. Professional
tensions do not stop with debate regarding teacher quality. Some would argue that with
the advent of the charter school movement and alternate routes to teaching, career
teaching and the professionalism that implies are being undermined by a technical model
whereby teachers are trained and rotated out after significantly shorter periods of time.

As accountability measures have increased across the nation, students’ academic
needs have increased exponentially. According to the U.S. Department of Education,
between 1980 and 2009, the number of school-age children between the ages of 5 and 17
who spoke a language other than English at home more than doubled from 4.7 million
(10%) to 11.2 million (21%) (Aud et al., 2011, p. 30). The significant increases in teacher
accountability and the intensification of students’ academic need have not kept pace with
support for teachers, particularly in high-needs, high-poverty settings where school
budgets have tightened. Some argue that there continues to be a need for extensive
professional learning to keep pace with the increased demands on classroom teachers as
they work to differentiate instruction for students with special needs and align instruction
with curricular goals in order to make progress with students with widely different skill
levels (Scafidi et al., 2007). At the same time, changing the lens from a technical model
to a more humanistic view, in writing about teachers who choose to remain in the Boston
Public Schools, Sonia Nieto (2003) rejects the notion that professional development

should focus on teachers’ technical skills and implies that professional challenges should
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take the personal needs of teachers into account. Nieto refers to teachers who “persevere,
in spite of all the deprivations and challenges” (p. 7), stressing the importance not on
providing more technical support to teachers but, rather, on focusing on emotions,
relationships, and the personal aspects of teaching, suggesting that the national debate
regarding teacher professionalism should shift to the more personal aspects of being a
teacher. Nieto dismisses the need for professional development to “fix” teachers or to

“fill them up” (p. 8). As Olsen (2012) points out,

Hyper-rational perceptions of teachers’ work linked to technical
processes yielding measurable outcomes are nothing new, but the extent to
which teaching, teachers, and teacher education are now held accountable by
high-stakes measures and sanctions in the United States is new—and
engendering heated debate in reform circles. (p. 2).

Lessons from the Review of the Literature

First-stage teachers are leaving their classrooms, particularly classrooms in high-
needs, high-poverty schools, at an alarming rate. As a result, students in the United States
who need the most academic support are consistently being taught by newer, less
experienced teachers. While the answer to this dilemma for some has been to focus on
recruitment of a new teacher workforce, more recent research has pointed to the need to
step up efforts to retain highly and increasingly effective teachers. In addition to the
importance of strong relationships with leaders and colleagues, much has been written
about the importance of personalized mentoring and induction programs in order for new
teachers to experience a perception of effectiveness, further underscoring the need for
social and relational scaffolding (Cochran-Smith et al., 2012; Guarino et al., 2006;
Haynes, 2014; Headden, 2014; Ingersoll, 2003; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Kapadia, Coca,
& Easton, 2007; Moir, 2014). Highlighted in the literature is the need for added support
for new teachers in urban settings, where novices are less likely to have mentors who

teach the same subject or grade and more likely to flounder (Donaldson & Johnson, 2010;
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Johnson & The Project on the Next Generation of Teachers, 2004; Kardos & Johnson,
2010). In their 2004 analysis of survey data from random samples of teachers in five
states, Johnson and her colleagues identified what they referred to as a “support gap” for
new teachers in low-income schools. Unlike new teachers in more affluent and stable
environments, teachers in high-poverty schools are less likely to have timely and well-
informed hiring, supportive mentoring from and collaboration with experienced
colleagues, and aligned yet flexible curriculum (Johnson & The Project on the Next
Generation of Teachers, 2004). They point to “the broad patterns of inequity” (p. 2) that
exist between high-income and low-income schools. During that same year, citing data
from the 1990-2000 SSS and its TFS, Smith and Ingersoll (2004) underscored the fact
that in a sample of over 3,000 beginning teachers, the teachers who took part in an
induction program and had the support of a mentor in their first year of teaching were less
likely to leave teaching or move to a new school.

If retention efforts are not successful, the cost to communities, schools, and
students will continue to build. Communities will incur repeated costs for recruitment,
induction, and development of a new group of teachers at the expense of instructional
priorities; schools will continue to be disrupted and destabilized as learning communities;
and students will be the ultimate losers as they face the ongoing parade of novice teachers
just learning their craft.

In order to sustain commitment to teaching in highly challenging classrooms,
teachers need to develop a strong sense of identity in their roles as teachers. They need to
have a clear sense of “*how to be,” ‘how to act’ and ‘how to understand’ their work and
their place in society” (Sachs, 2005, p. 15). To keep highly effective, first-stage teachers
in their classrooms, it is imperative that teacher educators and educational leaders better
understand how to strengthen first-stage educators’ views of their teaching selves. By

using a holistic framework, viewing the teacher as both an active agent and a product of
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his or her teaching environment, educators can develop a deeper understanding of the
complex dynamic associated with the professional development of a teacher.

The high incidence of teacher turnover and the cost to students, schools, and
communities have been well documented in the literature; however, the subjective, inner
experiences of teachers who have chosen to leave their classrooms have yet to be
explored. Individual teacher accounts focusing on “real-world measures” in order to
investigate “real-life problems” (Bickman & Rog, 1998) can provide a deeper
understanding of the factors that influence first-stage teachers’ identities as professionals

and lead to their choices to stay or leave their classrooms.

Theoretical Construct of Experience, Continuity, and Perception of Effectiveness

Professional identity refers to the attitudes, beliefs, experiences, ideals, and
principles that a person holds regarding his or her professional career. While there is a
certain degree of ambiguity regarding the precise definition of professional identity,
perceptions of effectiveness and the interactions and tensions between and among
personal, contextual, and professional factors shape identity and impact teachers’ career
decisions. Professional identity provides a frame of reference for the individual as he or
she carries out the role of teacher, evolves as a teacher, and experiences or fails to
experience a sense of effectiveness. The relationship to effectiveness is what ultimately
impacts significant decisions about whether to stay or leave the classroom.

Development of professional identity involves “a process of continual interplay
between structural and attitudinal changes that result in a self-conceptualization as a type
of professional” (Brott & Meyers, 2002, p. 145). As both an active agent and a
sociocultural product, the teacher experiences or fails to experience a sense of
effectiveness informed by personal events and social interactions. At the same time, the

teacher’s perceptions of effectiveness intersect with the continuity of his or her



professional stories created over time—reflecting on the past, being in the present, and

projecting into the future.
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Chapter 111

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study is to respond to the need for a deeper understanding of
the tensions urban teachers face early in their careers as they construct for themselves and
act upon what it means to be a teacher. The study explores how personal, contextual, and
professional factors, key elements that influence the development of professional identity,
influence successful first-stage teachers’ perceptions of effectiveness and impact their
decisions to stay or leave their schools. To accomplish this, the study focused on the
following research questions:

e What role do perceptions of effectiveness play in six early career teachers’

decisions to stay or leave their classrooms?

'] How do personal factors contribute to or detract from the teacher’s
perception of effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

'] How do contextual factors contribute to or detract from his or her
perception of effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

1 How do professional factors contribute to or detract from his or her
perception of effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

This chapter outlines how this research study was conducted, providing an
overview of the following areas: (a) research design; (b) rationale for case study as
methodology; (c) description of the research context and participants; (d) summary of

data collection and methodology for analysis; (e) summary of the pilot study; (f) ethical
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considerations, trustworthiness, and the role of the researcher; and (g) limitations of the
study.

At the center of this research are case studies of six individuals, each of whom has
come to teaching with past experiences, both personal and professional, and is at a point
in time, looking to the future and making decisions about whether to remain in his or her
classroom or to leave. Much has been written about the exodus of teachers from their
classrooms in the early years of teaching and the causes and costs of their departures
(e.g., Allensworth et al., 2009; Alliance for Excellent Education, 2008; Boyd et al., 2005;
Grissom, 2011; Guarino et al., 2006; Ingersoll, 2001, 2004, 2011; Ingersoll et al., 2014;
Johnson et al., 2004, 2005; Milanowski & Odden, 2007; Scafidi et al., 2007; Simon &
Johnson, 2013). To gain a deeper and more detailed understanding of what influences
first-stage teachers to stay or leave, this qualitative study was designed as a multiple case
study of six teachers considered to be effective and highly effective within their early
years of teaching through semi-structured interviews. This study sought to better
understand the perceptions of effectiveness of these early career teachers, allowing each
teacher to shape his or her story by reflecting on what happened in the teacher’s personal,
contextual, and professional worlds and the impact of these events on the teacher’s

professional future.

Research Design

To address the research questions, this study engaged six successful first-stage
teachers, individuals who have been teaching for five years or fewer, in in-depth
explorations of their perceptions of effectiveness and how these perceptions were
influenced by personal, contextual, and professional factors that affected their decisions
to stay or leave their classrooms. These explorations included three in-depth interviews

with each participant. Similar to Olsen’s (2008c) study of six beginning secondary
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English teachers, which involved two rounds of hour-long interviews in order to examine
relationships among teacher identity components and ways they both illuminate and
influence novice teacher development, the purpose of this study was to look closely and
deeply at a focused sample of cases of individuals to examine the influence of teacher
identity on career decisions.

Interview transcripts were analyzed through “an iterative process of moving from
categorizing to contextualizing strategies” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 114). The interviews and
subsequent data analysis provided participants’ particular accounts of the factors that
contributed to their decision-making regarding career choices. As with all case study
methodology, the challenge was to attend to detail without losing the context of each
participant’s story, balancing categorizing with connecting strategies. As Pinnegar and
Daynes (2007) note, “When researchers become interested in the nuances of meaning,
then reducing what was originally word data to numbers is viewed as restricting
opportunities for meaning making and understanding” (p. 19). Put another way, Maxwell
(2013) states, categorizing alone “can create analytic blinders, leading you to ignore
the relationship of things within a specific context” (p. 112). Chase (2005) points to the
need to attend to specific context before “locating distinct themes across interviews”

(p. 63).

Similar to Olsen’s (2008c) methodology, to assure that the voice within each case
is distinct, interview transcripts were analyzed individually through analytic immersion in
order to create individual case studies of each of the six teachers. The second level of
analysis involved cross-checking each profile against common analytic categories
including personal, contextual, and professional factors that have influenced each
teacher’s perception of effectiveness. From these data, a third level of analysis of
emergent patterns and themes was viewed through the lens of the conceptual framework

introduced in Chapters I and II, focusing on how personal and social experiences in each
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participant’s life contributed to his or her perception of effectiveness and the decision to

stay or leave the classroom.

Rationale for Case Study Research

Robert Stake (2005) argues that case study is not actually a choice of methodology
but, rather, a decision regarding what to study. He notes, “For a qualitative research
community, case study concentrates on experiential knowledge of the case and close
attention to the influence of its social, political, and other contexts” (p. 444). In a case
study, the unit of analysis is the specific case rather than the variables that influence it. A
“specific, unique, bounded system” (p. 445), the object of the case study is to “seek out
both what is common and what is particular about a case” (p. 447). Inherent in this two-
pronged goal is the challenge “to emerge with a well-grounded sense of local reality”
and, at the same time, through cross-case analysis, “to develop more sophisticated
descriptions and more powerful explanations” (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014,
p.101).

Seeking to find the particular rather than the ordinary (Stake, 2005), the multiple
case study involves a number of cases studied jointly “in order to investigate a
phenomenon, population, or general condition” (p. 445). At the same time that each case
is examined in depth and in detail, the collective case study is designed to lead to a
“better understanding, and perhaps better theorizing, about a still larger collection of

cases” (p. 446).

Research Context

These six teachers were drawn from one public school district. The school district

selected for this study was chosen for several reasons. First, it is representative of the
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type of district in the United States that faces the greatest number of early career teachers:
it is urban and diverse with a high population of socio-economically high-needs and low-
performing students. Also, it has a sizeable population of first-stage teachers with an
average annual teacher turnover rate of approximately 20%. At the same time, the district
has a comprehensively developed evaluation system that specifically identifies teachers
as “Highly Effective,” “Effective,” “Developing/Needs Improvement,” and “Ineffective/
Unsatisfactory.” A final factor that contributed to the selection of this district is that,
because I once worked in the district, I was familiar with the context and the publicly
available data on teacher retention and performance.

At the time of this study, this district was a system of 51 schools serving
approximately 22,000 students in the northeast United States. Approximately 85.3% of
these students were low-income, 17.6% were ELL students, and 88% were students of
color. In a state that represents significant affluence nationally, this particular school
system is situated in a city that is one of the poorest in the country. According to the 2010
census, per capita income was $16,798 vs. $36,775 for the state as a whole, with only
13.3% of residents 25 years of age and older having a bachelor’s degree or higher (as
opposed to 35.2% state-wide). The school district has struggled for many years with low
achievement and a persistent achievement gap and, until just prior to the time of this
study, was the lowest performing school district in the state.

Over the prior eight years, this district had been in the process of an aggressive
education reform initiative and had been transformed into a portfolio school district,
consisting of neighborhood schools, magnet schools, themed schools, and regional
charter schools. During the time of this study, the district was operating under the theory
of action of managed performance empowerment, which granted increased autonomy in
decision making to schools with improved student performance. At the other end of the
spectrum, the portfolio model called for closing or redesigning of low-performing schools

based on student performance data. The inter-district magnet schools became part of the



57

portfolio of schools in response to court order and subsequent state legislation with the
intention to reduce racial isolation.

By a number of measures, reform efforts of the prior seven years contributed to an
increase in student achievement districtwide. Specifically, gains were noted in testing
results that demonstrated a faster pace in student achievement than the state as a whole.
At the same time, overall academic gains made were greater at the magnet schools,
attributed by many to the inclusion of suburban students in the magnets and increased
state and federal funding streams that neighborhood schools were not afforded. To the
critics of the reform efforts, both internal to the district and external in the city and state,
perceived inequities in funding and student demographics have resulted in schools that
fall into one of two categories—the “haves” and the “have nots”—creating neighborhood
schools with a greater number of English language learners and special education
students, higher teacher turnover, and lower student achievement. In fact, the lowest

performing schools in the district are all non-magnet schools.

Participants

The selection of participants represents a purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002),
providing “useful manifestations of the phenomenon of interest” (p. 40). As Patton points
out, as a result of this type of sampling, the focus of the study is on the phenomenon of
factors that contribute to an individual teacher’s perceptions of effectiveness rather than
on generalization from this sample of six participants to the total population of first-stage
teachers.

Teachers who were invited to participate in this study were classroom teachers who
had been in the profession between one and five years, who taught in this urban school

district during the 2012-2013 school year and/or the 2013-2014 school year. Within these
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two school years, each teacher had received an end-of-year evaluation rating at the upper
end of “Effective” (3.0-3.49) or within the “Highly Effective” range (3.5-4.0).

The pool of teachers included a total of 478 classroom teachers in the district who
at the end of the 2012-2013 school year had taught one to five years, 321 who returned to
the district and 157 of whom chose to leave their classrooms. Of the total number of
teachers who chose to stay, 145 were rated as upper “Effective” (124) or “Highly
Effective” (21); 38 of those who left were rated as upper “Effective” (33) or “Highly
Effective” (5). The 2013-2014 school year pool includes a total of 488 classroom teachers
in the district who had taught one to five years, 400 who returned to the district and 88
who chose to leave their classrooms. Of the total number of classroom teachers who
chose to stay, 172 were rated as upper “Effective” (138) or “Highly Effective” (34); 17 of
those who left were rated as upper “Effective” (13) or “Highly Effective” (4).

All first-stage teachers who were rated as in the upper range of effective or highly
effective at the end of the 2012-2013 school year and/or the 2013-2014 school year were
invited to participate in the study. The rating of effective or highly effective in this school
district, like many districts in the country, represents a compilation of multiple measures
of a teacher’s performance: a minimum of three classroom observations, which included
a focus on planning, instruction, classroom climate, and professionalism; two student
learning objectives and their outcomes; one parent engagement objective and outcome;
and an overall school performance measure. Since the number of upper range effective
and highly effective teachers who left during the 2013-2014 school year was atypically
small, the pool of candidates for the study was expanded to include the prior school year,
2012-2013. This expansion resulted in a pool of 43 potential candidates representing
classroom teachers who had left the system.

To assure that potential participants were not influenced by the perceived influence
I may have had in the district as a central office administrator and to assure anonymity

during the initial process, invitations and a follow-up survey through e-mail were
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extended by a graduate student from a local university (see Appendices A and B). Once
potential participants expressed an interest in the study, the graduate student made
telephone contact to explain that I was the researcher and disclosed my position in the
school district. At this juncture, potential participants had the opportunity to withdraw
their names from the pool without my knowing their names. The names of the individuals
who continued to agree to participate in the study were divided into four groups: (1) those
from magnet schools who chose to stay; (2) teachers from magnet schools who chose to
leave; (3) teachers from neighborhood schools who chose to stay; and (4) individuals
from neighborhood schools who chose to leave. Six participants were selected by lottery
by the graduate student. Two additional participants were selected by lottery as alternates
in the event that the initial pool of candidates decreased for any reason. Ultimately, the
alternates were not included as a result of the fact that the original six participants all
chose to remain in the study through its completion.

Ultimately, the teachers who volunteered and were selected to participate in this
study represented three teachers who chose to continue teaching in the district (Libby,
Meg, and Tobey),! two teachers who chose to leave at the end of the 2012-2013 or the
2013-2014 school year (Corinne and Amalia), and one teacher who described herself as
“near the fence,” as she was considering her decision to stay or leave her classroom at the
end of the year during which this study was conducted (Janet). The teachers who had
chosen to stay in their classrooms at the time of the study included three neighborhood
school teachers (Libby, Meg, and Tobey) and one magnet school teacher (Janet). Those
who chose to leave their classrooms included one magnet school teacher (Corinne) and
one neighborhood schoolteacher (Amalia). It was one of the remaining magnet school

teachers who considered herself “near the fence” (Janet) (see Table 1).

IAll participants and their schools have been assigned pseudonyms to protect individual
privacy.
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Table 1. Selected Participants

Neighborhood Magnet
Stay Libby
Meg
Tobey
“On the fence” Janet
Leave Amalia Corinne
Data Collection

Interviews

This qualitative research design included a purposeful sample of emerging
“Effective” and “Highly Effective” first-stage teachers from diverse teaching
backgrounds within the district—in both magnet schools and neighborhood schools—in
order to represent diverse experiences. What these participants had in common was their
performance ratings. The source of data collection was through three qualitative
interviews per participant using a semi-structured approach, including more- and less-
structured questions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 1998). The reason for soliciting
open-ended responses rather than imposing predetermined response categories or
structured interview questions is not to find a single, generalizable answer to each
research question; rather, the goal of this work was to increase the depth of understanding
of the individuals being studied. As Patton (2002) states, “the much smaller sample of
open-ended interviews adds depth, detail, and meaning at a very personal level of
experience” (p. 17). Holstein and Gubrium (1995) refer to “life course” interviews
intended to “formulate and sustain the parameters of emerging life stories, guiding
narrative construction in the process.” They note that this type of research design requires

“a set of loosely formulated questions intended to elicit a free-flowing story of life events
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and occurrences” (p. 37). These questions are intended to serve as “an activation resource
as well as a prompt for assembling the story in a particular way” (Gubrium & Holstein,
2009, p. 46). Through these open-ended questions, intended to activate and prompt their
thinking, participants were asked to construct their teaching stories, reflecting the
successes and tensions that led to their decisions to stay or leave their classrooms.

Interviews were conducted at a mutually agreed upon time and place that offered
privacy. Interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. The first interview,
approximately one hour in length, focused on each participant’s experiences that led to
his or her decision to enter the teaching profession and, depending on the number of years
each person had been teaching, the decisions the teacher made along the way to remain in
or leave his or her classroom. The second interview, approximately an hour to an hour
and a half in length, focused on each teacher’s perception of effectiveness that had
evolved over time and the impact of personal, contextual, and professional factors on his
or her perception of effectiveness over time. The final interview, approximately one hour
to an hour and a half in length, probed further around the personal, contextual, and
professional factors that affected each teacher’s ultimate decision to stay or leave at the
end of the school year. This final interview also allowed follow-up on issues or
questions raised or left open through the analysis of the initial two interviews.

Lofland (1971) cites four interpersonal requirements that served as a foundation for
the collection of this qualitative data: (1) getting close enough to the participants and the
stories to be able to understand the depth of the information being shared; (2) capturing
what actually takes place and what people are actually saying, their perceptions;

(3) describing adequately the individuals, their interactions, and their settings; and

(4) recording direct quotations from individuals. More traditional qualitative analysis
takes small pieces of texts to support interpretation and generalizations. Conversely, each
interview became “a process of discovery” (Lofland, 1971, p. 4) in order to uncover the

meaning of each individual’s experience “rather than impose upon them a preconceived
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or outsider’s scheme of what they are about” (p. 4). The task for the interviewer, then,

was to discover what was at the center of the story of each individual being interviewed.

Artifacts

Participants were asked to bring their evaluations/observations if they were

willing to share them and/or at least one item that they feel demonstrated they were

effective or less effective in some way. Examples of possible artifacts that could be

included but were not limited to lesson plans, student work, memos, e-mails, teacher

evaluations, evaluator feedback, and/or student feedback.

Table 2. Interview Sections

Influences on

decision to
enter teaching
and
contributing to
decision to stay
or leave the
classroom

[1 Tell me how you decided to
become a teacher. When did you
first start thinking about it? Why
were you thinking about it? “Think
about and describe significant
events, characteristics, aspects, and
lessons of your personal history
and entry into teaching” (Olsen,
2010, p. 173). Take me through
your decision making process.

[l Once you began teaching, did you
ever think about quitting during
your first year? If so, when and
why?

Professional Litic a7 Sample Questions e Qo)
. 1,2,0r3 Addressed
Identity
Let’s start by talking about your
decision to become a teacher and
Experiences what has contributed to your decision
leading to 1 to stay/leave your classroom.

Personal, contextual,
and professional
factors that contribute
to or detract from
feelings of
effectiveness and
impact the decision to
stay or leave the
classroom
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Influences on
Professional
Identity

Interview
1,2,0r3

Sample Questions

Research Question(s)
Addressed

[ (For those teaching more than one
year) Did you consider leaving in
subsequent years? Tell me about
your thought process.

Perception of
success over
time and impact
on decision to
stay or leave
the classroom

Today, let’s talk about your feelings
of effectiveness over time and how
those feelings have contributed to
your decision to stay/leave your
classroom.

[1 Tell me about what you thought it
meant to be an effective teacher
when you first started teaching.

[J Do you feel any differently about
what it means to be an effective
teacher today? If so, what specific
experience(s)—either personal or
professional or both-- led to that
change?

[] So let’s go back to the specific
times you talked about that you
were deciding whether or not to
stay in your classroom. Tell me
what you were feeling about your
effectiveness as a teacher and
what specific personal factors,
school conditions, and/or
professional demands contributed
to those feelings.

Personal, professional,
and contextual factors
that contribute to or
detract from feelings of
effectiveness and
impact the decision to
stay or leave the
classroom

Personal,
professional,
and contextual
factors
affecting
earlier
decisions and
current
decision to stay
or leave

the classroom

Now that you’ve had the opportunity
to review the first two interview
transcripts, let’s revisit the personal,
contextual, and professional factors
that affected your earlier decisions
about teaching and your decision for
the next school year.

As you reflect on the first two
interviews, tell me about the
moment(s) that significantly
confirmed or challenged your sense
of effectiveness as a classroom
teacher.

Personal, contextual,
and professional
factors that contribute
to or detract from
feelings of
effectiveness and
impact the decision to
stay or leave the
classroom.
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Influences on
Professional
Identity

Interview
1,2,0r3

Sample Questions

Research Question(s)
Addressed

Tell me about the artifact you brought
to share. How does this reflect an
important moment for you in your
thoughts about your work?

Conclusion

Finally, let’s talk about where you are
today and how you see yourself going
forward.

For leavers:

[1 If the teacher has already left: Tell
me about the day you left your
classroom/school for the last time.

[ If the teacher is planning to leave:
How do you envision yourself
leaving your classroom/school for
the last time?

[1 Tell me the story you envision for
your professional life going
forward.

[1 Do you ever see yourself in an
urban setting again?

For stayers

[ Since you have chosen to stay in
your current position, tell me about
a time when the decision to stay
became clear to you.

[J Tell me the story you envision for
your professional life going
forward.

Data Analysis

The generalizations developed by qualitative researchers are embedded
in the contextual richness of individual experience. (Ayres, Kavanaugh, &
Knafl, 2003, p. 871)

In the analysis of multiple case studies, it is important for the researcher to

distinguish between information that is unique to individual participants and themes that

“have explanatory force both in individual accounts and across the sample and are most
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likely to apply beyond the sample” (Ayres et al., 2003, p. 772). Patton (2002) refers to
unique case orientation, inductive analysis and creative synthesis, and context sensitivity.

Unique case orientation begins with the assumption that each case is distinctive and
requires the investigator to respect the specific details of the individual cases being
studied. To begin the analysis to determine what is unique about each case, after each
individual interview was completed, each transcript was reviewed in depth and multiple
times in two cycles (Miles et al., 2014). I employed “analytic immersion” (Ayres et al.,
2003, p. 874) by reviewing each of the 18 interview transcripts in order to “describe
aspects of the phenomenon as experienced by each individual respondent” (p. 874).

The first cycle coding process involved color coding in “chunks” (Patton, 2002,

p. 446), grouping chunks by themes embedded in the conceptual framework including
personal, contextual, and professional factors impacting teachers’ sense of success.
Specific forms of coding were determined as patterns emerged following in-depth
reading. As Miles et al. (2014) point out, the initial level of deductive coding can begin
with a “provisional ‘start list’ of codes prior to fieldwork” (p. 81). Deductive coding and
subsequent sub-coding emerged from the conceptual framework and research questions.
In addition to the three general themes cited above, four codes emerged: (1) success (or
lack thereof), (2) colleagues, (3) feedback/relationship with principal or mentor, and

(4) looking back/looking to the future.

As the process continued, codes emerged during data collection through inductive
coding. As Miles et al. (2014) further note, it is important that “the researcher is open to
what the site has to say rather than determined to force-fit the data into existing codes”
(p. 81). The second cycle coding involved a deeper, more careful reading to move the
analysis from codes to patterns that emerged, which included categories or themes,
causes/explanations, relationships among people, and/or theoretical constructs (Miles
et al., 2014). Through the use of mapping, jotting, and analytic memoing, I was explicit

in my questioning and analysis of individual case transcripts (Miles et al., 2014; Saldana,
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2013; Yin, 2014). Maxwell (2013) speaks to this next level of single case analysis as the
employment of connecting strategies, noting, “they do not focus primarily on Similarities
that can be used to sort data into categories independently of context, but instead look for
relationships that connect statements and events within a context into a coherent whole”
(p. 113, emphasis in original). During this level of detailed analysis, connections began to
emerge, not necessarily based on similarities that could be used to sort data into
categories independent of context but allowed me to look for relationships that connected
statements and events within each case to a coherent whole (Table 3).

Patton (2002) states, “Cross-case analysis follows from and depends on the quality
of individual case studies” (p. 41). Inductive analysis and creative synthesis require the
researcher to dig deeply into the specifics of the data to uncover significant patterns,
themes, and relationships, beginning by “exploring, then confirming; guided by analytical
principles rather than rules,” ending with a “creative synthesis” (p. 41).

Context sensitivity situates the raw data in the actual social, historical, and
temporal space, emphasizing specificity and being careful not to generalize across time
and space through “careful comparative case analyses and extrapolating patterns for
possible transferability and adaptation in new settings” (Patton, 2002, p. 41). While
individual case analysis for categories and themes is a connecting step in analysis in order
to build theory, what Maxwell (2013) considers “a primary goal of analysis” (p. 113),
two strategies are needed. Connecting analysis that creates an understanding of an
individual or situation cannot stand alone: only when it is combined with “some sort of
categorization” of individuals or situations can the result be “a well-rounded account”

(p. 113). Stake (1995) sees this exercise as an early determination of when to use coded
data (categorization) and the degree to which the researcher relies on interpretation
directly from observation (connecting). He states, “Most case study reports present both

coded data and direct interpretation but one or the other usually bears the conceptual
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load” (p. 29). In the case of this study, connecting based on observational data has been
privileged.

By employing in-case and cross-case thematic analysis, the goal of this study was
to describe broad patterns across cases as well as variations in meaning for individual
cases in order to develop a deeper understanding of the career decisions of first-stage
teachers. It sought to understand the early years of teaching “not as an objective event,
but a phenomenologically different experience” (Riessman, 2008, p. 90). Through
comparisons across cases, the goal of this analysis was to underscore how thematic
analysis can produce a well-rounded examination that includes specificity and
connectivity, underscoring generalizability or transferability to other contexts in order to
“transcend the particular in order to understand the general” (Guba et al., 2014, p. 101).
As Stake (1995) noted, “On the basis of observations and other data, researchers draw
their own conclusions” (p. 9), citing Erickson’s reference to assertions, a form of
generalization used in this study. At the same time, Stake notes that case study design is
not intended to “optimize production of generalizations” (p. 8). As Stake (2005) likewise
points out, “Damage occurs when the commitment to generalize or to theorize runs so
strong that the researcher’s attention is drawn away from features important for
understanding the case itself” (p. 448).

Inductive analysis was used to discover patterns, themes, and categories across
cases, referencing the data collected in the Literature Review. As Patton (2002) notes,
“After or alongside this deductive phase of analysis, the researcher strives to look at the
data afresh for undiscovered patterns and emergent understandings (inductive analysis)”

(p. 454). In this study, these patterns and understandings are presented as assertions.
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Pilot Study

A pilot study was conducted during July and August of 2014 in order to guide the
development of instruments and practices for the actual study. Two separate open-ended
interviews were conducted with one first-stage neighborhood schoolteacher considered to
be highly effective at the end of the 2013-2014 school year. The first interview,
approximately 45 minutes in length, focused on the personal story of the teacher and the
impact of personal experience on her sense of agency and effectiveness. Before the
second interview began, the interviewee had the opportunity to review the transcript of
the first interview and provide feedback regarding the accuracy of the account. The
second open-ended interview focused on professional and contextual stories that
impacted the teacher’s sense of effectiveness. Once each interview was transcribed, the
connecting analytical procedure was tested.

Prior to the first interview, I met with the participant and sensed that she was
somewhat tentative about participating in the pilot study. Since she would be leaving the
school district at the end of the summer term, it was not clear how invested she was in
reflecting on her experience beyond our initial introduction. Connelly and Clandinin
(1990) underscore the importance of understanding the negotiation of entry into the
relationship between the researcher and practitioner in order to construct “a caring
community” (p. 281). Openness to collaboration requires trust, and trust takes time.
Quoting Hogan (1988), Connelly and Clandinin (1990) write, “Empowering relationships
develop over time and it takes time for participants to recognize the value that the
relationship holds” (p. 4). I told the participant that I would wait to hear back from her
and that [ would meet her wherever she felt most comfortable if she was willing to
participate in the first interview. Approximately a week later, she e-mailed me and said
that she would be happy to meet with me in her classroom. Her initial hesitation was a

heads-up for me. While I am generally a person with whom people are comfortable fairly
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readily, I recognize that I must be mindful of the position I hold within the district and
help potential participants understand that when I am wearing the hat of researcher, I am
not evaluating them, their colleagues, or their leaders. Offering to meet this woman in her
own space appeared to ease her hesitation. Her initial reserve was likewise a signal to me
that ongoing reminders of collegiality, stressing that the participant and I are partners in
this work, and confidentiality, assuring that no identifying factors will be shared in the
research, would be critical.

When I met her for the first interview, I was shocked at the change in her
demeanor. No longer reticent, she responded very specifically to my open-ended
questions as I asked her to tell me her stories. In fact, she responded readily to the notion
of telling stories and rarely needed prompting. I recognized that with a more reticent and
less verbal individual, the questions might be better if they were more direct, so I revised
my questions to reflect my research questions more specifically. At the same time, |
learned that I should have a list of what I now refer to as prompts or activators at my
disposal in case stories stall (see Appendix B). Probes and questions add more clarity in
the stories and encourage the narrator to continue (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber,
1998). Prompts such as “Can you remember a specific time?” turned out to be helpful
during the few times the participant’s responses were general. Once the transcript of the
interview was complete, I recognized that I needed to design some sort of cover sheet to
summarize basic information about the interviewee, her history, her future plans, and
highlights of the interview in order to keep the information organized (see Appendix D). I
also chose to write a summary of the contents of the interview while it was still fresh in
my mind, highlighting main points, concepts, and themes that I had identified (Rubin &
Rubin, 2012).

The second interview was held in my office, per the suggestion of the participant.
This time she was eager to tell her stories and required virtually no prompting. For this

interview, I created a more formal introduction to the interview as part of my interview
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protocol to assure consistency going forward, and I later created a more formal
introduction for the first interview as well (see Appendix C). One aspect of this exercise
that was of interest to me was that, while the participant was pleased to get a copy of the
transcripts, she had very little interest in going back through the information and did not
choose to discuss either interview further when offered the opportunity.

After completing the two interviews and revisiting and refining my research
questions, it became clear to me that I needed to focus more specifically on the decision-
making process participants have gone through to arrive at the choice to stay or leave and
to connect the decision to specific perceptions of effectiveness or lack thereof. Also, I
determined the additional need to allow participants to reflect on the choices they have
made in order to tell the stories fully. These refinements, particularly in terms of the final
reflection, led me to include a third interview in the study.

In terms of the content of the transcripts, the first interview yielded 17 pages of rich
text with a high level of specificity regarding the interviewee’s personal story—when and
why she chose teaching, her first grade teacher who looked like Princess Diana and was
sweet but strict, how her family responded to her choice, and her personal feelings about
her students. Connecting ideas, to use Maxwell’s (2013) term, emerged readily. Among
them were understanding the importance of school from first grade on and recognizing
the contrast between an idealized notion of what teaching entailed and what she actually
encountered.

The second interview produced 36 pages of text, also very rich, specifically
focused on professional (focused on her classroom) and contextual (focused on the school
as a whole) factors she faced in her first year of teaching. I attribute the greater amount of
text to the growing comfort of the interviewee, which further supports the value of a third
interview in the study. Among the connecting ideas were how startled she was to see how
academically and emotionally needy her students were, how the curriculum was followed

to please “those people in central office” and not to address the needs of the students, and
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how uncollaborative and unsupportive so may of the adults in her school were. She
associated the most significant moments of effectiveness with the academic progress with
her students, and she proudly showed me their picture on her cellphone. Consistent with
findings in Chapter II, the primary roadblocks for her were less about students and more
about adults.

In my analysis of each of the two transcripts, I began by reading and listening to
each of the transcripts multiple times to grasp fully the subtext of what was said. Next, |
highlighted and separated comments related to each of the factors associated with the
teacher’s perception of effectiveness—personal, contextual, and professional. After
categorizing the factors, I sorted comments in each category into two groups—perceived
effective and ineffective experiences. I did notice some potential themes and compiled a
list of potential themes going forward that are consistent with my literature review and
could be expanded beyond the current literature: expectations vs. realities about being a
teacher and insiders vs. outsiders within the school community are two of those themes.
Since my pilot study only involved one participant, cross-case analysis was not part of
the study.

In the long run, one of my greatest takeaways from the analysis of the transcripts
was that asking discrete questions about the three factors—personal, contextual, and
professional—was probably not the best way to set up my interview sections because the
stories that unfolded were holistic in nature, reflecting the participant’s experience and
decision-making process. My imposed structure for the analysis should not be imposed
on the participant’s meaning making of his or her experience. This observation is
reflected in my revised interview questions, which focus on the decision making of each
participant and the link between each teacher’s perception of effectiveness (or not) and
the decision he or she has made to stay or leave the classroom. The factors—personal,
contextual, and/or professional—that influence each teacher’s decision are now intended

to emerge from the stories as opposed to direct the narratives.
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Ethical Considerations

There are three essential ethical considerations that were inherent in this case study
research. First, the teachers being interviewed in this study all worked within this one
school district. It was imperative that each participant’s identity and identifiable
characteristics were not disclosed. This required a sensitivity to details that could
potentially expose a participant to deductive disclosure. A second ethical consideration
centered on the interviewer’s relationship with the participants (Marshall & Rossman,
2011). It was critical that the interviewer was sensitive not to disclose personal or
professional information that the interviewee was uncomfortable disclosing. As Marshall
and Rossman note, to accomplish this requirement, the researcher must establish a
trusting, collaborative relationship with each participant. Finally, it cannot be overlooked
that as an administrator in the central office, I could have been perceived to be in a
position of power. At the same time, [ was not the supervisor of teachers, but I did
recognize that my position could convey the perception of power, thereby disempowering
the participants.

This underscored the importance of an outside party, a graduate student who was
independent of the school district, making the initial contact with candidates via e-mail as
they were deciding whether or not to participate in the study. Prior to this contact, the
graduate student reviewed parameters of confidentiality and informed consent. Upon
making contact, the graduate student asked each potential participant to fill out the brief
Online Teacher Experience Survey (see Appendix B), which clearly indicated that a
participant could withdraw from the study at any time. Once a teacher decided to
participate in the study, the graduate student contacted the individual by telephone and
explained that I was the researcher, my role in the district, and the difference in my two
roles. At this juncture, the potential participant had the option to decline participation.

Once the individual chose to continue with the project, I was able to introduce myself to
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those who elected to participate in the study and were selected, I further explained my
position as a researcher and not evaluator, and I worked to establish open communication
and trust, making it clear that participants could withdraw from the study at any time by
either contacting me or the graduate student with no need for discussion and without any
penalty.

It must be acknowledged that school recognition and, therefore, participant and
school leader recognition are possible through deductive disclosure if members of the
school and community read this dissertation. This is an issue that was considered upfront
by the researcher and disclosed to participants prior to their decision to participate in the
study. It must also be noted that as a former administrator in the district, identification of
myself as the researcher could result in recognition of the district in which the research is
taking place. To help assure individual anonymity, I let the participants know upfront that
I would not publish any identifying detail in my work, and participants were given the
opportunity to review my notes prior to any publication in order to delete any information
they felt could potentially disclose their identity or the identity of their school. At no time
did a participant express a concern about the disclosure of his or her identity.

In keeping with the parameters outlined by Marshall and Rossman (2011), to
maintain confidentiality the following steps were taken:

1. The goals of the study were clearly articulated to the participants at the onset

of the study to assure that teachers know what will be asked of them.

2. Pseudonyms have been used to maintain confidentiality of participants,
schools have been renamed, and the name of the district has not been
disclosed. I explained that I made every effort to change any identifying
information and chose not to include information that could lead to
identification.

3. Participants and administrators in the district were explicitly informed that the

purpose of this study is research and not evaluation; “its primary purpose is to
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generate or test theory and contribute to knowledge for the sake of
knowledge” (Patton, 2002, p. 10).

4.  The researcher offered member checks at the end of each of the three stages of
data collection by sharing the transcripts with the participants to determine if
participants had any concerns with the data collected. At no time did a

participant express a concern with the data collected.

Issues of Trustworthiness

As Patton (2002) states, “The logic and power of purposeful sampling derive from
the emphasis of in-depth understanding,” with its purpose being to obtain “information-
rich cases whose study will illuminate the questions under study” (p. 46). Patton uses the
term “empathic neutrality” to name the difference between being too detached an
observer and becoming too involved. It is critical for the researcher to get close enough to
participants to understand yet, at the same time, not to allow relationships to cloud
judgment. While objectivity has historically been considered the standard in scientific
method, Patton argues that the extreme labels of objectivity and subjectivity have become
highly political and outlived their usefulness. “To claim the mantle of ‘objectivity’ in the
postmodern age is to expose oneself as embarrassingly naive.” He argues that value-free
science is impossible, given the fundamental “social nature and human purposes of
research,” and asserts that “balance,” “fairness,” and “completeness” assure the
requirements for trustworthiness and authenticity (p. 50). Patton cautions that neutrality
in no way connotes detachment.

Lincoln and Guba (1985) point to the need to establish the “truth value” (p. 290) in
interpretive qualitative inquiry, and they name applicability, consistency, and neutrality
as the measures that need to be applied to the research in contrast to criteria applied in the
conventional positivist paradigm. In defining credibility, the goal is “to ensure that the

subject was appropriately identified and described” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 251).
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Veritying facts within each case is less important than understanding their meanings for
the individuals involved (Riessman, 2008). As Lieblich et al. (1998) state, it is important
to recognize that individual accounts “are usually constructed around a core of facts or
life events, yet allow a wide periphery for the freedom of individuality and creativity in

299

selection, addition to, emphasis on, and interpretation of these ‘remembered facts’” and
are subject to “specific momentary influences” (p. 8). Credibility or believability in
exploring the lives of first-stage teachers lies in in-depth descriptions, verified by

participants, that demonstrate the complexities of processes and interactions that are

specifically contextualized.

Role of the Researcher

As Patton (2002) notes, “Qualitative inquiry depends on, uses, and enhances the
researcher’s direct experiences in the world and insights about those experiences. This
includes learning through empathy” (p. 51, emphasis in original). Having been a teacher
for 12 years and being part of the educational community for decades, I bring a good deal
of experience to the table. At the same time, I recognize that, as a researcher, I come with
my own lens and assumptions regarding what it means to be a teacher and the resilience it
requires (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). As pointed out in Chapter I, I questioned my
commitment to being a classroom teacher after my first years of teaching, which
ultimately led to my renewed commitment. That was my truth. I do not presume to
represent adequately the complex truth of others. At the same time, I believe it is
important to pay attention to the constructed stories of this generation’s teachers and to
find the salient pieces of their stories.

As the former chief talent officer in the urban school district within which this
study took place, I was aware that I could be perceived as being in a position of power, a

position which, particularly in the interview setting, could have compromised my
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relationship with each teacher by inhibiting openness and honesty. While I did not

evaluate teachers, I recognized that as a member of the superintendent’s cabinet, I was

perceived to be in a position of authority or at least a public figure; therefore, I

recognized that this perception could potentially impact participants and taint the validity

of the data I collected. To address this issue, I took the following steps:

1.

I selected participants with whom I had no direct affiliation at the time. During
the preliminary meeting with each participant, I made every effort to put the
individual at ease and underscore my desire to hear his or her specific story as
he or she has experienced it.

I offered member checks to participating teachers following each interview to
ensure that all transcripts were accurate (Hancock & Algozzine, 2011; Lincoln
& Guba, 1985).

As indicated earlier, I worked to ensure confidentiality by using pseudonyms
and fictitious school names to protect the identities of participants.

To assure my ongoing reflexivity, I maintained a reflection journal. Following
each interview, I recorded my impressions of the interchange and noted any
biases or preconceived ideas that surfaced during the interview. This helped
me separate my role as chief talent officer and researcher within the same
school district.

As needed, I adjusted the research design, as Luttrell (2009) notes, in an
iterative, responsive way. During each preliminary meeting, I acknowledged
that openly and honestly sharing stories requires a degree of relational trust
and let each individual know that if he or she was unable to bridge that trust,
the individual should be comfortable declining as a participant or withdrawing

at any time.
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Limitations of the Study

As with any qualitative research, the approach of narrative study was chosen to
understand the phenomena from the participants’ perspectives and to explore and
discover, in depth and in context, what may have been missed when studies were done
with predetermined assumptions (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Traditional positivist
“gold standards™ such as generalizability, replicability, control groups, and the like are
not criteria aimed for in this multiple case study. The narrative inquirer’s epistemological
belief is in “the power of focusing on the particular for understanding teacher
development” (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007, p. 22). In the qualitative tradition, reliability is
replaced by a belief in “the metaphoric quality of language and the connectedness and
coherence of the extended discourse of the story entwined with exposition,
argumentation, and description”; scientific objectivity is traded for an “understanding that
knowing other people and their interactions is always a relational process and ultimately
involves caring for, curiosity, interest, passion, and change”; and generalizability is
exchanged for an understanding that “the complexity of the individual, local, and
particular provides a surer basis for our relationships and interactions with other
humans”; finally, validity is exchanged for a desire to understand rather than control and
predict the human world” (pp. 29-30). The challenge, then, for the case study researcher
is to “build a convincing analytical narrative based on ‘richness, complexity and detail’
rather than on statistical logic” (Baker & Edwards, 2012, p. 5).

In keeping with the theoretical construct of experience and continuity, this study is
intended to provide rich descriptions of the professional identity development of early-
stage teachers as they navigate an authentic setting with multiple demands. It is designed
to uncover a deep understanding of the early-stage teaching experiences of six teachers
and the factors that contributed to their perceptions of effectiveness and their decisions,

ultimately, to remain in or leave their urban classrooms.
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Chapter IV

FINDINGS

The Cases: Libby, Amalia, Meg, Corinne, Tobey, and Janet

This study asked six individual, early career, accomplished teachers to reflect on
their teaching experiences in context and to make sense of the relationship between
personal and professional experiences in relation to their sense of success in their
classrooms and their schools. Through the examination across the case studies of these
six participants, this study was designed to answer the overarching research question:
What role do perceptions of effectiveness play in six early career teachers’ decisions to
stay or leave their classrooms? More specifically, the study asked three questions:

e How do personal factors contribute to or detract from the teacher’s perception

of effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

e How do contextual factors contribute to or detract from his or her perception of

effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

e How do professional factors contribute to or detract from his or her perception

of effectiveness and impact his or her career decision?

The six teachers in this study were selected from a pool of 12 volunteers based on
the initial criteria outlined in the design of this study: representing both magnet and
neighborhood school teachers who chose to stay and who chose leave. The participants
included three neighborhood school teachers who declared their intention to stay in their

classrooms (Tobey, Meg, and Libby), one magnet school teacher who described herself
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as “near the fence” (Janet) as she contemplated staying or leaving her classroom, one
teacher who had taught in a magnet school and had moved to a second magnet school for
approximately one month before leaving her classroom and teaching altogether
(Corinne), and one neighborhood school teacher who left her classroom and teaching

altogether as well (Amalia).

Continuum of Commitment

This group of participants represents a wide range of personal and professional
experiences with, in terms cited in multiple sources (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Johnson
& The Project on the Next Generation of Teachers, 2004; Luekens et al., 2004), three
career stayers (Libby, Meg, and Tobey), one career mover (Janet), and two career leavers
(Corinne and Amalia). What they have in common is an openness and eagerness to
reflect on their career decisions, as evidenced by their willingness to participate in this
study, meeting multiple times and sharing what was often very personal to each of them.
For Libby, Meg, and Tobey, this examination provided the opportunity to reflect on how
they maintain their commitment to staying in their classrooms. Janet referred to her first
interview as “therapy” as she grappled with her decision to stay or leave her teaching
assignment, and she continued throughout the school year to reference the importance of
our conversations. Remarkably, both Corinne and Amalia returned to the district to
participate in their interview sessions, even when offered off-site interview locations.
Each of the initial participants chose to stick with the interviewing process throughout the
year, from start to finish. The topic of this study resonated with each of them in both
similar and different ways; nevertheless, the amount of time they volunteered for this
pursuit and the openness with which they shared their stories underscore the importance
of the topic to each of them.

In this section, the findings are organized according to each participant’s position

on what I refer to as the Continuum of Commitment (Figure 2), representing their
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intentions to remain in or leave their urban classrooms. I present the case of each
participant, beginning with teachers who have chosen to stay (Libby, Meg, and Tobey),
followed by Janet, who places herself in the middle of the continuum to remain in her
urban classroom. Finally, at the opposite end of the continuum are the two teachers who
have chosen to leave their urban classrooms (Amalia and Corinne). The Continuum of
Commitment provides a visual representation of where the teachers fell in terms of the
decision to stay in their urban classrooms, ranging from the choice to stay to being “on

the fence” to leaving the classroom.

CONTINUUM
OF COMMITMENT

MEG
TOBEY
JANE

CORINNE

Figure 2. Continuum of Commitment

Emergent Themes

Three themes for each primary factor emerged in looking across cases (Table 3).
While each factor was deconstructed into themes, each theme has a different impact on
the individual teachers, which is underscored in the qualitative case studies and cross-
case analysis that follow. At the same time, while somewhat forced, these themes provid

a through line between and among cases.

Table 3. Cross-Case Themes

Personal Contextual Professional

e Early Influencers Relationship with Leaders e Consequences of Reform

e Early Experiences Colleagues and Climate e Student Needs

o Self-Care and Wellbeing e Relationships with Students e  Limited Resources/
Disjointed Initiatives
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I begin each case study by describing the participant’s story: how he or she grew
up and how the path led the teacher to the urban school setting, what that setting is, and
how long he or she has been in that setting. I present each individual case by providing
examples of how each of the themes related to personal, contextual, and professional
factors can contribute to each teacher’s feelings of success and ultimately how these
factors and themes have led to the teacher’s decision to stay or leave the urban classroom.
At the beginning of each contextual summary, a description of the student demographics
at each individual school is outlined. Finally, I share direct references each participant
made to his or her current perceptions of success and career decisions, the teacher’s
reflections looking back and anticipating the future, and the likelihood of continued,

renewed, or diminished commitment to the urban classroom.

Case Studies

Libby

It had been a long path to teaching for Libby. She had earned her teaching
credentials just over 20 years prior, at which point she chose not to enter the classroom
after undergraduate school. In her words, she opted for “corporate America” for nearly
two decades. In the fall of 2012, with just one year of long-term substitute teaching in a
suburban high school and two years of after-school and small-group tutoring in the city
under her belt, there she stood, with the eyes of 21 Eastside Elementary School
kindergarteners laser-focused only on her. Libby was uneasy because just days before she
lost a student who was ““a runner,” and she felt as if she had begun on anything but the

right foot.

OK, my kindergarteners, today we’re going to glue pictures on the
colored paper that’s right in front of you. You are going to tell a story with
your pictures. You each have pictures, a big piece of colored paper, and a
glue stick. What I want you to do is to tell a story. Put your pictures in a line
that tells a story. Then glue the pictures in the order of your story.
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Compliantly, each of the 19 kindergarteners looked at the pictures for
approximately 20 seconds, picked up his or her glue stick, and chaos ensued. Libby’s
volume, inflection, and gestures underscore her recollection of her anxiety: “It turned into
pandemonium! There was glue everywhere!”

Upon hearing the tumult, enter the curriculum specialist. “Libby, did you model
how to use the glue sticks?

“Model glue sticks?”” Who models glue sticks?”’

Libby’s path to teaching. Four years later, at the time of her interviews for this
study, Libby, age 55, was still teaching at Eastside Elementary, the school where she
began as a substitute teacher in the now infamous kindergarten glue-filled classroom.
Libby graduated from college with a teaching degree at a time when there were very few
teaching jobs available. After her first job in the insurance industry, she went into
business with her husband. When her marriage broke up, she stopped working in the
company with her ex and decided to take a stab at education again. Her certification had
lapsed after nearly 20 years out of the field, so she took the Praxis again, passing the first
time. She is proud of that fact. In her words, “So it was really a decision based on ‘I’ve
always wanted to do this,” and my life sort of took a different turn, and it came.”

Eastside Elementary is a neighborhood school that was moved two years prior to
another school building as swing space during building renovation. Libby describes
herself as “frazzled” this year because her school has been sharing space with another
elementary school for the past three years and is scheduled to move into the renovated
facility for the upcoming school year, one year later than had previously been anticipated.
With a relatively stable professional staff, the school has a higher than average number of
tenured teachers at 85% as opposed to the district average of 69%. During the current
school year, 74% of the faculty was retained at Eastside, so the senior staff has remained
quite stable. At the same time, historical retention data points to movement of non-

tenured teachers over the past five years due to decreased student enrollment, with the
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highest retention during the 2011-2012 school year being 92% and the lowest retention
during the school year being 65%. Retention for the 2014-2015 school year was 74%,
representing staffing changes of seven teachers. Despite the building move and the
varying retention rates, according to testing data and in contrast to the other school
housed in the same building, Libby’s school is a higher performing neighborhood
elementary school. While the building issues and other factors have presented challenges
this year, Libby’s intention is to stay where she is, and she attributes her resilience to her
determination and willingness to grow as a teacher and the evolution of her
understanding of what it means to be a successful teacher.

Personal factors.

Early influencers. The idea of becoming a teacher began when Libby was in high
school. She remembers thinking that certain high school teachers made a difference in her
life because they “humanized teaching,” a recurring theme in Libby’s views about what
she values in her own relationships with her students. She recalls an art teacher who
recognized that Libby had a bad breakup with her boyfriend. By her admission, Libby did
virtually nothing in the art class during one marking period, and she greatly feared being
in hot water with her parents. Her memory of the teacher’s response was, “You know
what, Libby? I know what you’re going through; I know what you’re capable of
producing,” and he gave her a pass. Libby describes this as a “pivotal moment” for her,
recognizing that the teacher not only understood who she was as an individual but also
was able to meet a personal need she had at the time. To this day, Libby stresses the
importance of looking at the needs of the whole child—socially and emotionally—in
order to make academic progress.

As Libby began to reopen the door to her teaching career, another individual
helped guide her to the work. Libby’s grandfather passed away, and she was profoundly
moved as she considered his influence in her life. She describes her grandfather as highly

focused on helping other people: he ran a food bank and worked with battered women
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and war veterans. Reflecting in the impact of her grandfather’s death at the time, Libby
said, “You know, I really want to go back to teaching so that I cannot miss him and just
emulate what he was about.” Libby summarizes an article she has read recently that
reminded her of her grandfather’s sentiments and actions, an opinion piece that stressed
the importance of respecting students and recognizing that each child has something to
offer. In her words, “They need to feel worthy.”

Initial teaching experiences. Libby moved into a long-term substitute teaching
position in a suburban city high school, followed by two years of after-school and small-
group tutoring in the city and a year of long-term substitute teaching at Eastside before
she started her full-time kindergarten position there. She describes these experiences as
“starting off small.” Starting off small doesn’t mean taking an easy route.

In retrospect, Libby feels that her roughly 20-year hiatus was a good thing,
confessing that she doesn’t know that she would have been an effective urban classroom
teacher in her early 20s. She describes herself as “greener than green” at that point, and
she feels that she would not have understood what the culture was and what it meant; she
confesses that she probably would have been afraid. Libby feels that the life experience
she has gained over time has provided her with the maturity to relate to her students more
deeply and to balance the demands of the job more successfully.

Self-care and well-being. Libby frequently references the importance of running in
her life--talking with her running partner and sharing running stories with her students.
Libby freely admits that she often feels pressured by a number of professional and
contextual factors, but she underscores her mental determination to remain positive and
key characteristics of her personality that she continues to cultivate: positive self-talk,
single-minded determination, and a growth mindset. In describing her first year, she
confesses that she cried “all the time,” but she gave herself permission to recognize that

in teaching there is a learning curve, and she constantly engaged in putting a positive spin
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on it. She shares her mantra: “’You’re a smart person, and you’re going to know what to
do once you figure it out.”

In addition to strong determination, Libby describes her relentless focus, explaining
that it isn’t in her personality to let anything interfere, and if something does get in her
way, she chooses to go around it. She points not only to her resilience but also to her
commitment to being the best teacher she can be and the necessary growth mindset that
goes along with that. Libby makes a conscious effort to spend time with colleagues who
are positive and consistently thinking about how to improve their practice in the best
interest of students. She notes that a number of her colleagues are prone to focusing on
what they don’t have rather than the possibilities that exist. In short, Libby attributes
much of her success to her attitude.

Contextual factors. In terms of student demographics, Eastside Elementary has a
total student enrollment of 350 students, 32.3% of whom are English Language Learners,
with 87.2% of students eligible for free or reduced-priced meals. Chronic absenteeism at
Eastside during the prior school year, indicating the number of students who missed 10%
or greater of the total number of days enrolled in the school year, was 22.9%, very much
in line with the district’s rate of 22.4%. During that same school year, 154 students
qualified as truant under state statute.

Relationships with leaders. During the course of her four years at Eastside, Libby
has had two different principals, and she admits that the two leaders could not have been
more different. While Libby describes the principal during her first two years of teaching
as supportive of her personally, professionally speaking, Libby refers to herself as “flying
without a net” despite reasonably good performance reviews. She describes the feedback
she received during the first two years from her first principal as most often nebulous,
and when it was concrete, the principal focused on what Libby perceived to be petty,
unexplained, or unsupported matters of compliance. She recalls the principal reviewing

all 25 of Libby’s student response journals and complaining that the journal entries did
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not include the date on each of the pages. Another recollection was that the principal told
Libby that she wanted to see students working in groups without explaining why or how.

Particularly annoying to Libby was the fact that her first principal delegated much
of the instructional feedback to the curriculum specialist, who, as far as Libby could tell,
was the key decision maker. Libby describes the curriculum specialist as “negative” and
“totally condescending.” Underscoring how negativity breeds negativity, Libby confesses
that the tone set by the curriculum specialist caused low morale among staff and caused
her to cry “at least once a week.”

In retrospect, of particular note to Libby was the use of benchmark assessments as
the measure of each teacher’s success. Teaching to the test became the norm by which
Libby gauged her own performance. In summing up what she felt her first principal
represented, Libby states that the principal was more interested in compliance than what
was best for the students.

Change in leadership.

When I started working for the principal I have now, she was totally
different from the other one. She was all about letting the students struggle,
and I was like, “Oh my god! Are you kidding me? We’re going to run out of
time,” and I started doing it a little bit at a time.

In describing her current principal, Libby cites the clarity with which the principal
communicates and the specificity of her observations. Libby appreciates knowing where
she stands and is receptive to the principal’s feedback. In Libby’s words, “She always has
the interests of the kids, and she does it in a way that’s current.” Libby appreciates the
fact that the principal knows what she wants for students, and she is building a shared
vision with her staff, hiring like-minded teachers. She says that this principal can be
“nitpicky,” but she says she does not mind nitpicky when there is substance in the
particular, and she feels that her principal’s suggestions are substantive.

At the same time, Libby makes a number of references to needing to “make it my

own,” taking the ideas of her principal and integrating them into her teaching in a way
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that makes sense to her. More than once she described herself as not exactly “by the
book,” indicating that she closes her door and makes her own decisions about what to
teach and when. Occasionally, her opinions differ from her principal’s, and she admits
that in one particular instance, she and her fellow third grade teacher included an
interdisciplinary lesson that her principal had criticized the year before. In fact, when
Libby was asked to share an artifact that underscored her feelings of success as a teacher,
she shared the project of which her principal disapproved: a student assignment that
integrated science, art, and literacy. The principal was less than enamored with Libby’s
focus on integration, yet Libby was convinced of the value of the project. “Sometimes
she’s not that easy to convince. Sometimes what she says goes, and we were debating on
whether we were going to do it this year, and I said we need to do it.”

Despite her current principal’s strong opinions, Libby is not afraid to try new
things when she is being observed. In fact, she feels challenged to go out on a limb. One
of Libby’s colleagues marveled at the fact that she would try out a new lesson when she
was being observed by the principal. Libby’s response was, “It bothers me that people
practice. It bothers me that people are afraid to do something that they believe in because
they think they’re going to get a bad observation. I can’t wrap my head around that.”
Libby explains that she and her principal reached a happy medium: when the principal
made a suggestion, Libby experimented with idea; the principal observed her class and
remarked, “You’re a principal’s dream: you’ll try anything.” Libby confesses great
satisfaction with the fact that the principal high-fived her on the way out of that
observation.

Relationships with colleagues and school climate. Libby is clearly appreciative of
positive feedback she receives from her peers. She was particularly pleased when the
Eastside Teacher of the Year complimented Libby on how engaged her students always
seem to be and asked her how she manages to accomplish that. She is likewise proud of

the fact that a teacher in the fourth grade complimented Libby by saying she always
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knows when students have come from Libby’s class because of how well prepared they
are. Libby is very proud of the fact that her team has become increasingly influential with
the principal, and she attributes their increased power to the fact that the team of teachers
are singularly focused on students during their data team meetings and how to move them
ahead.

Less appealing to Libby are what she characterizes as the passivity, negativity, and
disconnectedness among a number of her more veteran peers, all characteristics that lead
to low morale. She makes multiple references to teachers who have gotten “bogged
down,” appear to have given up, and feel that their professional lot in life is to have
things done to them rather than having any sense of agency. She is in disbelief that any
teacher can say there are no materials when there is Internet access and chooses to deliver
lessons by reading from the teacher’s manual. In her words, “Sometimes I’m not sure that
they’re bitching about curriculum or the fact that it’s more work.” She very deliberately
surrounds herself with like-minded, positive colleagues who continue to collaborate by
focusing on doing what is right for their students.

Relationships with students.

I can’t wrap my head around the fact that a teacher can sit back and not
feel like you have to reach kids. If you stop feeling like that, then you need
to be gone because these kids need someone or something to believe in, and
we have them seven and a half hours a day.

Libby sees it as her responsibility to make her students want to come to school, and
she prides herself on her high student attendance rate in a school that faces significant
challenges with student attendance. She feels that if she makes personal connections with
her students, they will come to school and will want to try in school. Her consistent
emphasis is on seeing the whole child by addressing their social and emotional needs as
well as their academic needs. To accomplish this, she very deliberately works to relate to

students on a personal level, “humanizing” their school experience: she talks about her
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dog, the students’ weekends, football, whatever seems to make connections on a more
personal level.

Without saying it directly, Libby points to the need for a teacher to have empathy,
to understand that starting the day can be difficult and recognize the need to encourage a
student who looks particularly stressed to take five minutes before starting to work. In her
words, it is important to “validate their existence.” By her calculation, 90% of the time,
that quick break works for her students. Libby frequently tells the stories of students with
whom she has connected on a personal level: visiting the hospitalized boy who was self-
mutilating, tutoring a student who begged her not to leave when she moved to a teaching
position, recognizing the five-year-old who held her face in appreciation when he learned
to read his first word.

Professional factors.

Consequences of reform.

How do you tell a kindergartener who just entered school that he’s a
year and a half behind when he just entered school?

In expressing her frustrations about her professional responsibilities, Libby points
to a perfect storm of national initiatives: increased emphasis on standardized testing,
linking of student test scores to teacher evaluation, and implementation of inclusive
practices, all of which have had a significant impact on the district policies and
procedures and, as a result, in her classroom. The pressured focus on standardized testing
surfaces most obviously in the spring, when Libby’s students are in the midst of two full
weeks of testing with even more testing on the horizon. Libby’s observation is that
benchmark testing to measure students’ progress over time collides with annual state
summative assessments in English, math, and science, and the impact on classroom
climate is significant and damaging. The usually optimistic Libby confesses, “As I’'m
driving here, and I’'m going, ‘Oh, man. I hope I can be positive’ because it’s been a crazy

two weeks.” She describes her classroom as “an insane asylum right now,” with some
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students so stressed that they are rocking back and forth with tension, and she notes
significantly strained relationships between and among both students and adults.

Particularly onerous to Libby is the upcoming MAPapalooza celebration, named
after the district’s MAP testing, designed to measure a student’s growth over time.
Students who have met both of their learning targets with this benchmark testing will be
invited to participate in the festivities, while those who did not meet both goals will
watch a movie instead. She confesses that watching the burden placed on her third
graders associated with testing creates an unreasonably pressured environment, and she
notes that the emphasis on testing is way out of scale.

Breadth of student needs. The pressure of standardized testing is not limited to
Libby’s students. Libby, knowing that her evaluation rating will include the measurement
of student learning objectives, is particularly stressed, given the breadth of her students’
needs. While Libby states very clearly that she supports inclusive practices and believes
that ability grouping “excommunicates the kids that are lower,” she admits that the
tension between high expectations and her students’ extreme range in reading levels is
stressful. Her current class is particularly needy academically, with roughly two-thirds of
the students reading at the kindergarten and first grade levels and the other third coming
close to grade level.

Libby notes that all of the testing in and of itself is not going to lead to greater
academic achievement, and she has yet to see an answer to how to address the
achievement gap that has been identified throughout the country, never mind in her state,
district, school, and classroom. All too frequently, Libby sees that the answer to raising
test scores is to increase rigor, and she strongly disagrees: high expectations for all
students, she notes, does not mean that simply increasing the level of difficulty will get
the job done. For her third graders, three of whom cannot read, handing them a more
challenging book is not the answer. Likewise, she does not see the creation of what she

believes is an unwieldy set of Common Core State Standards as the answer in and of
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itself. Particularly for an elementary teacher who teaches all subjects, Libby is
overwhelmed by the “zillion standards,” and she does not find them helpful in the format
in which they have been published. “They’re too long; they’re too wordy; they’re too
everything,” and she feels that in order to feel effective she needs clarity regarding the
essential standards. She laments, “Teachers are told just to do it, find a way to make it
work.”

Limited resources and disjointed initiatives. The lack of effective and consistent
curriculum frequently surfaces in conversations with Libby. She cites disconnected
curriculum decisions made by people who are not grounded in what really happens in
classrooms. In part, she attributes this to frequent leadership changes at the district level,
as is common in urban school districts throughout the state as well as the country, and,
thus, an overabundant, constantly changing set of initiatives. Particularly concerned about
her students’ lack of math sense, she attributes this predicament, in part, to the fact that in
her four years of teaching, she and her colleagues have gone through three different math
curricula. She likewise points to ineffective professional development, having been
provided with support on the math modules after she had already taught them. Too
frequently, she notes, curriculum is given to teachers in the district with no learning
provided to help them know how to implement the curriculum.

The disjointed content of the curriculum is also of concern to Libby. The
disconnect between content and students’ experiences is of particular note, as is the lack
of interdisciplinary connections. Asking students who live in an urban setting to write an
opinion piece on camping when they are reading a book about the person who invented
potato chips was an example that Libby raised. She suggested that asking students which
potato chip they like and why would engage them more fully and allow them to have
some fun in the process.

Another disconnect within the curriculum for Libby is the ever-changing rules for

benchmark testing, dictated at the district level. Libby explains that her third grade class’s
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benchmark goals are set based on second grade end-of-year scores. With the decision to
move benchmark testing to the fall, for Libby’s third graders, who are reading the test by
themselves for the first time within just a few months of second grade, the district-set
benchmarks are unreasonable and unrealistic.

Perceptions of success. Libby confesses that, in her first two years of teaching, she
measured her success by how well her students scored on benchmarks and standardized
tests. At the time, Libby perceived that to be the directive of the superintendent of
schools, and her first principal echoed that message. She admits that it didn’t feel right to
focus on teaching students how to take a test, but it was her second principal who actually
helped her change her way of thinking. This leader emphasized the need to let students
grapple with the content of the lessons, which is reflected in Libby’s account of how she
is teaching today, describing herself as “on a different level of engaging” her students,
“digging deeper without them really knowing it,” emphasizing the need for persistence in
the face of challenges. Libby’s emphasis on building students’ life skills of persistence
and grit is consistent with her focus on the whole child and the need to engage students

not only cognitively but also socially and emotionally.

Actually, what keeps me in the classroom is my students and wanting to
make a difference in their lives. And that’s honestly and truly what keeps me
there—wanting them to feel valued. I think it’s sad that that’s part of our job
that’s lost somewhere. They need to feel like they’re valued, and if they do,
they will jump through hoops for you.

At the center of Libby’s perception of success in her teaching is the quality of her
relationships with her students. Not unlike her high school art teacher, she emphasizes the
need to know her students as individuals and to meet them where they are. Rather than
being discouraged by the extreme literacy deficits in the class, Libby reminds them that
that everyone does not learn to walk or talk at the same time and reassures them that all

of them will be reading by the end of the school year. She cites small victories along the
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way, telling the story of one boy who began by identifying the word “the” and describing
his joyful response when he recognized that he was actually reading.

The professional give and take between Libby and her principal is something that
Libby cites frequently as a marker of her success. Libby appreciates the fact that when
her team goes to data meetings, the conversations are centered on students, and the
principal clearly respects that fact. She notes that, unlike team meetings with other groups
of colleagues, the discussion is not about getting materials or the lack of curriculum; it’s
about getting the job done. In Libby’s words, “It’s about how are we going to get these
kids to go from point A to point B.”

Looking back and looking to the future.

I want to be the best teacher that I can for my kids because they deserve
that. That is what this city is paying me to do, to do the best job I can do, and
if I feel like I can’t do that or I’m not able to do it, then I won’t do it
anymore.

Libby continues to reference her heavy emphasis on the personal—students’
affective skills: building relationships, making personal connections, and developing
persistence. As for her professional lens, Libby is hopeful for her future in teaching; she
has enrolled in an accelerated master’s degree program, focused on curriculum and
teaching, because she wants to address a number of unanswered questions she has about
how to do the work more effectively. Her key questions revolve around curriculum: how
to differentiate curriculum effectively and how to integrate curriculum to help students
make connections and see relevance in the content. In terms of context, Libby is
particularly enthusiastic about moving to her new building during the upcoming summer
and envisions a hopeful school year ahead on all fronts: “It’s perfect because we’re going
to be moving into the new building. It’s state-of-the-art, and if we’re in a state-of-the-art
building, we should be teaching state-of-the-art strategies, and we should be doing state-

of-the-art instruction.”
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Meg

On a cold Monday morning in January, a tentative looking seventh grader with an
averted gaze appears at Meg’s classroom door. “Hey, you’re back in school,” Meg says
enthusiastically, opening her arms. “Oh, my goodness, I’'m so glad. Come give me a
hug.” She tells the student she looks forward to seeing him in her class at the end of the
day, at which point the boy confesses that he doesn’t want to go to his current class
because he doesn’t want to see that teacher who got him suspended. Meg responds,
“You’ve got to bite the bullet, bud. This is your dragon. You got to fight it. You can do it.
I’'m your end goal.”

As the student steels himself and leaves Meg’s classroom, she articulates her
frustration, explaining that the prior week’s power struggle over a cell phone that resulted
in the boy’s suspension could easily have been avoided if her colleague had demonstrated
more skill in the interaction. Reflecting on her own immediate interaction with the boy,
Meg explains that she and he never would have had that type of encounter they just had
four years ago, but, over time, the two of them have developed a significant relationship,
and relationships are what Meg values first and foremost. “That right there,” she says,
“just that alone. How could you leave that?” Clearly, Meg has no intention of leaving her
classroom.

Meg recently turned 30 and is in her fourth year of teaching music to elementary
school students, grades pre-kindergarten through eight, at Dwyer School. The school is
located in a neighborhood that has suffered the effects of violence, including, as Meg
describes, a shooting in the school parking lot and the death of a preschool student in an
apartment fire. In the local newspaper, descriptors used to characterize the neighborhood
include “pervasive poverty” with a “disproportionately high number of health problems
and violence” and a long history of “generational poverty.” With a population of just
under 300, 84% of Dwyer’s students are eligible for free and reduced lunch. In the prior

school year, 188 students qualified as truant under state statute. According to testing data,
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the school is one of the lowest performing schools not only in the city but also in the
state.

Meg’s path to teaching. Meg entered an undergraduate teaching program after her
first two years of college. Making up prerequisite credits and taking a year off during her
undergraduate work resulted in Meg’s graduation in her mid-20s. In retrospect, like
Libby, Meg believes that entering her teaching career “as an older adult” is something
that has worked in her favor and says that she would highly recommend to others
entering the profession. Seeing life experiences as crucial to being a successful teacher,
Meg articulates an appreciation for the maturity that facing challenges earlier in life can
provide for a teacher.

Personal factors.

Early influences. As early as fifth grade, Meg recalls teaching as something that
came naturally to her. She tells the story of “the behavior child” in her fifth-grade class
who acted out and was isolated from the rest of the class. She could tell by the look on
the boy’s face that he was struggling. Meg doesn’t recall if the teacher asked her to help
him or if she just instinctively reached out to the boy to lend a hand with the work. Meg
makes multiple references to her taking the lead in a variety of venues from dance classes
to English class. As a junior in high school, she remembers stepping in to assist a
struggling substitute teacher and teaching the entire class, attributing her success to her
lack of “adult authoritative ego,” highlighting the fact that she was able to take the notion
of power out of her relationship with her fellow students. The concept of power and
power struggles in relationships between teachers and students is a topic Meg brings up
with some frequency in the context of her current school setting.

Of particular note to Meg as she discusses her early life is her experience with
religion, something she notes that has “steeled” her for what she has experienced at
Dwyer. She describes the church she attended with her family as having a large

population of people who were victims of generational poverty and, oftentimes,
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experienced mental illness. Watching her parents helping these parishioners opened
Meg’s own thinking about being in service to people experiencing hardship. She makes
multiple references to the kindness her parents consistently demonstrated in various
instances and, in particular, her mother’s ability to help people advocate for themselves in
her role as an intake coordinator at a live-in facility for adolescent boys with substance
abuse issues.

One other significant influence Meg cites from her earlier years is her experiences
with the arts through performing in a choir, generating her passion for music and for
creating music. She states that the arts not only provided her with the passion and
inspiration to become a music teacher but also offered her an “emotion education,” which
clearly informs how she approaches her work with students. In Meg’s words, “I had
hopes, dreams, and a smile. That’s what I had, but I also had a vision and a passion.”

Reflecting on the teachers she had in the past, Meg cites her appreciation for the

teachers who demonstrated depth in their understanding of the human condition:

Some of the best teachers I’ve had weren’t maybe the best academics.
They definitely knew their field, but there was just something more about
them. There was an entire world and entire story behind them that they
brought with them into the classroom. It made them interesting, and you
could trust them because you understood you were going to have empathy
from them, and they were going to sympathize with you and they were going
to try their best to understand you simply because they had seen a lot.
They’ve been through a lot, and they understand that people are different and
require different things.

Initial teaching experiences. When asked about her earliest experiences as she
entered teaching, on more than one occasion, Meg references the extra time and effort it
took to be admitted into the music education department at her college, a program for
which she did not initially meet the admissions requirements. Not unlike Libby, Meg
underscores her persistence and her refusal to hear the word “no.” She tells the story of
sitting down with the head of the music department and straightforwardly stating, “I need

to know what I need to do and learn to get into this department.” Meg, now a good friend
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of the department chair, attributes her successful completion of the teacher preparation
program to her own personal persistence.

Of particular note to Meg is the inspiration of a choral director in another school
district who served, in her word, as her mentor, an experienced and trusted adviser. In
addition to being an excellent musician and music educator, this individual instilled in
Meg the belief that music must be inclusive and that “there’s no reason why students who
are underprivileged and marginalized and impoverished can’t have the same experience.”
In large part, this mentor tapped Meg’s desire to inspire her students and to allow them to
express their creativity and to dispel the “insidious lie” that they do not need such
opportunities.

Self-care and well-being.

As much as I go home and hate to do this, sometimes you just have to
close the laptop and just don’t do the work. I know lesson plans need to be
done, I know the paperwork needs to be in, but, you know what? For maybe
a day or maybe just a couple of hours, I just put it away. Do what you have
to just stay above the fray.

Meg readily admits that if she had begun her teaching at an earlier age, she
probably would not have lasted at Dwyer. She cites the beginning of her third year of
teaching as particularly difficult, during which she says she experienced “vicarious
trauma,” a term used by counselors that refers to the emotional remains associated with
hearing and experiencing stories of fear, pain, and trauma. As she moved through her
third year of teaching, Meg came to understand that this trauma, in an environment that at
times felt hopeless, could easily lead to depression and anxiety. Dealing with an eighth
grader on house arrest wearing a security bracelet, a first grader who told her that he
didn’t want to live anymore, the preschool student who died in a fire during her second
year of teaching, was taking an enormous toll. Meg came to understand that a teacher has
to practice self-care before he or she can hope to meet the social, emotional, and

academic needs of students who are experiencing trauma.
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She attributes that insight to her own maturity and life experience. Not having this
understanding, she notes, is what has caused so many of her younger colleagues to leave
Dwyer. She says that all too often she has seen younger teachers at Dwyer get lost in
what she refers to as the “traumatic” events and overall environment and devolve into the
role of victim. She refers to one young teacher who left her classroom during the current

school year, citing the teacher’s inability to protect herself and refuel emotionally.

It’s kind of like monkey bars, you know? You have to grab onto one
before you can let go, but there is a caveat because the bar that you are
holding onto before you could swing kind of disappears, and so you have got
to make sure that you can keep that momentum before you drop.

To relieve her daily stress, Meg deliberately takes time to break away emotionally.
In the moment, she engages in self-talk as a means of emotional regulation, reassuring
herself that for every bad day there have been multiple good days. When she can, she
takes extra time for herself. Whether it is playing with her daughter, spending time with
her family and friends, going to a concert, reading a new book, indulging in some
comfort food, or finding things that make her laugh, she underscores the need to step
away from the work and experience “that sort of overwhelming positivity, just to flush all
the negativity out.” She indicates that, over time, she has found that separation easier to
access. Meg cautions that there is a constant struggle for her to find the balance between
self-care and selflessness. She recognizes that teaching as a profession requires a degree
of selflessness and freely admits that she has difficulty saying “no” to any request. At the
same time, she emphasizes the need for people to recharge in order to be able to give
back.

Meg likewise stresses the importance of not getting caught up in her mistakes and
looking for solutions. “Be reflective about the mistakes but don’t dwell on them. And
that’s why it is so important to be solution-based. Understand that you can come up with

a solution. You can fix it somehow. And to not get too caught up in those mistakes.” This
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is a sentiment that Meg frequently finds herself sharing with her less experienced
colleagues.

Contextual factors. For all intents and purposes, Meg is considered a veteran
teacher at Dwyer. Out of a professional staff of 33, 11 teachers are new hires during the
current school year, and less than a third of the staff is tenured, pointing to the significant
staff turnover rate of 45% and the relative inexperience of the teachers overall. Meg was
hired in 2012 at the end of the summer of her graduation, the day before school started,
having heard about the opening through a friend of a friend. At the time of her hiring,
Meg joined the school as it was beginning a short-lived “partnership” with a local charter
organization, a reform effort known as a collaborative compact, funded nationally by a
well-known international foundation and designed to integrate turnaround efforts
employed in the charter world focused on increasing college readiness. The partnership
was dissolved by the end of Meg’s second year of teaching, in large part due to alleged
fraudulent financial mismanagement of Dwyer by the charter organization.

Relationships with leaders. During her first year at Dwyer, Meg’s first principal,
new to Dwyer, worked with the charter organization to run the school. Meg’s assessment
was that the ambiguity of the power structure—not knowing if the principal or the leaders
of the charter organization were actually in charge—and the overall perception that there
was a lack of focus on how to support teachers led to a very unsettled teaching and
learning environment. Resources were scant, and it was unclear who was making
decisions, so when pressed for descriptors of her first principal’s leadership style, Meg
underscored the leader’s open and welcoming nature as a person, but she said very little
about the principal’s ability to impact the school as a whole or, specifically, Meg’s
classroom.

After the first year, there was a change in leadership, and Meg’s first principal
moved to another school in the district; the current principal, hired based on her

successful turnaround experience in another city in the state, has been at the school for
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three of Meg’s four years. While this principal navigated the difficult partnership with the
charter organization for the second and last year of the partnership, she was able to do so
and to support her teachers at the same time, shielding the teachers from the political and
increasingly public issues associated with the partnership. Meg describes her current
principal as supportive, providing resources that are particularly helpful as Meg tries to
tackle her concerns about how best to communicate with her students and their families.
Significant in the mix is Meg’s expectations of her principal. She points to the principal’s
ability to communicate with and influence the central office when district-wide decisions
are being made. Meg is not quick to judge administrative decisions, accepting the fact
that she and her colleagues don’t fully comprehend all of the factors impacting choices.
In her words, “The first thing for me is to seek to understand when a decision is made,
and that’s what it comes down to.”

When Meg feels stuck, she is very comfortable approaching her principal, and she

does so in a very deliberate way. She explains,

Whenever | have gone to administration for an issue, I’ve always
presented what I have done in my classroom or the problems that I’'m facing
and simply say, “Point me to a new resource.” I don’t tell them that I need
them to fix it. I tell them that I need them to point me towards a resource,
that I can do it myself.

She laments the fact that a number of colleagues look to the principal to solve their
problems; she prefers to be offered resources to fix things herself, and she finds her
principal always to be “receptive” and “forthcoming” with ideas, readings, and
conversations. Not unlike Libby’s expression of her need to make her principal’s
suggestions her own, independence and a sense of agency in execution of new ideas are
something that Meg values as well.

Also, much like Libby, Meg is bolstered by the principal’s individual notice and

the trust her principal has in her. Recently, the principal asked her to speak to the rest of
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the faculty about her journey as a teacher. The principal’s request had a profound impact

on Meg:

The fact that [ was given the opportunity and was recognized for my
work in trying to understand the community and understand my children, to
better my own instruction by my principal—it’s a huge deal. And to be
trusted to stand up there in front of colleagues, peers and deliver this
information, it can do two things: it can either really create a sense of
community, or it can create dissention. And so I was aware of that fact, and |
think my principal knew I would be aware of that fact and trusted me with
that.

Relationships with colleagues and school climate. Meg points to two critical
relationships with her peers that have been key in her success. The first she describes as
her “mentor,” a former fourth grade teacher leader who has since moved to a district
office curriculum position, whom Meg self-selected because of her strengths as a teacher.
Meg describes herself as “in awe” of the way this teacher was able to “transform” her
students, even the most challenged students, in a lasting way. Meg also highlights her
work with a third-grade teacher at Dwyer who has become Meg’s best friend, whom she
frequently uses as a sounding board when she faces challenges in her classroom.
Commiserating but not “digging a hole” is essential for Meg, who finds their
conversations very helpful through their common experience, as opposed to taking her
angst home and venting to someone who “has no clue why you’re so stressed out no
matter how many times you explain it.” She describes these two types of close working
relationships with “a solid staff who know what they’re doing, who share the same
vision,” as an important partnership that not only provides a supportive relationship to her
but also is perceived by the students as a team effort to meet the students’ social and
emotional needs as well as their academic requirements. These relationships are what

Meg describes as a major force that has kept pulling her back into the work.
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Meg demonstrates ongoing insistence toward and, at the same time, compassion for
her colleagues. She tells a story about a certain faculty meeting when her colleagues

began to “dig a hole,” focusing on all the negative forces they were facing.

Now if I hear that it’s not turning into a productive meeting, I’ll just
kindly and very respectfully and professionally interject and say, “Can we
come up with a solution? Let’s not perseverate because we could literally
take the entire year to do so. And so, let’s just be solution oriented. I
acknowledge your feelings; I acknowledge your stresses. What are we going
to do about it?” And that has really been a mantra for me: what am I going to
do about it?

Meg frequently references the advice she gives her colleagues in her emerging role
as a teacher leader, offering up a version of her own self talk. She describes her
leadership style and “not authority, but leadership in the sense of morale boosting, being
a trailblazer in a sense and saying, ‘No, this is possible.”” She notes that her colleagues
appreciate the fact that she describes how they themselves feel because, she believes,
they appreciate the acknowledgement of what they are going through. Meg describes how
she posed questions to her colleagues: “Why does it feel so heavy? Why is it so hard?
Why does this feel so impossible?” In her role as teacher leader, she has demonstrated not
only empathy but also gratitude, communicating how much she notices and appreciates
their work from the lens of someone who teaches all grades. She notes, “I made sure to
tell them that I feel so lucky to be in my position as a music teacher because I get to see
the benefits of the hard work they are putting in right now.”

Meg stresses with her colleagues that they are doing a heavy lift in their attempts at
“changing homeostasis,” helping students find new strategies that help them be
successful in the learning environment. She sees her role as a teacher leader to help newer

teachers understand the experience of their students.

They need to understand how trauma works. They need to understand
that oftentimes when someone who has experienced severe trauma, when
they are in a safe environment, is when all of the negative effects and
consequences of that trauma exhibit themselves. When they are in the
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environment that causes the trauma, they will automatically be in a fight or
flight mode, and they know how to preserve themselves in that situation.

She acknowledges that the teachers are making a difference, “even if it doesn’t

happen this year,” urging them to accept that they may have to delay gratification:

It is a very, very large hill to climb, and oftentimes I think that’s where
people and other teachers lose the battle because they don’t realize that
you’re not going to see it right away, you might not even see it when they’re
still in your class. You’re not always going to see the benefits that you have
reaped with those students.

Meg freely admits that the reality is that while she doesn’t get along with all of her
peers, she expresses compassion for all of her colleagues. “Everyone has a story, and the
same sensitivities we take with the kids, we have to take them with each other.”

Relationships with students. Meg recalls a time earlier in her teaching career that
she had a particularly uncomfortable encounter with one of her students. When the class
entered her room, they had either just been playing with masks or building masks in
another class. Meg had placed one of the masks on her desk, and she soon saw a mask on
one boy’s desk. Thinking the mask had been taken from her desk, Meg confronted the
boy, asking,” Why did you take the mask off my desk?”” Upon reflection, Meg confesses,
“I was on a power trip. I thought that I had the authority, and authority was going to fix
this.” In fact, feeling accused, the boy recoiled, swore at the teacher, and left the
classroom. Meg confesses that as soon as the encounter ended, she knew she was at fault.
“I was, like, oh, my God! This kid has already been suspended twice this past week, and
he’s finally back.” When the student returned to Meg’s classroom, he apologized for his
behavior, to which Meg replied, “You know what? I appreciate the apology, but I'm
sorry to you because I shouldn’t have accused you like that. I should have just asked you
if you had taken it from my desk, and so I’'m sorry to you for accusing you.” She refers to
an apology as “a powerful thing to students, especially if you mean it.”

Dropping that adult authoritative ego, to which Meg refers throughout our

interviews, is at the center of how Meg views teachers’ successful relationships with their
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students. She stresses the necessity of “having humility and trusting yourself and not
being insecure with your place in this environment.” Acknowledging the fact that this is a
tall order, particularly for young teachers, she underscores the importance of reflection: if
a teacher falls back into the authority place, he or she needs to stop, reflect, and
acknowledge the misstep very specifically to the student. Otherwise, the relationship is
reduced to a tug of war or, even worse, a broken promise. Meg credits self-reflection,
humility, and a desire not to have to be the authority figure all the time as her key go-to
strategies and dispositions to be successful with students, and she is clear about where the

power in her relationships with students lies:

Power can only be given to those in power by those who don’t have it.
So, I am under no pretense that I have authority. They give it to me every
day. In this environment you have to earn your stripes. I’'m only earning
them now. I have my first chevron now, and it was bestowed to me by the
children, not from anyone else, not from any other adult.

The issue of power is critical to Meg as it pertains to her work with families, as
well, and she recognizes that she cannot have solid relationships with students unless she
is on equal footing with their families. She cites concerns she has with colleagues who
fail to build relationships with families and are, therefore, culturally disconnected. To
engage families herself, she makes time to sit with the families of her students in order to
increase her understanding of their experiences and expectations. Meg gives multiple
examples of her attempts to reach out, from calling on weekends to sending text
messages, and she stresses the need for all teachers to connect with families to better
understand their students’ experiences outside the classroom. Meg laments that some
teachers only connect with families when there is a disciplinary issue, asking families to
impose disciplinary consequences at home. Meg sees this as nothing short of an
abdication of the teachers’ responsibilities with students and, ultimately, an act of teacher

disempowerment.
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Professional factors. Professional factors are the dynamics that represent national
issues in urban education and are not limited to Dwyer. The influences that impact Meg
are similar to those of other participants in this study: the negative impact of reform
efforts, most notably the unsuccessful partnership with the local charter organization; the
extreme social and emotional needs of students; and the lack of available resources in a
neighborhood school. Unlike the other teachers in this study, Meg does not have the
pressure associated with raising student test scores since her subject area is music. Instead
of literacy, Meg’s challenge is on musicality, and she has the ability to shift curriculum to
align it with students’ social and emotional needs rather than to be limited by a prescribed
curriculum. In each of these instances, Meg continues to see professional factors as
challenges but not insurmountable obstacles.

Consequences of reform. During Meg’s first year of teaching, she and her
colleagues faced the aforementioned challenges associated with the school’s partnership
with a charter organization, one of the numerous reform efforts in the school district.
Such collaborations were intended to share best practices from the charter school world
in an effort to boost student achievement in underperforming schools. With its
chronically lowest performing elementary school status in the city, Dwyer was a likely
candidate for such a turnaround partnership, funded by state coffers and a multimillion-
dollar grant to the district from a well-known international foundation. The misfortune of
this merger came from the fact that the charter organization with whom Dwyer was
paired had less-than-transparent financial practices, and the district alleged that hundreds
of thousands of dollars of technology as well as other instructional materials were
missing from the school. As a result, the district terminated its partnership with the
charter organization. In the interim, however, faculty morale and overall school climate
diminished as teachers were faced with unkept promises, students sensed the divisions
among adults, and the new school principal struggled to understand who was making

decisions. Meg refers to her first year as confusing and admits that the dissolution of the
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relationship and the introduction of a new leader who was clearly in charge definitely
improved clarity in the chain of command and increased availability of instructional
materials for classrooms. All in all, the end of the charter partnership represented a boost
to the overall school climate at Dwyer.

While test scores do not loom heavy for Meg as a music teacher, the reputation of
Dwyer as a persistently low-performing school does take its toll. Given the long history
of poor performance, the threat of a school closing is ever present, which leads to the
only source of anger that Meg reveals. Not unlike Libby, Meg’s perception is that people
making decisions about policies and performance expectations are far too removed from
the educators on the ground. The day before our final interview, Meg learned that roughly
a dozen of her non-tenured peers at Dwyer had received “pink slips,” indicating that, due
to budgetary constraints, they might not have jobs for the following school year. Upon
hearing this, Meg’s response is one of significant frustration. “This is just so typical.
More abandonment for these kids who hunger for stability.” Meg clearly resents political

decisions and fiscal restraints imposed by city and state officials:

The higher up you go, the more you will see that unfair timeline, unfair
pressures put on administration and put on teachers at the school level from
these individuals who may have never stepped foot in a classroom before in
their life.

Meg notes that she does not have a prescribed curriculum, which she both laments
and appreciates. She describes the district-wide reform effort to provide school leaders
with autonomy as the “Wild West,” promoting the entrepreneurial spirit and a healthy
competitiveness between and among schools but, at the same time, offering no set
curriculum and a lack of continuity for a student who may move from one school to
another. She underscores the fact that her suburban student teaching experience was very
much in contrast to this, with a highly articulated district-wide curriculum, from

pre-kindergarten through grade 12.
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Breadth of student needs. Unlike her counterparts in this study, Meg does not feel
the pressure to address a vast array of Common Core State Standards. While there are arts
standards in development, which Meg is beginning to address with her younger students,
she has deliberately chosen to differentiate her instruction with her middle school
students, focusing more heavily on the students’ social and emotional needs rather than
predetermined outcomes. She explains her reasoning for adjusting the curriculum: “I
wanted them so badly not to get dragged down. When they’re so deprived of the
enjoyment of music, that’s really what they have to learn first, and so that’s what we
did.”

Meg bristles when asked if she has lowered her expectations for her middle school
students. She maintains the belief that her students have the ability to meet high
expectations and says that it’s not a matter of if they can meet high expectations, but,
rather, it’s a matter of when. She sees her job as one of shifting students’ mindsets to
believe they can achieve. “I don’t accept excuses. I don’t accept fixed mindset from my
students, which is very easy to fall into for them. They believe inherently that if
something is difficult it means that they can’t do it. I seek to disprove that to themselves
every single time they are in my classroom.” In her words, “When you finally see a child
who is starting to emerge out of that fixed mindset and is starting to establish belief and a
positive self-worth, that makes it all worth it.” She believes that her students are making
that shift and more. Like Libby, Meg feels that her middle school students are grasping
the relevance of the content in their lives. Beyond relevance, she notes that they likewise

have gained skills in terms of musicality:

You know, in terms of music theory and sight-reading music, they’re
starting to establish great ears. They’re starting to establish musicality and
how to play together in a band. Those are really, really, important skills,
overall skills that good musicians require. Can they play? Can they
collaborate very well? Do they respond musically? Can they hear? Do they
have the ears for it? Do they know how to listen to the music and what
they’re listening for? I’ve only had them for four years, so this is it for them.



108

You know, have I provided them an incredible foundation to continue? I
would say yes.

In retrospect, Meg’s recurring concern is not so much with curriculum but, rather,
with what she sees as the inadequacy of her undergraduate preparation for teaching in an
urban setting, noting that she never really could define what being effective meant
because she had so little time in the classroom on her own. During her undergraduate
years, she would get frustrated because she felt as if she was “jumping through hoops that
didn’t necessarily need to be jumped through because they weren’t going to get to the
real knowledge that was required for teaching.” She supports the idea of a teaching
residency for students who want to become urban educators, given the complexity of the

work, and she eschews the notion that a teacher’s job is simply to teach:

The real purpose of school is to provide for the students what they don’t
have, and that’s a tall order in an environment like this because oftentimes
we’re not just teachers. We are advisors. Many times, we are parents. We are
guardians. We are teachers. We’re academics. We’re friends. Sometimes you
need to be that disciplinarian.

Meg cites books by Lisa Delpit and Eric Jensen and says that teacher education
programs often shy away from “the screaming issue of cultural gaps and class gaps.
Because to move from poverty to the middle class and middle class to the upper class,
there are implicit rules that need to be talked about or shown or experienced.” Speaking
to Delpit’s work, Meg emphasizes that prejudice, stereotypes, and cultural assumptions
need to be grappled with before teachers are equipped to enter their urban classrooms.
Jensen’s work points out that, at the same time, it is critical for new teachers to
understand the impact of poverty on children, families, and communities.

Lack of resources. When Meg and her mother went to clean up Meg’s classroom
on the day she was hired, one day before students arrived, cleaning supplies in hand, Meg
found a desk with an aged computer that “barely worked.” There was one square red
table in the corner with a few classroom instruments that Meg could salvage, and that was

it. Today, despite looming budget cuts, Meg’s room is filled guitars, electronic



109

keyboards, percussion instruments, and the list goes on. Meg’s explanation of this

transformation further demonstrates Meg’s solutions-based orientation:

In any school setting, but particularly in an urban school setting, you
have to learn very quickly that you cannot necessarily rely on the institutions
or people who are supposed to provide you with everything you need. You
can’t rely on them for that because politics is ever changing, and, as we
know, particularly in this political climate, there are individuals in positions
of authority who aren’t necessarily concerned with the right thing but are
concerned with their bottom line.

Despite the current budget crisis, in the face of teachers losing their jobs, Meg turns to

positive working relationships with her principal and with the district arts coordinator that

led to her ability to apply for and receive state and national grants to outfit her classroom.
Perceptions of success.

Changing definition.

If they do not like you, they will not learn from you, and they’ll tell you
to your face.

Meg explains that what she initially perceived to be success as a teacher has
evolved over time; she no longer waits for someone in authority to tell her what success
is. When pressed to name what success looks like, Meg points to relationships first: like
Libby, she wants to be the teacher students trust and want to be around. In Meg’s mind,
respect and trust come from her modeling of respectful and respectable behaviors at all
times. Meg’s definition of success extends to her relationships of trust with her principal
and co-workers. While relationships with students and adults are key, resilience and a
solutions focus are critical to Meg because tests emerge on a regular basis and frequently

cast doubt:

I’m always challenged in my sense of effectiveness, and it varies from
day to day; it varies from week to week. That’s probably one of the difficult
things of teaching in an urban setting. You can have a great class one week
with, say, your fourth-grade class, and they’re fantastic, even on a Monday
morning. You're like, “Wow! That went really well. I really got a handle on
this.” And then the following week, come Monday morning, it is a
completely different class.
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In the inevitable moments of self-doubt, Meg has learned to take care of herself through
positive self-talk and giving herself some space to dispel negativity.

Looking back and looking to the future. As Meg reflects on her career path, she
cites her encounter with the seventh-grade boy after returning from his week-long
suspension. She explains that, ultimately, she looks to the students to gauge her
effectiveness and points out that four years ago that student would never have sought her
out as a safe haven. It took four years to build that trust. On a recent Saturday, 14 of
Meg’s students showed up to work with her on the school musical. The group began with
just a handful of students and now is continuing to grow. Then there are the students who
haven’t made the connection yet. Meg admits that they exist, but, in her typical fashion,

she remains optimistic:

It might not even be until they’re adults, and you might not ever hear it,
but I rest assured that I am doing the best I can. That there are going to be
moments where a student will probably think of me because of something
that has taken place in my classroom. That’s the only thing I can hope for.
It’s just to do the best I can, so that one day it will benefit them.

She makes it very clear that the students are what keep her in the game and admits that

she can’t ever envision leaving them.

It’s completely worth it to have so many of my middle school kids just
stop by my room during the day to say hi because they just want to be
around me. That’s what keeps me here. I can’t leave them here because it’s
hard; that’s not a reason to leave. I honestly don’t know if there are any
criteria in my mind where I could see myself leaving.

Tobey

It was Tobey’s second year of teaching. He sat at a desk in a long hallway on the
second floor of Bromley High Upper School and instantly recognized the face of the
young man approaching him.

“What’s going on? May I see your pass?”

“Why are you asking me for a pass?”
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“This is my job. Get to class.”

This dialogue would be repeated multiple times, for multiple weeks. In “those kind
of ridiculous moments,” Toby explains that he and T.J. began to have short but
increasingly engaging conversations, culminating in the student asking Tobey what he
taught and suggesting that maybe he should take Tobey’s law class. Tobey assured the
student that he should.

Fast forward to the next semester, and there sat T.J. in Tobey’s law class. Within a
short time, the two developed what Tobey describes as “a really close relationship,” with
the student e-mailing or text messaging Tobey with questions about the work: the
meaning of the First Amendment or what Tobey had said about the Fourth Amendment in
relation to what T.J. was experiencing in his own life. Key to this connection was T.J.’s
desire to apply the content of Tobey’s class to his own reality. In turn, getting to know
T.J. underscored key questions for Tobey. First, how can a student with such an
“incredible memory and amazing passion” for the work be hanging outside the
classrooms just walking the halls for the better part of the school day? Even more
importantly, how can the gifts this student brings to the world be channeled in a more
positive way?

Tobey introduced T.J. to Helen Jones, founder of a children’s advocacy nonprofit
organization, and Helen and T.J. immediately connected. Ultimately, T.J.’s relationship
with both Helen and Tobey led to T.J.’s Capstone Project, a paper on the issue of
educational equity in the city’s public schools. When Tobey encouraged T.J. to submit
his paper to a statewide competition, T.J. balked, saying that he wouldn’t have a chance.
In fact, T.J. was selected as one of five recipients of the statewide Student Leader Award
out of a pool of 55 papers. As Tobey tells it, his response to T.J. was, “You did a really
good job for a student who is spending most of his time in the hallways.” Tobey and his

former student remain close to this day as T.J. continues his college studies.
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Tobey is a 31-year-old 11th and 12th grade social studies teacher at Bromley High
School, a large, urban high school split into two levels, with freshmen and sophomores in
the Lower School and the Upper School representing juniors and seniors. At the time of
this study, each school had its own, separate administrative team. Unlike other teachers in
this study, Tobey’s urban teaching experience has been relatively stable, having spent all
of his years at the upper school with the same school leader. Unlike other schools in this
study and in the district as a whole, the teachers at Bromley Upper are relatively
experienced, with 76% of the faculty being tenured, in contrast to 69% district-wide.
During the current school year, 84% of the faculty was retained at Bromley Upper.

Tobey’s path to teaching. The only teacher in Tobey’s family was his aunt, who
left the classroom at a relatively early stage in her career. As a high school student, Tobey
always envisioned himself as someone headed for law school. Tobey attended law school
after completing his undergraduate studies at a highly selective liberal arts college in the
East. Through two pivotal experiences during undergraduate school, however, Tobey
concluded that, while he was still on the path toward law school, urban education and
issues of equity had become his calling. He laughs as he explains how unlikely his high
school teachers would have thought that he would become a teacher, confessing that,
while he did well academically, he rarely was called on to speak from the back of the
classroom, and that was totally fine with him. He acknowledges that in high school he
would never have imagined himself in front of a classroom.

Personal factors.

Early influences.

I knew fairly early on in college that I wanted to go to law school, so I
worked at a clerk’s office. I had done some of that kind of stuff, and I
enjoyed it, but I didn’t love it, and I really genuinely loved the work that I
was doing with these students in the city.

During the summer between his junior and senior years of undergraduate school,

Tobey was awarded a highly competitive summer residency internship, teaching seventh
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and eighth grade students from a nearby urban community under the guidance of
professional teachers. To Tobey’s surprise, he found the act of lesson planning, while
tremendously time-consuming, to be particularly energizing. The experience likewise
sparked his interest in social justice. “That’s when I realized that there was this thing
called the achievement gap. Issues of equity were very alive and real when I was at that
school and I was working with city students.” He recalls how intellectually engaged he
was during the hours and hours he spent planning and refers to his work that summer as
“probably the most rewarding job I had ever done up to that point.”

During the first semester of his senior year in undergraduate school, Tobey took a

class focused on issues in urban education, and he recognizes that lightning struck:

At that moment, I realized that this is certainly what I need to be doing. I
don’t know that it means I need to be a classroom teacher, but absolutely this
is it because I wanted to do something with issues with equity, and here it
was living out and playing out in a way that I wanted to pursue.

After lengthy conversations with and encouragement from his professor regarding his
passion for matters of educational equity, Tobey, as planned, moved on to study law,
choosing to attend law school in the state where he grew up and had worked during his
internship, a state with a rich history of grappling with issues of equity, race, education
policy, and education reform.

Enduring professional relationships and well-timed internship opportunities would
provide clarity as Tobey navigated his professional path. He developed a close
relationship with Helen Jones, who was and continues to be a fierce student advocate,
leading the equity efforts that Tobey had researched as an undergraduate. Through his
connection to Helen’s advocacy work, Tobey was subsequently offered a series of
internship experiences, exponentially increasing his commitment to urban education and
policy work related to racial equity and education reform. One key internship opportunity
was to write curriculum and teach a class at a school focused on the themes of law and

government in the district where he ultimately landed.
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Many long, thought-provoking conversations with his mentor followed as Tobey
contemplated his next professional steps. Should he apply for a fellowship to continue
working with his mentor at the center? Should he open a teen legal clinic? He saw
himself in an advocacy role but not in a lawyer role, and that was a perplexing place to
be. Finally, Helen stopped him and asked, “Why don’t you just become a teacher?” He
explains that he had never really thought about that and initially he had misgivings,
particularly given the fact that he had just spent his last three years in law school.
Another key friendship Tobey made during law school was with a fellow student with
whom he had done some advocacy work and who subsequently became one of his best
friends. Prior to law school, she had completed three years of teaching through Teach for
America (TFA). Tobey didn’t know much about TFA, but he researched it upon the
suggestion of this friend, applied to be a corps member, and was accepted into the
program.

Initial teaching experiences. Particularly engaged with the urban education reform
agenda in the state where he completed both his internships and law school, Tobey’s first
two years as a TFA corps member at Bromley were spent securing certification, and he
has served as a certified teacher at Bromley for four years since. With a commitment to
TFA to teach for only two years, Tobey has served well beyond his initial obligation.
Within five years of teaching, Tobey was selected as Teacher of the Year for the city
school district and was one of four finalists in the state. He has become highly engaged at
the district level, particularly in the district strategic planning committee with the new
superintendent of schools. To this day, Tobey states that he has never considered leaving
his classroom at Bromley High School and is hard pressed to envision a day when that
would be the case.

Self-care and well-being. A recurring theme in Tobey’s story is how work adds to
or depletes his energy. In describing his first summer internship during law school, Tobey

refers to his assignment, focused on child abuse and neglect, reading child transcripts
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about sexual abuse, as really important work but “emotionally draining.” He uses the
same descriptor as he talks about his later efforts with direct client representation of
students. In contrast, when Tobey reflects on his middle school teaching internship, he

describes the work as demanding but energizing:

I was teaching a U.S. Government course and a pre-algebra class, and
found myself just spending an awful lot of time outside of the time that we
had together just thinking about lesson planning, and it was clear to me that
that work actually energized me. I didn’t find it to be exhausting at all.

His multiple internship opportunities during both undergraduate school and law school
provided Tobey with ample time and experiences that allowed him to choose a direction
that fueled him. He confesses that lesson planning and lesson design are the most
invigorating to him, saying that the direct instruction aspect is secondary, harkening back
to his days as the high school student who happily sat quietly in the back of the
classroom.

One of Tobey’s mantras is to embrace the notion of “failing courageously,” readily
providing examples of his not-so-successful overthinking of lesson design and
demonstrating the ability to laugh at himself in regard to his tendency to overcomplicate
things. He cites one disastrous unit when he introduced far “too many moving parts”
during a blended learning unit, and he laughs at how convoluted the assignment became.
Like Meg, Tobey underscores the need to forgive himself for his planning shortcomings,
fully admitting that some mishaps are easier to move on from than others. At the same
time, he states that he is beyond deliberate about not shying away from taking risks in his
planning.

Contextual factors.

I come in every single day thinking I’m going to do the very best that I
can, and sometimes that’s just not enough. And it’s not enough either
because, well, I’'m imperfect, but also because the system is set up so that it
doesn’t allow it to be enough, so that’s really challenging.
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Bromley Upper has a total student enrollment of 379 students, 108 of whom are
English Language Learners. Exceeding the district rate of 78.1% of students eligible for
free or reduced-price meals, Bromley’s rate is 87.3%. Chronic absenteeism at Bromley
Upper during the prior school year, indicating the number of students who missed 10% or
greater of the total number of days enrolled in the school year, was 49.4%, in contrast to
the district’s rate of 22.4%. During that same year, 127 students qualified as truant under
state statute. The school’s four-year graduation rate is 72.4%, in comparison to the
district’s 73.4% and the state’s 87.2% in the school year prior to this study.

Relationships with leaders. Tobey attributes the stability of the faculty at Bromley
largely to the fact that his principal empowers teachers to make decisions about how best
to meet students’ needs. He reports that the principal describes herself as “not being a
helicopter principal,” encouraging teachers to identify issues within the school, lead their
own initiatives, and seek her support to effect change. Above all, Tobey appreciates the
autonomy and his principal’s willingness to be supportive of teacher-led efforts, citing
one example that has evolved over the course of four years. Tobey and a number of his
colleagues identified writing as a significant deficit area for their students and a barrier to
performing well on the Capstone Project. They approached their principal with the idea to
develop a cross-curricular research and writing initiative and outlined their expectations.
Tobey explains, “We brought them to the principal and said, ‘Here’s the problem, and
here’s one way in which we would love to address it. What do you think?” And she said,
‘I think that’s great, and let’s do it. What do you need from me in order to make it
happen?’”

Relationships with colleagues and school climate. Tobey is quick to point out
that, given his principal’s encouragement of teachers to address concerns and solve
problems, the sense of shared leadership is “empowering and motivating,” conditions he
believes lead to Bromley’s “supportive collegial environment” where faculty and staff get

along, and there is above average teacher retention. He believes these factors lead to
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greater teacher investment in the work, particularly since they own the work “in a way
that’s not prescribed by the school or the district.” He notes, “In some ways I think that
that’s the richest form of collaboration.” Teachers are not afraid to speak up, and they, in
turn, are able not only to articulate the problem but also to become part of the solution.

Being the “purposeful” and “meticulous” planner that he is, Tobey explains that he
likes to draft ideas on his own before sharing them with his colleagues, and he considers
group generating sessions as not particularly effective or a good use of people’s time; he
stresses that working in a silo is ineffective as well, and he recognizes that getting
feedback and collaborating results in better work. “I’m one who likes to have a vision,
create something, share it with others, and then get lots of feedback and work together to
co-create and make it better.” Tobey readily acknowledges the expertise of his colleagues
and recognizes the value of leveraging their expertise. In his words, “I know that I learn
best sometimes when I can just sort of figure things out on my own and then seek the
counsel and advice of others. So, it was like I was trying to balance those two when I
entered this building and this profession.”

Tobey refers to a two-year Stanford University fellowship in which he is currently
participating as an example of the importance of collaboration in his work. He and two of
his Bromley colleagues have been studying at Stanford for two weeks over the course of
two summers and are being coached throughout the two school years of the fellowship,
looking at lesson plans and videotapes of classroom instruction. The fellowship also has
afforded him the opportunity to collaborate in unit planning with a teacher at a charter
school in Memphis. “It’s been the best professional development I’ve ever been part of,
not only because of the experiences I’ve had just through Stanford directly but also
because of the opportunity to collaborate with this really great teacher in Memphis. So
that’s been really rewarding.” Tobey underscores the fact that the conditions at Bromley

encourage and support that type of collaboration.
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Relationships with students.

Providing authentic and eye-opening opportunities.

I always look at, first, the quality of the relationships that I build with
students and the likelihood of those relationship kind of persisting over time.
I look at the opportunities I was able to provide to students and of the
uniqueness of those opportunities.

During his initial teacher training, Tobey was uncomfortable with TFA’s definition
of the role of the teacher, which was to “transform” a child. “It would be great if any of
my students said that their experience in my classroom was transformational for them,
but that’s not the metric by which I measure whether or not I’'m successful.” He attributes
his ability to sustain himself to his constant focus on issues of equity and closing the
achievement gap. At the center of his relationships with his students is getting to know
each student as an individual and providing him or her with an authentic, challenging
experience in the real world that connects what he or she is studying to the student’s lived
experience.

Tobey tells the story of Crystal, a particularly capable student in his class who has
historically performed well but has demonstrated very little passion for school, “going
through the motions of school.” Now he describes her as having “spark.” That spark
emerged when Tobey, partnering with his law school, offered high school students in the
district the opportunity to see what the work of a lawyer looks like through the moot
court team. Bromley students and students from other high schools in the district work
with law students who go into their classrooms to support the students in building their
arguments. Ultimately, Crystal and her classmates argued their cases in front of three law
professors at the law school, and she and her team will be going to Washington D.C. to
compete in a national moot court competition. Tobey references a video of Crystal and
how much she has grown in terms of confidence and poise as a public speaker, to the
point that she made it to the semi-finals in Washington, D.C. “She’s in a federal district

court, and she’s a teenager, and here she is in this incredible space with judges in front of



119

her asking her questions, and it just blew me away.” In the fall, Crystal will begin
undergraduate school at the state university, having made certain that the college has a
moot court team.

Tobey stresses his belief in the importance of experiences outside of the classroom
not only to open doors to never-imagined possibilities but also to empower students to
find their own individual voices. In his American Politics class, he ended last year with a
unit on opinion editorial writing; two students had their writing published in a well-
regarded newspaper. “Not only does that make it real, but it’s something that they can
take with them moving forward,” Tobey remarks. One student, whose article wasn’t
published last year, decided on his own to write a new letter to the editor of that
newspaper this year about something he saw in the news that related to education in the
city. The editor of the paper contacted the student directly and served as a mentor,
helping the student to go beyond data and statistics in order to find his own voice in the
writing. To Tobey’s thinking, “If you can find your voice—or at least part of it—as a
writer, then you’ll be very successful in college.”

Knowing each student.

I think about this student in front of me who is really struggling a lot,
and there are lots of reasons why that student is struggling. Some of it might
be the quality of my instruction, and I’m not reaching him, but then there is a
whole other part of this kid who the only way I’'m going to be able to get to
him or her is to figure out first, who are you?

Perhaps most importantly, in looking at students as individuals and meeting their
individual needs, Tobey stresses the significance of seeing them as people whose lives go
beyond the seven hours they are in the school building. He recalls reading Richard
Rothstein’s Class and Schools: Using Social, Economic, and Educational Reform to
Close the Black-White Achievement Gap in college and recognizing that the best
instruction has little impact if the student in front of you has a toothache that goes

unaddressed. Beyond basic physical needs, Tobey sees that getting to know the whole
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student expands his own success, or, as he puts it, his locus of control with the student.
He asks rhetorically, “Who do you look up to? Who are your role models?”” He sees his
success in his ability to engage students so that they want to be in his class or in his
school. Connecting and partnering with families, coaches, and wraparound services are
also critical to establishing meaningful relationships with students.

Over time, Tobey has come to realize the importance of working in partnership
with families and the community to feel success in his role as a teacher. He confesses that
it has taken him some time to come to this realization, once he was able to lift his head
from a singular focus on the quality of his instruction. He tells the story of Jose, a student
who had just come to the United States from Puerto Rico, describing Jose as “really smart
and capable.” Jose lived in the United States until second or third grade and then moved
to Puerto Rico and had just returned to the U.S. for his senior year. “Intrigued” and
“inspired” by the student, Tobey got to know Jose fairly quickly, and he learned that Jose
liked videogames and frequented videogame chats, which was how he maintained such
facility with English. While the English was a definite plus for Jose, Tobey could see that
the video games were interfering significantly with Jose’s ability to be successful in
school. Tobey recalls saying to Jose, “On the one hand, I'm happy that you’re learning
English in these videogame chats, but, on the other hand, I really need you to do my
homework.”

As Tobey learned more about Jose, he came to know more about Jose’s family and
recognized that Jose very much looked up to his mother. Tobey seized the opportunity by
connecting with Jose’s mom and establishing a weekly text-messaging plan. At the
beginning of each week, Tobey would text her and write things like, “Hey, here’s what
your son is going to be doing in class this week. If he tells you he doesn’t have
homework, that is a lie. Here’s what he should be doing at home.” At the onset of his
relationship with Tobey, Jose made it clear that his plan was to be a professional gamer

above all else and said that he had no intention to return to Bromley or to attend college.
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After working with Tobey during his senior year, Jose ended up graduating on time,
being the first student to visit Tobey at Bromley this year, and communicating weekly
with Tobey via e-mail. After yet another change of heart, Jose asked Tobey to walk him
through the college application process and to help him complete the FAFSA application.
As aresult, Jose is slated to begin community college in the spring.

Professional factors.

Consequences of reform.

I love that I work in this building, I love my kids, I love my colleagues,
but can we be doing it better so that we’re really adequately servicing all of
our kids?

When he reflects on the more daunting aspects of his work, Tobey questions
whether or not the issues he and his colleagues face are particular to Bromley Upper or,
rather, issues related to urban settings more broadly. He readily voices his concern with
policies and systems that he identifies as promoting student underachievement and
undermining potential student success.

Culture of underachievement.

I’m very happy to talk about high quality instruction. I really enjoy
talking about this, in fact, and I want to spend all of our time here talking
about instructional rounds, but I don’t think that we can have that
conversation in the absence of tackling another issue that’s really important
in this building, and that’s the culture and climate.

Tobey contrasts what he perceives to be low behavioral expectations in urban
public schools with what he has personally seen in charter schools, which he has
observed to have very high behavior expectations and higher student achievement. He
makes multiple references to the tensions between academic and behavioral expectations,
and he points to a district-wide culture that undermines high quality instruction.
Absenteeism, cutting class, and a general disregard for taking school and work seriously

are all elements that undermine the work ethic of students in his classroom.
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So you can create visions in your classroom, and you can work towards
those visions, but then sometimes those visions are not aligned to anything
outside of the classroom, and that can make the work sometimes feel
exhausting; you are just treading water at some point.

In fact, the only time Tobey mentions the idea of leaving his classroom is as he reflects
on what he perceives to be these system-wide issues and wonders if his passion should be
shifted to efforts that deal with more systems-level work in order to shift the culture. On a
number of occasions he references the need for his students to “toggle” between lower
behavioral expectations outside his classroom and his expectations inside the classroom,
and he admits that at the beginning of each new class he finds himself “waging a battle”
to raise the bar academically. At the building level, Tobey and his colleagues have begun
to try to address the matter of expectations; however, how to do that system-wide is
something with which he continues to grapple. Through his collaboration with the teacher
at the charter school in Memphis, Tobey knows that students can and should be held to a
higher academic standard, and he worries that of he doesn’t raise the bar, his students will
not be on an equal playing field when they leave high school.

Pressure to graduate, lowering of academic expectations.

If we’re going to measure a principal’s effectiveness based on his or her
graduation rates, there are lots of ways to get high graduation rates with
students not really achieving anything, and I think that’s a failed policy.

In addition to issues related to district-wide culture, Tobey’s concern regarding
academic expectations extends to policies that result in what he perceives as a dumbing
down of the curriculum. With a national, state, and local focus on graduation rates, the
pressure to increase the percentages has led to increasingly expeditious means to achieve
that end. As one of the school’s and the principal’s key evaluation metrics, there is an
enormous emphasis on increasing the percentage of students who graduate on time,
which, in Tobey’s mind, has led to a number of questionable practices, including

allowing students to make up a full-year course in 19 days of summer school. Extending
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Tobey’s metaphor, he laments the need to combat the message of low expectations. To do

so, Tobey turns to his reliance on good relationships to get through to his students.

I’'m working with a student now really closely who has so much
potential, and he’s been in my contemporary law class and is just really a
rock star. So he could be a lawyer but also has just lived in a system where
he knows that that’s the way the game is played, and but for the relationship
that I’m trying to build with him, he would just keep doing what he’s doing.

A second policy that undermines student achievement in Tobey’s mind is the
relatively new grading policy that sets the minimum F grade to be 50, making it
impossible for a student to earn a grade below 50. In Tobey’s mind, this results in
students “gaming the system” by determining the least they can do to get by. “Students
are very savvy, and they know how the system works or doesn’t. What is the value of the
diploma if you passed a course with a 90 in one marking period and then just didn’t show
up for three marking periods and still got credit?”” Alternatively, he points to the student
in a semester class who earns a 60, a D+, and does nothing for the second marking period
but passes with an average of 59.5, which rounds up to a passing grade of 60, thereby
reinforcing the language he hears both teachers and students using: “You just need to
pass, You just need to get the credit. That’s not the right message.”

Initiative fatigue. Tobey sees that one of the greatest challenges working in a large
urban district is the number of initiatives each year. More often than not, he observes,
initiatives are not grounded in any particular vision, and he is hopeful that the new
superintendent, through the lengthy strategic planning process, will develop a vision that
will align with that plan. “I think there’s a lot of great stuff here, but in my years in the
district, I’ve never been working toward a particular vision.” He notes that too many
initiatives are dropped after one or two years and is hoping that new efforts can be
measured over time, “not just one year or two years, but for five, seven, ten years.” He
feels that there is “a lot more work to be done, particularly in implementation and at the

school level.” With his passion for the work in his classroom and with his colleagues,
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Tobey wishes that district leaders would spend more time in schools, not a half day or a
full day here and there but some substantial amount of time, “because only when you
understand the pulse of the building can you make really effective policy.” For Tobey,
there is a substantial, unintentional disconnect; he believes that a stronger relationship
between central office and individual schools would boost teacher morale at the building
level and help district administrators make more informed decisions regarding how to
sustain effective initiatives.

Meeting student needs and generating his own resources. As Tobey shares stories
about his students, it is clear that he has a firm belief in their talents and capabilities. At

the same time, he confesses,

It’s appalling to think that students can get to us in 11th and 12th grade
with as many gaps as they have in their education, and you wonder, “How
has the system failed you, and also what interventions could have been put in
place to make sure that you didn’t get to this point with all of these gaps? At
the same time, how much responsibility do you bear in coming to school
with these gaps and hot having done anything about it?”’ I think there is a
tremendous amount of learned helplessness that I see in 11th and 12th grade
that is certainly very discouraging.

In the face of being appalled, Tobey sees academic challenges as one of the most
exciting aspects of his work with students. He confesses that his focus for the first couple
of years of his teaching was a “trial and error” exercise in what skills and content to
teach, and he actually embraced the ambiguity of not having a set curriculum, finding
planning and thinking about useful content to be energizing. During his first year, for
example, he was charged with teaching a course in international studies, and, at that time,
there was no curriculum. When he asked what the purpose of the class was, he was told
that it was to help make students global citizens, and that was as much information as he
was given. He sat down with a colleague, and they built the curriculum from the bottom
up. Unlike others who view lack of curriculum as a deficit, Tobey appreciated the

autonomy. Tobey declares that he “loves” not having district-provided curriculum
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because he has the opportunity to be responsive to the needs of his students and doesn’t
have to deliver a “canned curriculum.” He likewise cites his ability to collaborate with his

peers on what best meets the needs of their students.

I really enjoy planning. For me, it’s like the best part of the job. What’s
useful beyond my class? It’s sort of useful that you know when the Paris
Peace Accords were signed, but, honestly, I don’t really care. I do really care
if you can introduce evidence effectively into a paper because when you get
to college you’re going to need to know how to do that.

Over time, Tobey has made the practical, pedagogical decision “to privilege the
skills because our students have so many deficits.” As a teacher of 11th and 12th grade
social studies, he has neither the pressure nor the support of an end-of-course state or
national assessment, so he has created his own measure of students’ skills. Early on,
Tobey and his colleagues observed that their students had strong convictions, yet they
had great difficulty articulating those opinions, so he chose to focus heavily on
argumentation. He has reduced the essay to 16 or 18 discrete skills, and he teaches each
of the skills and tracks each student’s growth over time through benchmark formative
assessments he himself has created as diagnostic data and growth metrics. More than
final grades, he cares about the formative data as a measurement of his students’ success.

Perceptions of success.

Relationships, opportunity, and autonomy. When asked to reflect on his
perceptions of his success as a teacher, Tobey returns to the notion that steered him into
teaching at the onset: focusing on equity and achieving that equity by first making

connections with his students.

I think that is one way in which I measure my either success or failure as
a teacher is, in addition to the quality of instruction, am I providing
experiences for students that are unique and different and really help bridge
or maybe minimize the opportunity gap that I think kind of exists in urban
communities generally? We’re hopefully building strong relationships with
them and also showing them what is possible.
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While Tobey cautions that using transformation as a metric for success can be a
defeating prospect, he enthusiastically recounts the changing courses in his students’
lives: T.J.’s brushes with the law have turned to extended studies and gainful
employment, Jose’s dream has morphed from professional gaming to community college,
and Crystal’s moot court victory has begun to point her toward law school. Naming his
measure as he may, Tobey’s stories underscore the fact that he has provided opportunities
to these three students that have made a significant difference in each of their lives.

Looking back and looking to the future. When asked where he sees himself five
years from now, Tobey envisions himself exactly where he is today except with an even
stronger set of skills under his belt. He underscores the dynamic interplay of all aspects of

his identity as a teacher that have and will continue to keep him in the classroom.

It’s hard for me to separate personal, professional, and contextual. It sort
of blends together, but all of that is driving the work that I’'m doing and
keeping me and sustaining me. There are many, many hours, and it is
grueling and sometimes it is very, very frustrating, but at the end of the day,
that’s what gets me to the next day.

Janet

It was the end of the semester. The mountain of papers Janet needed to correct
before she could calculate her semester grades was feeling like an impossible climb. The
saving grace was that students had time off between semesters during the exam make-up
period, so Janet was counting on that window of time to concentrate. Sensing the
presence of someone at her classroom door, she lifted her head from the paper in front of
her. There stood Jaden.

“Hey, miss,” he chirped, rushing to the desk and giving Janet an enthusiastic hug.

“What’s going on with you?”

“It’s a good morning, miss.”

At that, Dacia appeared at the classroom door.

"9

“Hey, miss
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“Why are you guys here? If you don’t need to be here, why are you here?”

Janet experienced a combination of frustration and disbelief at the presence of the
twosome, recognizing that neither Jaden nor Dacia was doing particularly well in her
class. After taking a very deep breath, Janet reconsidered her reaction and, as Jaden went
on his way, she invited Dacia to help her organize the classroom. Janet admits, “You
know, two months ago she wouldn’t have done anything for me.” Acknowledging that it
takes students “a while to warm up” to her, she confesses, “It’s not all on them. I was
pretty ferocious at the beginning of the year because I had a very low tolerance for their
lack of discipline, and I was frustrated.” Managing the work and valuing relationships
while maintaining high expectations would become recurring themes over the school year
for Janet.

Janet is a 48-year-old English teacher at Communications High School, a relatively
new, small inter-district magnet school, grades 9 through 12, with an enrollment that has
dipped to just over 200 students. With a full-time equivalent of 18.5 certified teachers,
staffing has likewise been decreasing as a consequence of declining enrollment, falling
from 25 teachers two years before to 21 last year. The teaching staff is made up primarily
of veteran teachers who have moved from within the school district with the promise of a
new, high-tech magnet school, with 86% of the staff being tenured, as opposed to the
district average of 69%. Given the size of the school, it should be noted that this
represents 16 teachers. At the time of these interviews, Janet was in her first year of
teaching at Communications High School.

Janet’s path to teaching. Janet grew up in a small, rural town in the Northeast.
She lived near her elementary school and recalls playing on the school’s playground on
weekends. She fondly recollects the school as the hub of her life in her hometown, which
explains her commitment to the idea of the school as a place to unite the community.

Janet never envisioned herself as a teacher. No one in her family had gone to

college or spoke about college. Even when her high school teacher told her that she



128

thought Janet would make a good teacher, teaching was not on Janet’s radar. A good
student, she remembers, in much the same way as Meg, being called upon to help other
students who were struggling during high school. Like Tobey, Janet admits, “I was
terrified of public speaking and could not imagine myself standing in front of a classroom
full of kids looking at me.” After high school, Janet set out into the workforce.

Personal factors.

Early influences. After a series of what she refers to as “dead end jobs,” Janet
decided that she needed to go to college, but she hesitated because she was unclear about
what to study. Social work was an option she was considering when she began working at
the United Way, supporting nonprofit organizations in the city. In her work at the United
Way, Janet was called upon to provide a good deal of training, an opportunity that
allowed her to overcome her fear of public speaking.

Unexpectedly, the CEO of the organization passed away, a devastating event for
Janet. As she sat at his memorial service and listened to speakers referencing the CEO’s
commitment to public service and making a difference in the community, she had an

Aha! moment;:

I thought, well, I always felt I made a better difference one on one, and
at his memorial I turned to one of my co-workers and said, “I’m going back
to school to be a teacher.” And it was a pretty emotional moment because I
had this overwhelming feeling of a weight being lifted off my shoulders and
feeling like this is what it feels like to know what you want to do when you
grow up.

Initial teaching experiences. Janet enrolled at a local university, securing her
bachelor’s and master’s degrees and her teaching certification. She served as a substitute
teacher in the city while she earned her second degree, cementing her commitment to
working in an urban setting. She laughs as she recalls her interview with the human
resources person from the city school system who said, “If you can substitute teach, you

can definitely make it as a teacher here.”
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She began her teaching career at an alternative school, New Start High School, a
program for over-age, under-credited students. After Janet’s first few years of teaching,
New Start was taken over by a nonprofit organization, no longer operating within the
public school system, and Janet was faced with the decision of either remaining at the
alternative school or moving to another school within the public school system. Janet was
unsettled with the prospect of losing her retirement benefits and the contractual
protections provided by the teacher’s union if she stayed at New Start, explaining, “I had
to make a decision to either go with New Start, which would upend everything I’d
worked for, or find a new school.” Janet chose to move to a new public school in the
district, given the difference in level of pay and benefits and the school hours.

An English teaching assignment opened up at Communications High School, a
magnet school that had opened two years prior, and despite any misgivings about leaving
New Start, Janet decided to make the move. She “loved the concept of the school,”
integrating journalism and media. She was intrigued by what was described in the
advertising as the “new, state-of-the-art facility fully equipped to provide an unparalleled
opportunity to students to advance their communication skills through innovations in
individualized learning” in partnership with a local broadcasting network. As Janet puts
it, “Part of the reason I chose it is it’s a small school, but I was not aware of some of the
issues facing that school when I took the job, and it’s just started to feel a little
overwhelming.” What she hadn’t anticipated was the lack of emphasis on the theme
around which the school was designed and a number of other concerns that she hadn’t
faced at New Start.

Self-care and well-being. During our first interview, Janet was open about

welcoming the opportunity to talk to someone about her work.

I thought about it the other day. I said, “Wow, when I get to these
interviews, maybe I’ll feel like....” You know. It’s a little bit of a therapy for
me, just to be able to verbalize sometimes. You know, I don’t always want to
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go home and complain to my husband. First of all, then he wants to fix
everything. He can’t fix anything, you know?

Frustrated and overwhelmed are emotions that Janet frequently references as she
describes her move to Communications High School. She admits that she looks forward
to our interviews because she says, “I have somebody to share this stuff with,” and she
welcomes the opportunity to analyze her practice more deeply than she is able on a day-
to-day basis, noting that she can only recall one piece of feedback she received from an
administrator this school year. She is quick to call herself disorganized and longs for a
coach to help her manage her paperwork more effectively so that she doesn’t always feel

behind.

I fall into this really bad habit, usually at the beginning of the year.
When I’'m trying to give students a lot of papers. And then, I’m like, “Oh,
now | have to correct them all.” Is there a better way to get a feel for where
their skill levels are without creating a mound of paperwork?

She points to a stack of papers on her desktop and another pile on the student desk at
which she has been working, and she references a third stack in the cabinet, noting that
she has a teaching load of 100 students. To illustrate her frustration, bordering on anger,

Janet enacts an imaginary exchange with one of her students:

Did you look at my paper?

Nope, I did not.
“I just need a coach.” Janet explains that time spent correcting papers is tremendously
time consuming. “So you always feel like you’re in arrears, and that’s very frustrating.”
She explains that she spends hours before and beyond the school day at school, yet she
always feels behind. Her favorite work, like Tobey, is at home planning, but she explains
that adequate planning time is a luxury she often cannot afford, referencing the tension
between time required to correct papers and the amount of time left for preparation.

Contextual factors. Communications High School came to be as part of the

statewide effort to develop magnet schools in order to reduce racial isolation through a
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regional school choice process. By creating smaller schools centered on high-interest
themes, officials have been seeking to draw students from both the suburbs and the
larger, segregated citywide comprehensive high schools through a lottery process. Janet’s
initial reluctance to leave New Start was assuaged by the thought that she would be
moving to a school where written communication and up-to-date technology would
provide vital and engaging opportunities for students from both the city and the suburbs.
During our first interview, Janet was quick to admit that her expectations were ill-
conceived. “We’re a journalism school, and we don’t even have a school newspaper.”
She confesses that initially the move to Communications High School has been difficult
for her. Having developed very close relationships with students over her years at New
Start, she has found starting over to be a challenge. In addition to the need to build new
relationships, lack of focus and resources and declining enrollments have created a less-
than-stable environment, particularly with the introduction of a second school into the
building to make use of emptying classrooms. As the year has progressed, Janet’s reasons
for uneasiness at Communications High have become less about building new
relationships, but her unrest persists and, in many respects, escalates, in large part due to
rumors of the school closing due to decreasing enrollments.

Of the 207 students at Communication High School, 12 students, or 5.8%, are
English Language Learners, far below the district average of 17.9%. Students eligible for
free or reduced-priced meals represent 73% of the students, also below the district level
of 78.1%. Chronic absenteeism at Communications High is 21.1%, just slightly below the
district average, and the school’s four-year graduation rate is 71.7%, below the district’s
target of 73.4%.

Relationship with leader.

Even though I’ve only been in two schools, I’ve worked for three
principals, and all three of them were visionaries and not doers. And it gets
very, very tiring to hear people talk about these ideas and not execute
anything.
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At the onset of our interviews, Janet articulated her concern that the principal of
Communications High School, who had been at the school since its inception, needed to
be more involved in the day-to-day activities of the school; she attributed her principal’s
lack of visibility to demands being placed on him by the central office. Over time, she has
come to be more critical of what she perceives to be the principal’s lack of attention to
detail. She says that he is a “fantastic” and “nice” person, and qualifies her observation
by saying, “but nice doesn’t always cut it.” She shares what he said at a recent meeting;:
“I’m a visionary, but I don’t have the follow-through.” Janet’s response is “That’s a
problem for me,” and, as she tells her story, her descriptor of the principal devolves to
“ineffective.”

Responsiveness and follow-through. Janet tells the story of the day one of her
colleagues approached their principal to request instructional material that she felt was
critical to her students’ success. Janet recounts the dialogue between her colleague and
the principal:

“I really need to get this resource.”

“Done.”

“No, not done! Who is going to do it? Like, there you are doing it again! Who is
going to do it?”

“You know? You got me.”

“Do you know how difficult it is to work for you?”

Key to Janet’s frustration with her principal is her perception that he is
unresponsive and fails to attend to details. Janet cites the lack of connection between the
principal and teachers. “He’ll say it’s done, but until he assigns it to somebody, nothing
gets done.” Within the first month of school, in her quest to infuse journalism into
Communications High, she researched the cost of providing each student with a
subscription to The New York Times. She determined that for less than $800, every

student could have a weekly copy of the newspaper. After repeated attempts to engage
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her principal, she finally received a response in April when she told him that the price
was about to go up to over $1,000. Meanwhile, eight months of school had passed and
even she had moved on to using other resources. “So now we have it, and at the end of
the school year nobody has been using it, so we’ve had months of having this
subscription that we can’t use. | haven’t used it because it was just too late in the school
year.”

Janet cites multiple examples of the principal’s lack of follow-through: the School
Governance Council meetings initially scheduled but repeatedly cancelled, the student
discipline systems collaboratively conceived but never initiated, the student recognition
program planned monthly but executed twice. Janet and a number of her colleagues have
consistently attempted to assume leadership roles, but their emails to the principal have

gone unanswered, and his promises have not been kept.

The potential is there, but you need somebody who’s willing to execute
things, and you need somebody who’s willing to delegate. He doesn’t do
either. Unless you step up, nothing happens, and what happens is you get the
same handful of people who willingly step up, and, after a while, they get
burned out, too.

Janet is quite clear that the teachers are not the only individuals who suffer from
the principal’s lack of follow through. Students have begun to notice that there are
inconsistencies in policies and broken promises from the administrator, and they have
begun to be vocal about their disappointment. “If you want more out of these students,
you want them to feel like they are part of the school, and to encourage each other and do
all this stuff, then you need to follow through with the things you set in place for them.”

Relationships with colleagues and school climate. Janet is quick to admit that the
principal’s style of leadership has a significant impact on the climate of the school. Initial
lack of structures led to multiple student fights at the beginning of the school year and a
general sense of frustration among faculty. At the same time, within just one school year,

Janet feels closer to her colleagues at Communications High than she did after five years
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at New Start. She attributes this sense of community to her perception that teachers at
Communications are more invested in the work and more supportive of one another
despite their frustrations with the administration. She refers to her former colleagues at
New Start as “checked out” and waiting out the end of their careers. She admits that the
size of Communications and its declining enrollment have greatly impacted staff morale,
and she is quick to state that she greatly fears that she will lose the connection with her
current colleagues if the school has to close due to declining enrollment. “If the school
doesn’t make it, it’s just one more thing that I have to go through the loss of because
people will end up in different places.”

Relationships with students.

I definitely have always felt that being an effective teacher was about
relationship building and being able to help students in building their skills.
And I still believe that. And I feel like I am effective as I am because I put an
emphasis on relationship building.

Establishing a reputation. Janet is quick to admit that starting over at
Communications High wasn’t easy for her. At New Start, an even smaller school with
smaller classes, she knew all the students, even the ones she did not teach, and they knew
her. “I had already kind of built my reputation; the kids responded to me,” Janet explains.
“Even when we got new kids in the building, the kids that had already been there would
be like, ‘Oh, she’s a great teacher; don’t give her a hard time.’” By Janet’s account, she
lost confidence in her ability to establish successful relationships with students, and it
took her into the second semester at Communications to break the ice. She describes

herself as “getting there” with the Communications students.

You know, starting the day with a hug and ending the day with an “I
love you, miss,” is a pretty good view of that, but I’'m sure there are other
kids that would be like, “No she’s just crazy,” because I feel like I'm just
yelling all the time, and I hate that. I really, really hate that.

Student commitment. Janet attributes the push and pull with her students at

Communications to not only the overall lack of accountability in the school but also the
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developmental stages of the freshmen and sophomores she teaches. At New Start, the
students were enrolled with a strong sense of purpose—to get their high school diplomas
after a series of dead-end experiences; at Communications, Janet perceived her role as
first to establish a sense of commitment to the work that she initially was not seeing. In
part, she attributes her students’ growing sense of commitment to the work in her class as
a sign that they are beginning to build a stronger relationship with her. She is quick to
contrast her teaching style with a former colleague who was “extremely dynamic,” whose
students loved him because “he was very colorful and younger, and he had the look.” In
describing her own style, Janet acknowledges, “I develop relationships. Kids know that
they can trust me, and they can believe me. They know that I’'m going to follow through.”
As much as she beats herself up for being slow to return corrected papers, Janet is
confident that her students recognize that her slower-than-desired pace in no way
represents a lack of commitment to them.

Importance of community.

I’'m everybody’s mom when I’m in the building, and I want each of
them to do well, so I was very excited when I left the meeting last night. And
actually, I could not go to sleep when I got home. I had a ton of ideas going
through my head.

In order to strengthen relationships with students, Janet underscores the need to
engage families in the fabric of the day-to-day business of school. She references an
upcoming meeting with parents that she and her colleagues had been planning the night
before. They explored options for parents to spend time at school during the school day
so that their children can see them as part of a unified message that all adults in students’
lives are invested in the students’ academic success. She laments the fact that, as a
magnet school that draws students from neighboring communities, it is a struggle to
create a strong sense of place, something foreign to her given her own personal

experiences with school and her experience at New Start, yet she remains optimistic that

the school has the potential to make what she perceives to be vital connections.
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Professional factors.

I don’t want to be changing schools every five or six years. | want to
find a home; I want to be long-term. You go back and visit your high school
teachers, the people who helped you get into adulthood. I want kids who
have left me to know where to find me and come back and say, “This is
what’s going on in my life,” because that’s what’s important to me as a high
school teacher.

Consistent in Janet’s message is her need for a sense of belonging, not just in the
present but also over the long haul. Much of what she points to as impediments to
community represents the forces outside her specific school that come to bear on her
immediate environment. Similar to Tobey, among those forces that Janet names are the
unintended consequences of urban reform, the lowering of academic and behavioral
expectations, and the overwhelming burden of constant change. At the same time, she
continues to find her own way in order to meet her students’ extensive needs in the
absence of district-wide resources.

Unintended consequences of reform. Enrollment at Communications has never
reached the intended goal, and, in fact, the school enrollment continues to decline,
particularly for the suburban students, which, in turn, represents a significant threat the
school’s magnet status. With the combination of state magnet funding and district per
pupil funding at stake, the future of Communications High School is precarious at best.
Janet points out that declining enrollment and subsequent budget reductions based on
student-based budgeting have led to a dearth of college course offerings, most notably
calculus and AP biology, which, by Janet’s calculation, reduces the school’s appeal to
both suburban and city parents and students. The result is that in many instances the
students who remain at Communications are those who did not receive their first choice
in the lottery placement and have virtually no interest in the themes of journalism and
media. At the same time, with the declining budget, there are fewer and fewer financial

resources to keep current with the necessary technology. Janet laments that on many
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days, as she tries to engage her students through the creative use of technology, she is
faced with problems related to connectivity.

There is little doubt in Janet’s mind that the size of the school and its declining
enrollment have an impact on staff morale. Janet notes that Communications High
School’s uncertain future appears to be leading to attrition among staff, three of whom
Janet knows are looking for alternative placements for the next school year. Significantly,
the uncertainty likewise contributes to Janet’s own thoughts about leaving. At present, to
address the issue of low enrollment, there is talk of moving Communications as a
separate school within one of the two comprehensive high schools in the city, a change
that Janet says she is unwilling to make and yet another district decision that will force
her decision making as she plans her future. While enrollment issues loom large as a
byproduct of the unintended consequences of urban reform, Janet considers
administrative decision making to be another significant contributor. She cites the
principal’s decision to alter the school schedule, with an “A” and a “B” day, meaning that
each class meets every other day, a choice that Janet views as “not in the best interest of
students.” The reason for the split days is that Communications shares two part-time
teachers with other schools, actually a byproduct of reduction in staffing rather than
administrator discretion.

There is ample evidence that the size of the school has a negative impact on
opportunities to collaborate as well, something Janet longs for. Given the declining
enrollment, there are only two English teachers at Janet’s level at Communications High,
and Janet’s desire for collaboration has not been a good match with her colleague, with
whom she rarely communicates because they have differences of opinion on curriculum
in the absence of a curricular leader to mediate or conciliate. She shares two examples of
work with two teacher leaders from central office support positions who have provided

her with helpful guidance and laments the fact that her encounters with these people are
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few and far between. From a teaching standpoint, Janet clearly communicates a sense of
isolation at both the school and district levels as well as a longing for helpful feedback.

Lowering of academic and behavioral expectations.

We all know as adults that kids need structure and direction and
discipline and that they respond well to it. And I would have to say that
probably is why I’m getting some of these kids coming around to me
because I don’t waver. “I told you that I’'m not taking any late work, and I’'m
not taking it.”

Janet freely admits that students interpreted that her demand for quality work and
overall accountability have flown in the face of relaxed standards in the school as a
whole. Just as Tobey referred to his students as “toggling” between two sets of
expectations within his school and his classroom, Janet underscores a climate of
permissiveness both behaviorally and academically at Communications High School. She
attributes the progress she has made over the year with her students to her steadfast
adherence to her policies in both areas. She confesses that she is not always the most
successful disciplinarian, but she notes progress with the students in her classroom.
Conversely, the overall behavior in the school continues to be an issue because policies
such as wearing earbuds and school uniforms and refraining from swearing have been
overlooked. She recounts a conversation she had with a student in her class not so long
ago:

You can’t do and say whatever you want out in the real world; you don’t
keep getting away with that, you know? You need to watch your language.

Miss, you act like you don’t swear.

Trust me, I swear, but not at work.
Recently, the faculty met with the principal and decided some areas to tighten up
discipline school-wide, and, predictably, Janet reports that the students’ response is

somewhat confused: “Why now?”
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The matter of holding students accountable academically garners an even more
intense response from Janet. Like Tobey, she cites the district-wide 50-point failing
average as a way for students to play the system so that they can do minimal work and

still pass a course.

I know it’s still an F, but if they did a little bit of the work for one
quarter, that 50 should be enough to make them pass for the year. You think
these kids don’t catch on to that? Where’s the rigor and expectation when
you’re giving a gift of 50 for a student who’s done nothing?

She stresses that she gives students the opportunity to correct quizzes and tests for a

higher grade as long as they demonstrate mastery of the material:

They learn more by correcting their mistakes, and if that grade bothers
them, I’m thrilled that that grade bothered them and they’re willing to do a
little bit more work to bring that grade up because they will work harder next
time. I’m not one of those people that said, “Hey, too bad. Study harder next
time, and you have to keep that grade.” I would never do that.

At the same time, Janet admits, “I can’t even do that if they never handed in the
assignment.” She makes it quite clear that she does not give extra credit to compensate
for lack of accountability. She vehemently underscores this boundary as she recounts a

recent communication with her principal, demonstrating her intolerance for excuses:

Our principal emailed me over the weekend, me and a couple of other
teachers. This particular student, her mother would like to know if we could
give her some makeup work to bring her grades up. I almost went through
the floor, and I emailed him back and the other teachers, and I said, “This
student is in school every single day. She willfully skips one of the two
classes that I have her for. Every day I’ve written her up multiple times. How
would you even ask the teachers that question? If she had an attendance
issue, if she had health issues and was not here, absolutely.”

Initiative fatigue.

I think there’s a lot of confusion. I think just the fact that the Board of
Education in this city changes superintendents every four to six years is
ridiculous. There’s no long-term effectiveness in anything, and every time
they want to come in they want to change and make it their own, so you
don’t get any consistency.



140

Janet never questions the intentions of those in the central office. She is baffled,
however, by the revolving door of superintendents who leave for no cause that is
apparent to her, and she winces at the constant need to change things up in urban districts,
which she describes as a recipe for cynicism from veteran teachers, who see anything
labeled as a new initiative as the flavor of the month that will disappear as quickly as it

appeared.

Why can’t they just stick with something for a minimum of eight years
or at least a five-year commitment so you can see the kids kind of cycle
through it? I think it is unrealistic to put something in place and within three
years a student isn’t even through high school. If you want to see the change
from 6th grade through 12th, there’s a problem, especially in urban districts.

She cites the need for vertical alignment of curriculum outlining what students need to
know and be able to do and the need to stick to one path over a series of years.

Meeting students’ needs and finding resources. Like Tobey, Janet has articulated
a genuine concern about her students’ limitations with their writing. She has turned to the
curriculum from another state, which outlines common core standards with supportive
teaching materials. She picks and chooses what she will use and feels that this level of
support is adequate for her to move ahead, and she uses Google Docs to increase her
ability to provide timely feedback to her students on their writing. To pursue ways to
enhance her students’ vocabularies and writing skills, she continues to seek independent
professional learning opportunities, worrying that her students are at a disadvantage in
that regard.

Over time, Janet has demonstrated a growing sense of optimism about meeting the
academic challenges her students face. She articulates particular pleasure with strides she
is beginning to make with colleagues at another school who have been delving into
blended learning, using technology more effectively to engage students through the use
of one-to-one computers and linking work to the journalism theme. Her students are

beginning to experiment with iMovies and more creative, project-based, out-of-the-box
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assignments using infographics, graphic novels, and writing song lyrics and soundtracks
to depict stories of characters like Macbeth.

Janet’s most nagging concern when it comes to meeting students’ needs is in
regard to wraparound services to meet their social and emotional needs, resources that do
not exist at Communications High, given the short staffing. “All these other things kids
are dealing with, it would be nice to have people available in the building, and, you
know, we have one part-time social worker. It’s not enough.” As someone who once
worked for the United Way, Janet would like to see a way for the school to tap more
directly into community social services.

Perceptions of success.

Engagement and belonging. Despite her frustrations with the principal and
declining enrollments, Janet maintains optimism based on her relationships with students
and what she perceives as a growing sense of community at Communications. When
asked to reflect on her perceptions of her success as a teacher, Janet refers to her
students’ end-of-year projects and their genuine engagement in the process, fighting for
airtime during their presentations and demonstrating not only their understanding of what
they’ve read but also their enthusiasm for the content. She references Prezi presentations,
soliloquy demonstrations, and a number of other creative endeavors. “I really like to see
their personalities coming out, so it’s been fun that way.” She laughs as she enacts her
final class with that group, saying, “I’m, sorry, but you guys are my worst class. I'm
gonna be so glad when I don’t have you guys next year” to the laughing protests of the
students.

Janet also talks about her optimism regarding the increase in teacher, student, and
parent voice in the plans for the next school year. “I feel good when I’'m involved,” she
confesses, and she likewise indicates her optimism about the advisory sessions she is

planning with her colleagues to encourage communication among students. Clearly, she
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feels there has been movement—in large part her doing—toward increased structures and
dialogue within the school.

Looking back and looking to the future. During Janet’s first interview, when she
was asked if she was thinking about staying or leaving Communications High School, she
referenced her difficulty in rebuilding her reputation with students as the greatest stressor
she faced, and she described herself as “near the fence” in that early interview because of
that challenge. At our final interview, Janet describes herself as “on the fence” and
explains why:

My placement on the fence doesn’t have to do with the students
anymore. It really is the district. I can’t do this bouncing around every
couple of years. I want to find a home. I just don’t know where I want to go.
This, ideally, sounded wonderful to me. I love the idea of journalism and
media. The potential was there.

She confesses that she has begun to look actively outside the district for a teaching
position in another urban setting, yet she talks about how she is working at
Communications in August to plan for the next school year. “Some things that have been
talked about for next year make me a little bit more hopeful,” she explains, citing clearer
structures and expectations and demonstrating a certain ambivalence about potentially
leaving. On the other hand, when she reflects on district-wide issues, her optimism

diminishes.

I really like this team, you know. There’s part of me that’s really
struggling with that whole idea, but I don’t trust the district is what it comes
down to. They don’t care about the individual teachers, and, unfortunately, a
lot of times it looks like they don’t really care about the individual students,
and it’s a shame. It’s a shame because we’ve got really great kids, and |
think the kids feel that sometimes with all the stuff going on. So, I probably
will continue to look, and actually I am not that religious of a person, but I
put it in God’s hands, and I’d say, I really feel pretty blessed in my life, and I
feel like I’ve ended up where I’'m supposed to be almost always.
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Corinne

It was the last week of September. Corinne had been in her seventh-grade
classroom at Clemente STEM Magnet Academy for just over a month. The transition to a
new school had been tough, and Corinne continued to try to get her footing with the new
group of students, students who were challenging her confidence, bordering on, in her
words, “abusive.”

Corinne had just received word that she had been awarded a global education grant
from the state university, a major coup, something she had done at her former school,
Performance Magnet School, much to the applause and accolades of her very
appreciative students, and her perception was that her students’ writing and research
skills skyrocketed as a result of the grant. The award included “beautiful bags” of
materials, five iPads for the students to use, and other research tools that would open
doors to a multitude of academic opportunities. Corinne was optimistic that earning this
honor for Clemente would turn things around. “I was explaining the program to the kids.
I told them, you know, we get five laptops free, and they had free pens and all this stuff.
Things that kids like.”

“So what?

“We don’t need that stuff anyway.”

“Who cares?”

“They just were ungrateful. They were very ungrateful, and I was standing there thinking,
‘What am I doing? I could be home picking up my kids from the bus stop, but here I
am.”” Corinne walked over to her classroom phone and called the office.

“I’m sorry. I just can’t do this anymore.”

With that, Corinne walked out of Clemente STEM and her teaching career.

Corinne is a 36-year-old middle school teacher who left her teaching assignment as

a seventh grade social studies teacher at Clemente one month into the school year, having

served as a middle school social studies teacher at Performance Magnet School for four
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years, another school in the district, where she had been teaching middle school social
studies. At the time of this study, Clemente STEM serves students in grades 4 thorough 7,
with a total enrollment of 309 students. While the school is relatively new, having opened
two years prior, growing one grade per year, the principal is experienced within the
district, and there is a high level of confidence across the board in his ability and stability.
With a total of 26.7 full-time equivalent teachers, the teaching ranks are somewhat
seasoned, with 66% of the faculty being tenured teachers, as opposed to the district-wide
average of 69%, and an annual retention rate that ranges from 89% to 74%. With the
addition of the seventh grade during the current school year, a team of five seventh grade
teachers was added to the school, Corinne being one of five.

Like Clemente, as a magnet school, Performance includes both urban and suburban
students; unlike Clemente, Performance is well established, having opened as a magnet
eight years earlier, and it is considerably larger, with a total enrollment of 910 students
and a staff of 72 teachers. Sixty-three percent of the faculty is tenured, somewhat below
the district average, and the retention rate has been hovering between 82% and 88% over
the past two years.

Corinne’s path to teaching. Corinne went to a Catholic school from kindergarten
through high school. She admits that the notion of teaching was hardly in her family’s

DNA:

I didn’t come from a family of teachers or anything like that. My
family’s full of doctors, so I knew I wasn’t going to be a doctor, especially
because I got a D in biology in college, so I was just trying to think of
another path, and my mom had always said, “Oh, you’d be such a good
teacher.” Of course, people don’t listen to their moms sometimes.

Personal factors.
Early influences. Although she remembers her mother telling her early on that she
would make a good teacher, unlike Libby and Meg and similar to Tobey, she confesses

that initially she didn’t give teaching much thought. Corinne went on to study at a highly
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selective liberal arts college in the city, and she became aware of the teacher certification
program at the college because a number of her friends took courses in the program,
which opened her eyes to the possibility of becoming a teacher herself. “In the back of
my mind, what my mom kept saying just kind of rang true to me, so I decided to enroll in
a teaching program,” much to her mother’s delight. “She was very, very happy because I
think probably at some point in her life she wanted to have done that, but she didn’t, so I
guess she was living vicariously through me.”

Initial teaching experiences. Upon completion of her undergraduate degree,
Corinne enrolled in a teacher certification program, which led to a teaching internship
followed by student teaching at an area suburban middle school and completion of her
master’s degree. She enrolled in a program that allowed her to complete an internship in a
sixth grade classroom before student teaching, an opportunity she appreciated because it
allowed her to see whether or not she liked teaching. Finding the internship to be a
rewarding experience, Corinne continued through the teacher certification program. “I
found that I made a real connection with students. It was easy for me to talk to them and
for them to talk to me, and I kind of found that I had a really good connection with kids,
not so much the little kids, but the middle school grades where I taught.”

Her first full-time assignment in the city was teaching middle school social studies
at a pre-kindergarten through eighth grade school that soon achieved magnet status and
then evolved over time into the Performance Magnet School, which ultimately would
grow into a kindergarten through grade 12 program over the course of 10 years. After
teaching for two years, Corinne became pregnant and took a leave. After she left, the
founding principal, the administrator who initially hired her, encouraged Corinne to
return to Performance, first as a tutor and then, once again, as a full-time teacher. Soon
after Corinne’s return, the leader left the school after 12 years and was replaced by a new

principal.
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With a change in the school’s administrative team, Corinne decided that she
“wasn’t totally on board” with the direction the school was taking. Differences of opinion
with the new leadership regarding both academic and school climate matters gave
Corinne the impetus to make a move to a new school, so she applied for a voluntary
transfer, and she moved from Performance Magnet School to Clemente. Corinne was one
member of the new five-person teaching team, three of whom were not only new to
Clemente but also brand new to teaching. Corinne and the fifth teacher on the team had
both transferred from other magnet schools in the city.

Self-care and well-being. When Corinne reflects on her time at Performance, she
refers to the contrast between her years with the founding principal and the subsequent
time with new leadership. She describes increasing stress on the job at Performance
associated with teaching two grade levels instead of one as a result of schedule changes
and the additional planning time and paper correcting associated with the 140 students in
her classes. She uses the word “overwhelming” multiple times as she describes her later
years at Performance Magnet. Additional pressures, including staff turnover at her grade
level and lack of substitute teachers to pick up the slack, in addition to multiple
contextual factors, tipped the scale for Corinne, so she decided that a voluntary transfer to
another school within the district would offer her much needed relief.

Corinne imagined that when her teaching assignment was limited to one grade
level, her tension would be significantly reduced. Given very different contextual factors

at Clemente, that was not the case.

I wanted to see a new environment. I just didn’t know what direction I
was going to be going in, but once I got there and the students were not what
I thought they were going to be, that kind of tipped the scales. It’s just too
stressful between writing my lesson plans and grading papers and parent
phone calls and getting verbally abused. I just couldn’t do it. So, that was the
turning point.

She describes that day she called the office: “I didn’t teach another moment. I couldn’t

physically or mentally sustain that for much longer.” She confesses that the tug between
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home and school has become even clearer to her since she left Clemente on that day, and,
over the course of her interviews, she has become even more resolute that she will never
face that pull again. “I’ve finally seen the light of what my personal life can be versus
what it was at the time. It’s just made such a difference with my kids, and they’re still just
so little.”

Contextual factors. Performance Magnet and Clemente STEM are alike in that
they are both magnet schools, drawing students from both the city and the area suburbs.
The free or reduced-price meal rate at Performance is 82%, in contrast to 63.8% at
Clemente and 78.1% in the district overall. While there is clearly a difference in school
size, grade span, and socio-economic status in the two schools, in looking at demographic
and attendance data for each school, the school populations are quite similar. During the
year prior to this study, the number of students who missed 10% or greater of the total
number of days enrolled in the school year was 4.1% at Performance and 4.4% at
Clemente, with the district average being 22.4%, demonstrating an unusually high
attendance rate in both schools. During that same year, 261 students at Performance and
40 students at Clemente qualified as truant under state statute, meaning these students had
four unexcused school absences in a month or 10 total during the school year. This
represents 28.7% of the students at Performance and 12.9% at Clemente, a number most
likely attributable to the fact that Performance serves students through grade 12. The
overall number of truant students district-wide is 7,389, or 34%, with the majority of
truancies coming from the high schools.

Relationships with colleagues. When Corinne speaks of her colleagues at
Performance Magnet, she frequently refers to how supportive they were both to the
students and to her. Despite what she perceived as an inordinate amount of teacher
turnover at the middle school level, Corinne applauds her colleagues’ willingness to share

ideas and provide curricular and extracurricular support above and beyond the norm. She
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refers specifically to Dawn, the eighth grade language arts teacher whom Corinne

considers to be a role model:

She started probably two years before I started. I mean, if she wasn’t
there, I wouldn’t have been there. She’s an amazing teacher, and she is kind
of the brains behind many of the programs that the middle schoolers do. She
throws everything she has into teaching and into the kids. She spearheads
fundraisers. I mean, she is just an amazing teacher and a very close friend of
mine.

Corinne continues to be in awe of Dawn’s pedagogical practices and content knowledge
as well as her commitment to providing important social and emotional opportunities for
the students. “She was a mentor to me for sure,” noting that the interpersonal and
academic connection to her colleagues, most especially to Dawn, sustained Corinne
during her years at Performance Magnet.

Moving to the seventh grade position at Clemente flipped the switch for Corinne as
she moved from the position of mentee to mentor, initially a notion she welcomed. She
optimistically referred to her new role as one of “pioneer,” feeling as if she had much to
offer after her experiences at Performance. What she didn’t anticipate was the significant
lack of experience of her new teammates. As a member of a five-person teaching team
for the seventh grade, Corinne and one of her colleagues were the only experienced
teachers on the team, with three of the teachers being brand new. As Corinne faced her
own challenges with classroom management at Clemente, she felt ill-equipped and
without support within the team. “They are just babies learning their classroom
management style, and their classroom management style really doesn’t exist yet, so |
couldn’t really go to them for help.” Beyond the lack of assistance from her peers,
Corinne attributes the lack of order in students’ other core classrooms to the upheaval she
was facing in her own classroom. “It bleeds over. Kids coming from other classrooms
walking into my classroom, it’s just a free-for-all, definitely not a good way to start a

class.”
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Relationships with leaders. According to Corinne, leadership is one of the two
primary contextual drivers that have influenced her sense of success and her career
decisions. She speaks very positively about the principal who first hired her at
Performance Magnet and also of the leader at Clemente. When Corinne describes her
relationships with her first principal and her last principal, she frequently refers to the
importance of mutual trust. To Corinne, trust represents the security that comes in
knowing that the leader will not only believe in and support the teacher but also have the
confidence in the teacher’s ability to “be a professional” and to make good decisions.
Corinne frequently draws on her parochial school training, particularly as it pertains to
the status and support of the teacher, and she underscores the unconditional conviction
that the teacher is always right. “You know, I went to Catholic school from kindergarten
through high school. It’s never the teacher’s fault there. In those schools, it’s never the
teacher’s fault. It’s always the kid’s fault, even if it’s not the kid’s fault.”

Confidence in teachers’ professionalism is at the center of how Corinne describes
her relationship with the principal who hired her at Performance Magnet: “She gave us so
much freedom. She trusted us. She was always interested in what we had to say, and
whatever we said, she kind of just did.” Corinne contrasts her first principal with the
second administrative team at Performance Magnet. She explains that, over time, she
found herself increasingly at odds with administrators regarding student discipline,
recalling one referral she made to the office and the assistant principal’s response: “Let
me talk to the student to get his side of the story, and I’ll check the videotape.” This
perceived lack of trust in Corinne’s judgment was very troubling to her.

Coupled with trust and confidence in teachers’ professionalism, Corinne points to
the need for leaders to lead with care over compliance and confidence over fear. As an
example, she distinguishes her first principal from the newer administrators at

Performance Magnet, explaining that the new team now records number of teacher
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absences on classroom evaluations in a seemingly punitive fashion, choosing numbers

over compassion.

You know, she would’ve done the complete opposite. She wouldn’t
have even cared. [ mean if your kids were sick, if you were sick, take care of
yourself first and then you’ll be okay to come to work. You know, I have
two small children at home. They get sick a lot, so there were things like that
that were starting to build up. That also started to bother me.

Corinne points to what she perceives to be the current administrators’ overemphasis on
paperwork and ongoing resistance to taking decisive disciplinary actions, both of which
Corinne attributes to being a means of staying under the radar with the central office and
the board of education, and she came to see her views as in conflict with those of the
second group of leaders at the school. She characterizes the tone at the school as
“managed” and “corporate,” contrasting the second administrative team at Performance

with other leaders in her experience.

I feel like the new administrative team at Performance Magnet was very
scared that a parent was going to go to the board or that they were going to
get called out on something or that the parent was going to sue, and I don’t
feel that was the way either of my other two leaders was. You know, those
things just don’t scare me. They were very careful, and, unfortunately, it
kind of just trickled down to their teachers.

Corinne tells the story of a time that she so disagreed with the current administrators’
lack of decisive action on extreme disciplinary matters that she herself called the police to

intervene. In describing her earlier principal, Corinne explains,

I had really agreed with the way my first principal had disciplined kids.
She wasn’t afraid. I thought she did an amazing job with consequences and
talking to parents and talking to the students and making it known that she
was the leader of the school. It was a totally different way to run a school.
The kids just didn’t have the same respect for the new principal that they did
when she was here.

In describing the principal at Clemente, Corinne speaks fondly about her brief time

with him, focusing on his level of care and his focus on relationships before compliance:

He made me feel listened to, and this was just in the short, like three
months that [ knew him, mid summer through September. Very listened to,
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very real and down to earth. He had a great relationship with kids, and he
understood the pressures that the teachers are under. He wouldn’t make you
do extra things. Like there were times at Performance Magnet where you
were told, “Oh, you need to rewrite this because it has to be on the form, and
I need it for downtown.”

One of the greatest differences that Corinne underscores in her comparison of
leadership styles is the story she tells about what happened when she chose to leave each
school. The principal at Clemente encouraged Corinne to take the weekend to reconsider
her decision and to call him anytime on the weekend to chat. By contrast, the principal at
Performance did not acknowledge Corinne’s departure from the school until mid-
summer, when he called her at home to ask her to return her laptop. She laments the fact
that the administrators at Performance Magnet did not appear to recognize her role in
running the student government or her overall influence despite the fact that she and they
were sometimes at odds. “I don’t know that they understand the impact that a really good
teacher can have on the school as a whole. I ran the whole student government. There are
just so many things that I did; I don’t think they understood what was going to happen if I
left.”

Relationships with students. When asked to bring an artifact to our final interview
that in some way reflects her sense of success as a classroom teacher, Corinne shares a
note from Anna. Anna served as the president of Performance Magnet’s middle school

student council, which Corinne advised. Corinne reads Anna’s words aloud:

I’ve been told I’'m a good president, but there is one teacher mentor and
trusted advisor behind it all, raising the bar. You’re an amazing person and a
strong woman whose confidence and self assurance has rubbed off on me in
the best way. Thank you for not telling me no with my ideas. I may be
president, but you’re the queen.

Corinne hesitates as she reads. “She’s one of those that brings tears to my eyes when I
think about her.” As Corinne recounts the stories of the times she has felt most successful
as a teacher, she points to her last two years at Performance, how much her students grew

to think analytically and critically, and how involved she was in all aspects of her
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students’ lives. “It saddens me because I knew how effective I was, and I knew how 1
was getting though to the kids. And I felt, I really truly felt that I was a great role model
for them. And I feel like it was a really big loss. It was a really big loss.”

Like others in this study, relationships with students are critical to Corinne. In the
end, even more powerful than her interactions with leadership were Corinne’s exchanges
with students, which would be the most significant contextual factor that influenced
Corinne’s sense of success. The contrast between the quality of Corinne’s relationships
with students at Performance Magnet and Clemente STEM, as she describes it, was vast
and ultimately what led to her decision to leave teaching. As with Janet, moving to a new
school where she had no social capital and had to start over at making connections and
building relationships with her students, was a painful prospect. Choosing to leave
Clemente after one month did not allow Corinne the opportunity to build relationships
and, by her admission, was at the crux of her sense of failure.

Mutual understanding, respect, and gratitude. Once again, reflecting on her own
involvement with Catholic schools, Corinne describes her own children’s experience and

her underlying belief in the importance of relationships:

I have two different perspectives because my kids are in a small
Catholic school, and I can see where family plays an important role in my
children’s school, my own children’s school. Like even this morning, I was
just there helping with open hours and whatnot. I really feel like all the kids
in the school feel like they’re part of a family.

When she describes her initial decision to teach in an urban setting and her arrival
at Performance, Corinne recalls feeling right at home with her placement, understanding

and making meaningful connections with her students.

Once I got the job in the city, it kind of just clicked for me. When I first
got to Performance Magnet, there was a very high Puerto Rican population
there. I felt like I understood the kids and the kids understood me. My dad’s
from Colombia, so I visit Colombia, South America, a lot. I can kind of
culturally relate to them. You know the Spanish cultures are similar in many
ways, and [ wonder if, kind of subconsciously, that led me to stay.
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In retrospect, as she unpacks her success with students at Performance, she
observes that her relationships with students and overall classroom management were
stronger than many of her peers. She questions whether her success with students was
more about her or her students, ultimately attributing her rapport to the reciprocity of

carc:

At Performance Magnet, I had a level of respect with the kids. The
Performance students and I just got along. With them I felt that I had good
classroom management, and I don’t know if it was me or if it was them. I
mean, in other classes they would behave quite differently, but I gave a lot to
Performance in terms of my time, and the kids knew that I loved them very
much. I mean, they just knew.

When she moved from Performance to Clemente, the contrast was jarring. She
never anticipated the discipline issues she would encounter. The makeup of the student
population was quite similar, yet her relationships with the students were vastly different.
Reflecting on the difficulty she experienced with students at Clemente, again Corinne
struggles to name the cause: was it the students or was it Corinne? Initially, she points to

the students:

I didn’t know anything different from Performance kids until I got to
Clemente. You know, I had never worked in another school before besides
my student teaching, so I thought if I went to another magnet school that the
kids would be the same type of student, and they weren’t, clearly.

In describing students at Performance, she explains that the students had interpersonal
issues among each other, yet they were never disrespectful or verbally abusive to her. She

looks for her role in the mismatch at Clemente.

I often wonder if it’s because I was new and hadn’t established
relationships with them, but really many other teachers had the same
problems with the students. It could be because I hadn’t established
relationships with them yet, but I felt like it was far beyond that. It was,
“Shut up.” “You’re a liar.” “You’re a bitch.” It was just very verbally
abusive.

This unfamiliar behavior took a significant toll on Corinne and resulted in a crisis of

confidence in her ability as a teacher, chipping away at her sense of success.
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When I moved to Clemente, I felt like I was a really bad teacher. I felt
like a failure. And I began to kind of reevaluate, well, what am I doing
wrong? What did I do there that I’m not doing here? And then I started to
think I don’t think it’s me. I think it’s them. And I’m sure it was a
combination. I was in such a good rhythm that when I moved to Clemente, I
fell out of the rhythm, and I kind of got thrown off my rocker a little bit.

In trying to discern the differences in her two teaching experiences, Corinne frequently
reflects on the notion of gratitude. “At Performance, the kids there are grateful, and they
want to be there.” When she speaks of the students at Clemente, she gets angry when she
describes what she perceives to be the tremendous lack of appreciation on their part. “I
felt like I was in a social welfare program, babysitting kids that were just not grateful for
any of the opportunities that they were being given, and, at the same time, they were
yelling at me constantly,” and she points to an overall “ungratefulness” of both students
and their parents, with “parents taking kids’ sides over the teachers’ sides,” and she
questions whether or not this mismatch between her values and the school’s reality can be
attributed to the unconditional support of teachers she experienced in a Catholic school
system.

Focus on academics.

So part of why I left Clemente, I felt as if the school was almost acting
as like some kind of social service outlet for students. Not necessarily in a
good way. The role of the school, I feel, should be a place where kids
primarily go learn and secondarily go for social and disciplinary learning.

Reflecting on her choice to leave Clemente, Corinne explains that the scale
continued to tip as she realized the amount of time and energy classroom management
was taking from her school day at Clemente. She returns to her priority to focus on
academics, referencing her master’s degree in curriculum and teaching and describes her
increased lack of tolerance for the distraction of classroom management issues. “I felt as
if I was doing probably 70% discipline and 30% teaching,” a total flip from her
Performance percentages. “I thought to myself, I just want to teach now. I don’t want to

discipline anymore.”
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Professional factors.

Unintended consequences of reform.

If we were being told to do something, I felt like there wasn’t a lot of
transparency in terms of “why.” And I feel as if, if we have all the factors in
what is happening, then teachers and leaders could come together and kind
of just have an understanding of each other. But a lot of times we as teachers
don’t have that understanding of why things are being done. And that kind of
creates this barrier between the leaders and the teachers. Whereas I think if
someone sat down with us and explained even before the decision was made,
and we felt like we were part of the decision, then maybe there’d be some
more effective work getting done.

Questionable initiatives. Corinne makes multiple references to changes within the
district during her tenure that were never adequately or thoroughly explained, both at the
building level and at the district level. Most notably, she underscores the harried pace in
the name of increasing academic rigor that she witnesses in the city schools that she does
not experience in her children’s parochial school. She vehemently disagrees with sending
pre-kindergarten students to school from 7:45 a.m. and 3:30 p.m., and she notes that more
disciplinary issues surface toward the end of the school day. While she says that she
welcomes having people observe her class, she articulates frustration at the level of
paperwork associated with the teacher evaluation process. Like others in this study, she
sees many of the centrally initiated changes as disconnected from building-based
experiences of both teachers and students.

High interest vs. high expectations. Perhaps the most significant professional
struggle that Corinne articulates is the push and pull between the school theme at
Performance Magnet and solid academics. She cites multiple examples of administrative
decisions that favor artistic engagement over academic rigor, including prioritizing arts
staffing over core academic hires; changing world languages from a requirement to an
elective competing with arts electives; and eliminating levels of math, leading to what she
perceives to be the watering down of the math curriculum and the reduction of higher-

level math classes. Corinne’s perception is that the lowering of academic expectations
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was beginning to result in the school’s suburban parents withdrawing their students from
Performance Magnet and reenrolling the students in suburban schools. Unlike Janet at
Communications High, where not sticking to the school’s theme is perceived as a lack of
academic focus, for Corinne, privileging the arts theme at Performance Magnet is seen as
a move that weakens the school’s academics.

Breadth of student needs. When Juan, one of Corinne’s students at Clemente, did
not show up for school for two days, Corinne didn’t think much of it. On the third day,
she received an e-mail from Juan’s mother: “I’m hoping that Juan will be back in school
tomorrow. He’s afraid to go to school because he rides his bike to school, and the other
morning he got held up at gunpoint, and someone stole his bike.” The importance of
circling the wagons and extending the notion of family within the school and between the
school and students’ homes is a recurring theme with Corinne, harking back to her own
experience and that of her children in parochial schools. “To me, you know, that boy now
comes with a challenge, and how is that boy’s day going to go now? Is he going to be
worried? Is he going to be distracted? And how is that, in turn, going to domino effect
everything else at school?”

Corinne emphasizes that the social and emotional needs of Juan and his peers will
only be met when lines of communication are open between home and school, but she

does not place herself in a position to make those connections herself.

So I feel like if maybe that boy had someone—not that he didn’t
because I don’t really know—at the school or a place to turn to, to go talk to
someone, maybe his day would have ended up differently. So I know that
with guidance counselors and social workers, I know they’re there for
students, but I really feel like the family and the family and the school have
to make a really deep connection so that the students know, “I’m supported
at school; I’'m supported at home,” and families know what’s going on at
school and vice versa.

At the same time, with less than a month at Clemente under her belt, Corinne’s basic

need to focus on managing her own classroom did not allow her the opportunity to insert
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herself into the equation to get a sense of how the school was connecting with Juan after
his ordeal.

Lack of resources.

In terms of materials, Corinne is quick to say, “I’ve doing everything on my own.
For years I’ve made up a social studies curriculum on my own. It’s not like I had the
beautiful language arts curriculum that I can just go refer to, and I literally was making
everything up on my own.” She underscores the fact that, when it comes to core
curricular areas, language arts and math have been privileged in terms of curriculum
development.

At the same time, Corinne is very proud of materials she has generated for her
students. She is quick to share thorough and detailed rubrics for assignments she has
created that push her students to think more deeply and analytically about the course
content. Corinne points out that her need to generate her own materials has come at a
cost, most notably in her personal life.

Perceptions of success. In retrospect, Corinne holds onto those experiences that
made her believe in herself as a teacher: her strong relationships with her students, her
high academic expectations, and the reciprocated care she shared with those whom she
taught. In large part, she points to the importance of the values she brought with her from
her parochial school experiences, creating a sense of family and offering herself as a role
model for her students.

Looking back and looking to the future. Corinne confesses that in her early years
she pictured herself as “one of those people who would say I’ve been here for 30 years.”
She acknowledges that if she had stayed at Performance, she probably would have lasted
the year, maybe even two, but beyond that she’s not sure. Her time away from the
classroom, particularly as she has moved farther and farther away, has allowed her to take
stock of her personal life. As Corinne was able to distance herself over the course of the

year of her interviews, she found herself focusing more on her need to make a lifestyle
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change than on judging her overall effectiveness as a teacher, yet that does not diminish

her vivid recollection of the day she walked out of her classroom at Clemente.

I replay that over and over again in my head; it’s like one of those
moments where you feel like it just happened. You know what I mean? And
you feel like you’re still in the moment, like you could feel what you felt,
and you could picture it, and you know all the faces that were there and who
was standing where. It’s one of the moments that really impacted me. The
other things that I talk about in terms of colleagues, those stand out to me,
but not as much as that powerful moment that I felt at the very end.

Her initial question to herself on that day she left her classroom was simple: “It
was one of those, does the good outweigh the bad? And eventually, it just didn’t
anymore.” During her final interview, Corinne says with conviction that she feels she
made the right decision on that day, she has no regret about leaving teaching, and she
does not anticipate ever returning to teaching. She has made peace with her decision. “I
feel like I’ve gotten my life back, and I’'m not bogged down in living my life for someone

else and their agenda.”

Amalia

Amalia began teaching at City School for Social Justice (CSSJ) as a Spanish
teacher. After her first year, she moved to teaching history and United States and
international government courses, with a view through the school’s social justice lens.
This change in assignment allowed Amalia to marry her two passions: the act of teaching
and the overarching theme of human rights.

It was the end of a steamy half day of school in early June at the end of Amalia’s
fourth year of teaching. The teachers at CSSJ were gathering in the library media center
for a professional development session with heads full of end-of-year details: students to
chase down, papers to grade, exams to write, and the list goes on. The principal,

Mrs. Johnson, walked to the front of the room and called the group to order.
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“Well, the word has come down from central office. We have to cut teachers.
Period. There’s nothing I can do about it.” The room fell silent. “I’m going to go back to
my office. If your position is affected, I’ll call you to my office over the loudspeaker after
this workshop.” With that, Mrs. Johnson exited.

“Needless to say, the workshop went out the window,” confesses Amalia. “It
created a sense of panic because we still had three more hours left of professional
development, and the expectation was that teachers were going to just wait it out three
hours to find out if they would have a job or not and get something from the professional
development.” As a relatively new teacher in relation to the rest of the faculty, Amalia
knew she was in jeopardy, but, beyond that, she couldn’t believe how the group was
being treated. “It couldn’t have been more public or more atrocious.” To calm herself,
once the workshop ended, Amalia took a walk around the perimeter of the school, taking
deep breaths, using every mindful technique she could muster. As she reentered the
building, she heard her name called over the loudspeaker and, looking at a close
colleague, she just shook her head, “This is it.” Walking toward the principal’s office,
Amalia experienced multiple spontaneous emotions. “I remember feeling, ‘All of this for
nothing. Every hour that I have put in is slipping away from me.’”

Mrs. Johnson didn’t mince words, nor did she express any emotion. “Your
position as a social studies teacher is being cut. I can only keep you to teach Spanish.”

“But I’'m the only teacher certified to teach Early College Experience. What’s
going to happen? Are you sure this is a decision you strategically want to make?”

“That’s it.”

Leaving the principal’s office, Amalia ruminated over the injustice after the hours,
days, weeks, and months she had spent building the new social studies curriculum, and
she ached not only for herself but also for every young teacher in the district who was

running as fast as he or she could to meet the needs of so many students in the city.
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Amalia began teaching at City School for Social Justice (CSSJ) at the age of 21.
Four weeks after that exchange with Mrs. Johnson, Amalia decided to leave teaching
altogether. Since that time, she has served as a public policy fellow for one year and
continues work on matters related to education outside of the classroom.

CSSJ is a small, grade 9 through 12, themed high school with a history of low
student achievement and significant student behavior and school climate issues. At the
time of this study, the school is housed within a larger building that includes three small
schools with three separate principals and administrative teams. Mrs. Johnson was the
third principal at CSSJ during Amalia’s four-year tenure. While the leadership at the
school has been significantly unstable, the faculty has been more consistent, with 73% of
the faculty being tenured, as opposed to the district average of 60%. During the year of
this study, 83% of the faculty was retained at CSSJ, with a retention range of 77% to 87%
over the prior five years.

Amalia’s path to teaching. Amalia grew up in a town in New York State that she
describes as “rural poverty,” in a school district that squeaked by. “We didn’t have any
money for any extra stuff. The PTO would have to raise money to buy art supplies, but at
least we had a PTO.” She highlights the fact that she comes from a family of teachers, so
from the time she was a very young child, Amalia had it in her head that she was going to
be a teacher. Her mother owned a nursery school, and Amalia was her mom’s built-in
teacher’s assistant: “Of course I loved it because she loved it.” Her mother was not the
only source of Amalia’s interest in teaching, an interest she shared with her friends and
relatives. “There were so many teachers in my family that we got all these hand-me-down
textbooks. We would have fake class lists, | mean, literally, the whole nine yards. I once
even made my own overhead projector.” As time has passed, Amalia has come to realize
the importance not only of education in her life but also of making connections between

school and the community:
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Education particularly was just the running theme in my family, and I
didn’t understand it really until recently. I would say in the past year, since
I’ve left teaching, I’ve actually been more reflective. My dad was on the
school board when I was growing up. He was president of the board while I
was in school, and he’s been active in the community forever. He’s coached,
and I never really connected the dots on how, not just being in education, but
being a community member and connector was very important in that that
concept was being imparted on me my whole life. I just never really
understood why I feel the way I feel, but this is why.

Personal factors.

Early influences. As an elementary student, Amalia recalls the old pantry in her
house that she converted into her very own classroom, where she would spend, in her
words, “close to four or five hours every single day.” After school and on weekends,
Amalia and her cousins would “play teacher.” As immersed in and committed to teaching
as she was in her early years, when Amalia moved into middle school, she shifted her
sights to law school, an aspiration that followed her all the way to college. As an
undergraduate, Amalia describes herself as fairly single-minded about going to law
school: taking law-related courses and studying for the LSAT early on during her senior
year.

Also early on in her senior year, Amalia realized that her focus had begun to shift
slightly as she participated in humanitarian trips, not only moving her further away from
teaching but also, as her senior year progressed, pulling her away from law school. Her
independent college major, one she created herself, was in international development and
human rights. She laughs, “Now I wanted to be a professional hippie,” noting that
practicality set in as she recognized that she had to figure out how to get paid. As she
moved on to more humanitarian work that year, she began to question the feasibility of
the field as a longer-term career. “I started doing humanitarian work, and then I realized
that painting buildings in foreign countries and not speaking the language was incredibly

wrong, so I started to shift my focus toward development with a specific focus on
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education, specifically rural education in third world countries,” underscoring a
professional wanderlust that is a recurring theme in Amalia’s story to this day.

Attending the 11th World Summit of Nobel Peace Prize Laureates in Hiroshima,
Japan, during her senior year, Amalia submitted an application for a Fulbright to study in
Nicaragua and was selected as a finalist. Over time, her aspiration to work on
international education issues grew as she hoped to work in Third World countries at the
end of her undergraduate studies until she approached the second semester of her senior
year, and, as she put all her options “on the table,” she recognized that each option had an

international focus, at which point she reached—in her words—an existential crisis”:

I was, like, “OK, so here I am thinking about getting on a plane and
going to all these different places, and I care about education. Great, but |
have never once visited a school in any of my neighboring cities, and I have
lived in the middle of both. This is incredibly wrong,” so then I said, “OK,
what do I do? It’s January. I’ve done all of this work with all of this
international focus, but I really want to be in the classroom.”

Having come full circle, returning to her elementary school roots, Amalia was
faced with the reality that the multiple routes she had taken with her international focus
had not prepared her for where she had finally landed in her career choice, so she was
forced to look at less conventional options to get herself into the classroom. Seeing it as
her “only in,” during the second semester of her senior year as an undergraduate, Amalia
applied to Teach for America (TFA), as an alternate route to teacher certification that
would place her in her own classroom by fall. She was accepted, and her initial
placement was in Washington, D.C., a placement that was unacceptable to Amalia. After
multiple negotiations with TFA, her placement was amended to be in the city near her
undergraduate experience, one of her top two preferences and, more specifically, at CSSJ.

Initial teaching experiences.

When I first came into teaching, I came into it to be a teacher, right? I'm
going to get a classroom with kids, and I am going to teach them Spanish.
And there may be another sort of component to it, maybe a little bit of
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extracurricular flare. And that’s the way I thought about teaching when I first
came into it.

When she moved from teaching Spanish to teaching history and focusing on the
theme of human rights, Amalia jumped in with both feet: she became heavily involved in
curriculum development associated with the school’s theme, concentrating on law and
government and social justice. She also went back to school to obtain certification
through the state university to provide high school students with early college
experiences and college credit. Despite making only a two-year commitment to teaching
in the city, per TFA’s agreement with the district, and in spite of multiple leadership
changes at CSSJ, Amalia stayed two years beyond her TFA commitment of two years. In
large part, she attributes her additional two-year commitment at the school to her
immersion in curriculum development and her selection for and participation in the
district-college partnership to develop urban school leaders. Amalia explains that this
program ignited her passion to continue to build and assert her own leadership skills.

Self-care and well-being. In retrospect, Amalia describes her initial months of
teaching “like drinking from a fire hose every day” and confesses that, initially, she

considered leaving on “most days.”

There were certain points, I think probably from October, early October,
until I want to say the end of February where I felt like I was in a hole. And
every day I would sit at my desk and say, “Ok, I'll just grab this, this, and
this, and I'll leave, and I won’t have to come back.”

Like Tobey and Janet, Amalia describes the work initially as “exhausting,” and she
attributes her exhaustion to her struggle to define the parameters of her job and the
stresses that came with the demands she placed on herself before she could even get to

the content of her lessons.

First of all, I didn’t go to school to be a teacher, and I don’t necessarily
think it was a lack of preparedness in terms of lesson planning or any of
those things that you would think would be the issue. It wasn’t the teaching.
It was how do you teach when your kids don’t eat breakfast and they’re
coming from broken homes and they can’t focus? That social worker mentor
piece drove me nuts to the point of I felt so overburdened with responsibility



164

that I really couldn’t function. I just didn’t understand how to balance what I
thought I was responsible for—and technically I was only responsible for
teaching and learning and student achievement—but that is the most
impossible thing to do when you have at least fifty barriers to get there, to
get to even the point of teaching.

Amalia tells the stories of students feeling unsafe walking to school in the morning
and going home in the dark. She laments the fact that some students were coming to
school cold, hungry, and tired, and she describes her first particularly burdensome

months on the job as a time of tremendous worry.

None of these things are on the list of what I’m responsible for as a
teacher technically, but they were all the things that I needed to fix, so to
speak, before I got the kids to learn. It seemed impossible for a really long
time, and that’s what drove me to think, “I don’t think I can do this. I mean
nobody can.” That’s why I would think about quitting.

Amalia underscores the need for human connections, understanding the whole

child, before addressing academics

because most people really look at teaching as teaching. And that’s the first
priority, but often times—for better or worse—it’s not. In a classroom with
kids with so many needs, teaching really does have to take a back seat
because no kid can learn if they were abused the night before and didn’t have
breakfast in the morning. “Why are we learning math?”

At the same time, her initial attempts to do so were debilitating. At this point in her
teaching, Amalia describes her classroom experience as “essentially in long-term crisis
mode.”

Only after Amalia was able to reframe her thinking could she begin to reach a
healthier balance for herself. As she explains it, “Over time, I started to build my bank.”
Building the bank for Amalia meant learning about her students’ lives; creating shared
opportunities; chatting with students after school; talking to parents and families; meeting
pastors, coaches, and people at the YMCA, all to build common experiences and
understandings. Initially, Amalia had thought that coming from what she describes as
rural poverty would help her understand the experience of her students, but that

experience alone was not enough. She needed to understand the specific experiences of
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her students. Amalia refers to this as “building a context,” creating a view of the students’
world that is “acutely specific to their needs” on a day-to-day basis and particularly in the
time of crisis. As she describes the act of building her bank, without naming it explicitly,

she is illustrating her efforts to get to know her students and their worlds more deeply, no

longer naming things she needs “to fix,” and not painting their lives with a deficit brush.

It is hard work, and it’s exhausting. And, you know, you essentially bear
the burden of that bank as it continues to accumulate, but it makes you a
better teacher. It allows you to connect more deeply with kids. They trust
you more; you trust them more. You know where they’re coming from, and
you sort of mitigate that stuff that happens, especially with behavioral issues
where there’s a lot of judgment and a lot of assumptions, but building the
context mitigates that because you know why.

Amalia came to realize that her initial perception of the deficit from which her
students were operating became debilitating to her as a teacher. Once she was able to see
her students as individuals, with individual strengths, experiences, relationships, and
needs, she felt she was able to spend less time focused on these negative images she
envisioned in their lives. More specific connections with students in her classroom hark
back to the importance of connections she has come to value between her own family,

school, and the community as she was growing up.

It really meant that there was ultimately more pressure and more work
that I was doing, but it felt like less because I felt less burdened and they felt
less burdened, and there was eventually teaching and learning that was
happening, so it was just finding that space where I didn’t feel overburdened,
and I actually figured out how to provide more for students. You get into the
groove of it, and you learn first of all your locus of control, right? I literally
cannot fix all of these kids’ lives, and I have to be ok with that. What I can
do is set up some really good systems for them to feel safe in my classroom
and earn their trust and respect. Hear their stories at a deeper level because
we have trust and respect and try to connect them with other people, and at
least let them know that I understand and try to meet them more so where
they’re at.
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Contextual factors.

“It is a school that teeters on the brink of disaster almost every day.”

City School for Social Justice, grades nine through 12, has a total of 367 students.
During the year prior to this study, the number of students who missed 10% or greater of
the total number of days enrolled in the school year was 46.4%, with the district average
being 22.4%, demonstrating an unusually high rate of chronic absenteeism. During that
same year, 272 students qualified as truant under state statute, meaning these students had
four unexcused school absences in a month or 10 total unexcused absences during the
school year. This represents 74% of the students qualifying as truant. The overall number
of truant students district-wide is 7,389, with the majority of truancies coming from the
high schools.

Relationships with colleagues. When Amalia speaks of her colleagues at City
School, she calls them “the most incredible bunch of people that I think I have ever had
the pleasure of being in the same building with.” Despite the day-to-day challenges of
being in a school that is constantly on the precipice, she cites a committed and
collaborative dynamic, with an unprecedented degree of camaraderie, unparalleled in her
experience. She notes that, having done her internship in a school that is perceived to be
much higher functioning, the relationships among colleagues did not come close to what

she experienced at CSSJ.

You had people who just work, who never questioned their contract
because contractually, I mean, forget it. They never questioned it. If it was
good for kids, we’re doing it. And if that meant that we’re there until six
thirty at night, who cares? If that meant that we’re having meetings early in
the morning before kids get there, who cares?

Amalia attributes the positive relationships between and among adults, in part, to
the varied career stages of the faculty at CSSJ, with a mix of young teachers, middle
career teachers, and “teachers who had literally been there for 30-plus years.” She is most

appreciative of the veterans, a higher number at CSSJ than the district average, because
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of their expertise at “building context,” meaning their understanding of generations of
families at the school and those family dynamics that help teachers better meet the needs
of students. She explains, “You can draw on all of the experiences of those teachers, and
that’s how you get stuff done.”

Amalia equally appreciates the “content nerds” on the faculty, those teachers
whose expertise is easily tapped, particularly given the depth of their understanding and
their willingness to help newer teachers. All in all, what Amalia highlights about her
relationships with colleagues at CSSJ is the overall support among school staff. “I have
yet to see that in another workspace. You never had to wonder if somebody was going to
help you out. Ever. Not once.”

Relationships with leaders. Leadership is one of the two primary contextual
drivers that significantly influenced Amalia’s sense of success and the sole contextual
driver that impacted her decision to leave teaching. Leadership became top-of-mind for
Amalia as she progressed through her years at CSSJ, so much so that she enrolled in an
urban school leadership program to obtain her administrative certification. As someone
who experienced three different leaders in her four years of teaching, she developed a
keen perception of what each brought to the table.

The visionary. Amalia’s first principal, the person who hired her, was Mr. Francis.
She describes Mr. Francis as “an incredible visionary,” a person who saw a path and had
the ability to motivate people to follow the path by meeting teachers where they were.
“It’s the kind of like the same thing we expect teachers to do with students, right? To
connect with them and say, ‘I’m going to meet you where you’re at, but here’s where
we’re going.”” Amalia applauds that ability, noting, “Whether it took him 14 months or
14 years, he’d stay a path. It didn’t mean we always reached it, but he saw a path.” Words
Amalia uses to describe Mr. Francis are “strategic,” “humble,” and “connector.”

Mr. Francis left the school district for a central office position in another school district.
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The diagnostician and mover of people. Amalia describes her second principal,
Mr. Pontecorvo, an interim hire, as “engaging,” “insightful,” and “strategic.” She
marveled at his ability to observe, listen, and diagnose issues in short order and to
develop strategies to address immediate problems. These characteristics made him
particularly effective, according to Amalia: “The ability to strategically get people to buy
in is huge. He really engaged the teachers.” In short order, Mr. Pontecorvo made
significant short-term improvements in the area of student discipline and overall school
culture and climate as a result.

The career changer. Amalia points out that as much as Mr. Pontecorvo was able to
accomplish in the relatively short time he was at CSSJ, Mrs. Johnson, a new
administrator chosen by the principal selection committee, the superintendent, and the
board of education, was able to undo in the same amount of time. Mrs. Johnson’s edict
regarding Amalia’s change in teaching assignment was the final straw in a cascade of
leadership disappointments for Amalia that clearly continue to ignite Amalia’s anger and,
over time, provided a systematic disintegration of Amalia’s sense of success. Amalia
describes Mrs. Johnson as “terrible for kids” and “terrible for teaching and learning.”

Amalia cites Mrs. Johnson’s overall disconnection with the school, with students,
and with faculty and staff. Frequently out of the building, Mrs. Johnson spent most of her
in-school time in her office and, as a result, was out of touch and without relationships.
To Amalia’s dismay, Mrs. Johnson would collect lesson plans rather than visit

classrooms:

I think the principal who collects lesson plans should spend the time that
they spend reviewing lesson plans—which is usually not even them, it’s the
instructional coach—but take that time and go to the classrooms and just see
for your damn self. Five minutes is all it takes to really see if learning is
happening.

Probably the most distressing aspect of Mrs. Johnson’s leadership style to Amalia

was the principal’s lack of ability to assess the capacity of her teaching staff. Not valuing
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Amalia’s worth as a social studies teacher with the Early College Experience program
was the ultimate example for Amalia, but there were multiple examples that occurred

along the way. In Amalia’s words,

In an urban setting, the leader becomes the teacher. Your classroom is
the school, and you may be deficient. You walk in and you meet everybody
where they’re at. And you let people do what they’re good at. Let it function
and let it flow. And then you facilitate higher levels of practice and then fill
in the gaps as necessary. You just become I think so much more efficient and
effective at your job. And everybody else is happy because they’re already
doing what they’re good at.

In Amalia’s view, Mrs. Johnson’s lack of skill at identifying individuals’ strengths
and weaknesses and her subsequent total lack of planning for teachers’ professional
development left the principal making decisions regarding staffing and programming in a
void. Ultimately, it became clear to Amalia that she was at a dead end with the leadership
at CSSJ. Despite her attempts to volunteer for numerous leadership activities, no
leadership opportunities were afforded her; in fact, she was being stripped of her
leadership role in curriculum development, at which point the disconnect between her

and the principal became the deal breaker.

I took this as her trying to push me out. I was a loud voice, an
appropriate loud voice, I still believe that. I was never pushy, but I think she
didn’t like the fact that I was doing a leadership program that really
energized me to make some change, and she didn’t like it. She wanted things
to run on her clock, and I get it. I understand that’s her domain, but she
wasn’t doing anything that was good for kids.

Relationships with students. Zada, a rising senior at CSSJ, had lived in the United
States for three years when Amalia invited her to join a small group of students on a trip
to South Africa and to learn first-hand about the government and culture of the country
they had been studying. The odds of Zada making the trip, however, seemed
insurmountable. She had no documentation other than her asylum certificate and had just
been granted her green card. Undaunted, Amalia contacted the local congressional

delegation and pleaded that they work together to get a passport for Zada. As unlikely as
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it seemed at the time, Zada was granted a refugee passport and was able to join ten of her
classmates on the trip.

Transformation and finding the sweet spot. When asked to share an artifact from
her teaching experience that represents her success as a teacher, Amalia presented a
primitive wooden percussion instrument she purchased on the trip to South Africa and

told Zada’s story, explaining the significance:

I mean this is a girl who never used a toilet for the first 16 years of her
life. Getting out of the country, meeting with other students who, like her,
some of them were refugees. I mean it, that changes everything. I could have
never given that to a student in the classroom, and I think that this artifact
not only represents perhaps one of my proudest moments as a teacher but
also my philosophy as a teacher, which is that you must identify ways to get
kids to think about and experience the world beyond the walls of the
classroom, and, if you don’t, you’re not an effective teacher.

Like Tobey, the other TFA corps member in this study, Amalia references
“transformational” as a key term explored during her TFA training that helps define her
relationships with her students. This concept has given her pause as she reflects on what

it means to be a good teacher.

And like this for me is sort of that, the example of what transformational
teaching is. Because you not only—literally you transcend beyond the
classroom—but those lessons that are learned in those small moments of
taking your first flight and that being a 17-hour flight to South Africa.

While Amalia and Tobey frame the notion of transformational classroom experiences for
students in slightly different, nuanced ways, it is clear that each of them values the
importance of providing real-world connections to impact students’ lives.

Amalia admits that initially she thought good teaching was developing a solid
lesson plan and having positive relationships, but her understanding of good teaching has
evolved beyond that construct. She offers frequent examples of how her students have
connected what they learned in her class to their own lives and developed more personal
understandings of the content; she challenges her students to retell lessons of history in

their own words and to relate these lessons to their own experiences. Amalia shares the
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example of a woman who survived Auschwitz speaking to her class at CSSJ. After the
presentation, the class became incensed, adamant that they wanted to find a way to help
the woman receive a high school diploma from CSSJ because she had been robbed of the
opportunity earlier in her life. To Amalia, this was the most important lesson her students

could have taken away from the experience:

The coolest thing was we were learning about the Holocaust, and the
students were really connecting to it. Because I framed it around empathy
really, a human sort of experience of being disenfranchised or feeling
controlled or out of control. They were able to apply that in real time and to
real life, to like actionable humanity. That’s the sweet spot. I think that the
sort of sweet spot is where you can match the importance of the content,
make it relevant enough to meet your students where they’re at in terms of
their worldview.

Professional factors.

Consequences of reform.

Excessive initiatives and ineffective professional development. As with other
participants in this study, Amalia refers to the excessive number of initiatives she has
experienced and less-than-helpful professional development she has received. She
attributes both of these observations to a disconnect between central office administrators
and what is really taking place in the schools. Like Tobey, she would like to see all
administrators more visible in the schools and in classrooms, offering them the

opportunity to witness what is actually taking place in classrooms.

The progression of normal career trajectories with district leadership is
that they have been removed from the classroom for quite a few years, and
that’s great because it is a normal progression; however, with that there’s an
increased responsibility to still maintain a connection.

She likewise attributes the lack of meaningful professional development to a disconnect

between administration and classroom teachers:

I really hate to say this, but there was not a single professional
development that I attended as a teacher that was required of me as a teacher
that was useful in the classroom. I mean there were nuggets of it, but there’s
no workshop or PD day that I left saying, “I’m going to do this tomorrow,”
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and that’s a massive waste of time for teachers who are in crisis mode all the
time and could use some highly specific training.

Urban leadership program. Ironically, what kept Amalia in the game is what
ultimately drove her away. Amalia was selected to participate in the first cohort of a new
master’s degree and administrator certification program for urban leadership
development, co-sponsored by the school district and the state university. Amalia
explains, “I chose to stay those extra two years because I felt like could dig deeper into
the larger issues that I just wouldn’t provide myself to think about otherwise.” She
considers this choice one of the best decisions she has made professionally because of the
light the program shone on issues specifically related to urban education. She feels it
gave her a better perspective on central office leadership. “I was less angry about things
because I understood systems more. It sort of gave me permission to start really thinking
about why urban leadership and urban teaching is different.”

While the leadership program increased her understanding of central office
initiatives and decision making, the flip side of this new perspective is that her new
training highlighted what she perceived to be the total incompetence of Mrs. Johnson at

the school level:

The district thinks they’re providing opportunities for professional
development, which research tells us may keep teachers and may keep the
effective ones, but really from the teachers’ point of view who are just
overburdened and overloaded and annoyed that they have to do these things
that for them aren’t connecting to the work that they need to do for kids. So I
understood that relationship differently, and it allowed me to just move
through, but never with the principal.

Meeting academic needs.

I know with certainty that I couldn’t have a classroom where you had
the teacher and the students in rows and gave a lesson. That had to go out the
window. And when you try to force that you have to realize that you’re
actually not doing most of the students justice.

While at face value it appears counterintuitive, in order to meet her students’

academic needs, over time, Amalia shifted her pedagogical practices by adopting what
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looks more like an elementary model, grouping students with materials she adapted to
their reading levels in order to “meet them where they’re at.” As Amalia explains, “Once
I did that, this whole other world opened up.” With English Language Learners and
students who were reading anywhere from a fifth- to a ninth-grade level in one class, she
found that the best approach was to have students working in what she describes as
“shifts” to build their skills, “always figuring out ways to accommodate but also really to
draw them into the expectations of not only senior level classes but what they were about
to experience five, six months down the road as they enter into college.” With this
approach, Amalia notes, students became more individually responsible for their
learning.

Even though it was more challenging for her to manage so many moving pieces,
Amalia has concluded that this way of doing business actually offers more equitable and
empowering help for the students in the long term because they learn how to own their
learning in a trusting and independent environment. “They are literally responsible for the
tasks that you give them, and they rely on themselves and each other, and, from the
teacher’s perspective, they just use you almost as a facilitator.” In most instances, this
pedagogical shift required Amalia to develop her own curriculum and to generate and
adapt materials, but, like Tobey, she sees these efforts as an opportunity to be both
creative and more effective.

Meeting social and emotional needs. Amalia explains that her four years of
teaching at CSSJ changed her “entire worldview” of the meaning of teaching, redefining
for her the role of schools in school districts, and, beyond that, cementing her belief in the
need to shift educational policies not to increase regulations and requirements for

teachers but, rather, to increase supports for families and communities.

You hear a lot about instruction and curriculum and teacher evaluation
and all of the stuff is so important. But guess what? None of it can happen
unless you have kids that are well, families that are well, and communities
that are well. If you don’t have those three things, learning can’t happen.
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Amalia sees the broader issue to be beyond the school and the school district, and
points to national perspective to help our cities and the people who live in them. “And so
the policy shift will come when we realize that as a country and kind of have our Come to
Jesus moment that things aren’t as great as they seem, and that’s OK. We can definitely
fix it. We’ve got a ton of money in the county; we just need to do some reallocation and a
value shift and just do it.”

Perceptions of success.

I knew in my fourth year that I really was hitting that sweet spot a lot.
And kids were just on fire, and I was on fire, and it was all great. So that
wasn’t it at all. I mean, I really, in my fourth year I left the classroom
honestly being able to put my thumb on how you get successful in an urban
classroom.

As confident as she became as a classroom teacher, Amalia recognizes that her
definition of success changed over her four years teaching at CSSJ. She began believing
that if she could create the perfect lesson plan, she would be a good teacher. Just past
midway of her first year of teaching, she realized that in order to begin to get through to
her students, she had to “build a context,” to make connections with them. She got to

know their mothers, their coaches, and their grandparents.

How much I focused on all the other stuff that really doesn’t fall into
your general description of what a teacher is, right? It falls into the
description of what teaches know what teaching is. But the other stuff, right?
The picking up of a kid in the morning and dragging them out of bed and
bringing them to school. It’s illegal, but who cares? You did it, and those
were the things that mattered. I know in my heart that that’s what made me a
good teacher. That is actually why I was a good teacher.

As she moved into her third and fourth years of teaching, Amalia expanded her
view of the work, recognizing that she needed to create an even larger context for her
students, bringing in guest speakers and planning trips to Poland and South Africa,

inviting her students to join in her exploration of a bigger world.

I think that what I’ve realized now is that my hunches were right. The
lesson planning and that stuff really never interested me. It was really just
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connecting with kids and making sure that they became more whole, and
when it was time for them to leave our public school, that they were ready.

In her expanding definition of success, she highlights not what she accomplished in her
lesson planning but what she offered beyond her lessons that made her ““a better person to
be in front of kids.” In Amalia’s words, “So I guess the honest answer is that my
effectiveness in a classroom wasn’t ever really about the classroom. It was about all the
other stuff that you do to impact kids and let them impact you really.”

Looking back and looking to the future. At graduation, just before the summer
when Amalia left CSSJ, the senior class voted to have her be their graduation speaker. To

this day, Amalia wonders if she made the right choice.

I have conversations with myself every day about what the hell are you
going to do with your life? Is it going to be impactful? Is it going to be
impactful as what happened? You know, in some of the moments I just
described to you, the answer is, honest to God, no.

The vivid description Amalia offers about the gradual chipping away of her
commitment to her teaching assignment at CSSJ has nothing to do with students. “What I
was most scared of was that I would not have if I stayed: there would be minimal
opportunity if any at all for me to grow as a professional or as a person in that
environment.” Her urban leader program opened the door to possibilities for larger scale
change at CSSJ in Amalia’s mind, but Amalia could see no pathway. In the end, she

attributes her feelings of failure to her inability to engage effectively with her principal.

The challenge to my effectiveness is a result of the way I interacted with
leadership in the school. If I can’t affect large scale change in the systems
that are occurring on a day-to-day basis in the school, what am I doing?
Have I failed as a teacher? And really sort of teeing up what you do in a
classroom versus what you do for your school. I could not really understand
how to gauge my own effectiveness because I was succeeding in the
classroom but really ultimately failing for my school and for what I
perceived as for my kids long-term.

While satisfying her professional wanderlust by working in the field of education

outside her classroom, Amalia has kept in contact with those students whose worlds
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opened as a result of her class. Much like Amalia herself, one student has petitioned to
create her own college major and is thinking about doing a Fulbright, and Amalia is
counseling her through the process. If Amalia’s desire “to get kids to think about and
experience the world beyond the walls of the classroom” or “navigate the murky waters
of the things that come your way” represents at least part of her metric, then, clearly she

has accomplished a hefty piece her goal.

Summary

Chapter IV of this study provided an in-depth look at each of the individuals in this
case study, with a focus on how key factors associated with teacher identity—personal,
contextual, and professional—contributed to each participant’s sense of success and the
ultimate decision to stay or leave his or her urban classroom. Each factor was analyzed by
delving into key themes that emerged across cases in order to offer a more holistic
interpretation of the phenomenon for the cases overall, an interpretation that provided the

basis for the cross-case assertions delineated in Chapter V.



177

Chapter V

RESULTS

Cross-Case Analysis

The purpose of a multiple case study, also referred to as a multicase study, is to
gain a better understanding of a phenomenon. What are the factors that contribute to or
detract from an accomplished novice urban teacher’s feeling of success and impact his or
her decision to stay or leave the urban classroom? That is the phenomenon being
examined in this study. Each case tells a separate, unique story, describing what factors—
personal, contextual, and professional—impact each teacher’s feeling of success. The
goal of the multicase study is to use the collection of cases to better understand the
phenomenon as a whole more thoroughly by examining similarities and differences. As
Simons (1980, cited in Stake, 2006) points out, “It is important to examine the common
characteristics of these phenomena, but it is also important to examine situational
uniqueness, especially complexity and interactions with background conditions” (pp. ix-
x; see also Geertz, 1973).

It is the tension between the particular and the general that separates social science
from the epistemological underpinnings of the natural or physical science. What is
knowledge, and what is worth knowing? While the natural or physical scientist places
value on the particular, in the multicase study, the social scientist is seeking
generalization by attending to both the particular and the general. The social scientist is

on the hunt for a conceptual generalization rather than a “grand explanation” (p. 8) from a
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statistical standpoint. Further differentiating the two disciplines, unlike the etic
perspective of the natural and physical sciences, the examination of the social scientist
offers an emic perspective, privileging the view of the social group being studied rather
than that of the observer. This examination offers the perspectives of six teachers in one
large city school district in the Northeast. My role as the researcher is to present their
stories as the teachers themselves presented them to me and to offer conceptual
generalizations to underscore their similarities and differences in order to describe the
phenomenon.

At the center of the multicase study is the question of how best to describe the
phenomenon by identifying the issues that are binding, connecting the cases to one
another through an instrumental, as opposed to intrinsic, case study, which goes beyond
the individual case to create a whole (Stake, 2006, p. 8). As evidenced in Chapter I of this
study, the steps in the process were to begin with a topical concern, in this case, urban
teacher attrition; anticipate problems, which included personal, contextual, and
professional factors in each case; develop a list of issue-related observations, including
the themes delineated in Chapter [IV—early influences, early teaching experiences, self-
care and well-being, relationships, consequences of reform, and meeting students’ varied
needs; look for patterns in the data; and “reformulate the issues as findings or assertions”
(p. 11). Assertions emerge from themes that bind the cases together, through the
identification of the salient details through a “reductive process” (p. 44), the process of
cross-case analysis. From the themes delineated in Chapter IV, seven connecting
assertions were drawn from an examination of the commonalities and differences
between and among cases regarding the constellation of factors that contribute to each
teacher’s perception of success and influence his or her career decision to stay in or leave
the urban classroom. These assertions regarding the factors that contribute to teachers’

perceptions of success and their career decisions include:
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e the alignment of each teacher’s classroom experience with his or her
expectations shaped by earlier events and relationships
e the ability of each teacher to cope with and manage the day-to-day challenges
by incorporating self-care and cognitive reframing strategies in order to
maintain optimism, resilience, and well-being
o the establishment of a relationship of mutual and reciprocated trust with the
school leader(s)
e the teacher’s perceived quality of relationships with colleagues
o the teacher’s perceived ability to establish individual, personal, and authentic
connections with students
o the ability to make decisions regarding curriculum and pedagogical practice
o the ability to tolerate and navigate constant and seemingly questionable change
For each of these seven assertions about the key factors that influence teachers’ decisions,
examples are provided to clarify how teachers spoke to the assertion, highlighting
commonalities and differences between and among cases. The degree to which each of
these assertions impacts each participant varies by case. Table 4 on the following page
indicates the impact of the assertion on each individual teacher; the assertions are labeled
either as a negative or positive factor for each participant. The arrow represents
movement over time—either from negative impact of the factor to a more positive or vice

versa.

Challenges Specific to Multiple Case Study Analysis

The process of multiple case study analysis presents challenges, one of which is
maintaining both structure and flexibility in the process of analysis and the second, which
is avoiding the pitfall of reducing the analysis to a simple comparison, thereby
diminishing the specificity of findings. In considering the initial research questions and

themes, it is important not to place so much emphasis on initial planning that it distracts
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Table 4. Constellation of Factors

Factors

Personal

Alignment of teaching
experiences with + + + -
expectations

Ability to manage
challenges through self-
care and cognitive
reframing

Establishment of mutual
and reciprocated trust -+ + + -
with school leader

Perception of quality
relationships with -—+ + + -= -/t
colleagues

Ability to establish
personal and authentic + + + +— -/t
connections with students

Professional

Ability to make decisions
regarding curriculum and | - = + + + - -/+
pedagogical practice

Ability to tolerate and
navigate constant and
seemingly questionable
change

e T o o R S S R S -

the researcher from detecting new issues that may surface. At the same time, abandoning
the specific research questions can result in overlooking important relationships between
and among cases and within themes.

As Stake (2006) notes, it is also important for the researcher to understand that
multiple case study is not intended to be a comparison of cases, per se. “Most case
researchers report each case as a case, knowing that this case will be compared to others,
but not giving emphasis to attributes for comparison” (p. 83), thereby allowing the reader

to make the comparisons.
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In summarizing the relationship between the individual cases and the phenomenon
being described, Stake (2006) offers the following, underscoring the need to treat each
participant’s story individually and to rely on thoughtful and thorough description to

highlight binding connections and points of departure:

We conceptualize the case in various ways to facilitate learning about
the [phenomenon]. The [phenomenon] is something that functions, that
operates, that has life. The multicase study is the observation of that life in
multiple situations (Kemmis, 1980). The [phenomenon] is something to be
described and interpreted. The ideal for most naturalistic, holistic,
ethnographic, and phenomenological case studies is to provide description:
subjective, potentially disciplined interpretation; a respect and curiosity for
culturally different perceptions of the phenomena; and empathic
representation of local settings. Avoiding stereotypes is part of the ethic.
Direct comparison is somewhat out of place in such a mix. (pp. 83-84)

Personal Factors Assertions

Two assertions associated with personal factors cut across the six cases in this
study. The first contention is that each novice teacher’s expectations for the profession
are either reinforced by or in conflict with their early experiences and/or the people who
influenced them prior to entering the classroom. The second connecting personal factor is
the importance of the ability of each teacher to incorporate the skills of emotional
intelligence, specifically the ability to self-regulate and reframe a situation in the face of
challenge or conflict.

The alignment of each teacher’s classroom experience with his or her
expectations shaped by earlier events and relationships. The extent to which the
teacher’s expectations are being met has a significant bearing on his or her ability to
navigate the challenges of urban school teaching and influence the individual’s career
decision. These expectations are colored by people who have guided the teachers in their
aspirations for the work and by the teacher’s early experiences during their own
education. Teachers who were able to replicate their prior experiences and model the

behaviors of key influencers in their lives were more likely to experience a sense of
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connection to their work and to maintain their commitment to their classrooms, their
schools, and their students. Conversely, when there was a mismatch between the
teacher’s significant prior experiences and associations and his or her day-to-day
teaching, commitment to the school and classroom was diminished.

Each of the six novice teachers in this study cited specific people and/or
experiences that informed his or her vision of what teaching is and should be. The
interviews with all six participants suggest that the match or mismatch of this vision has
had a significant impact on each teacher’s perception of success and, ultimately, the
decision to stay or leave his or her classroom. In the case of the three teachers who at the
time of this study were resolute in their decisions to stay—Libby, Meg, and Tobey—it
was the alignment of their significant relationships and prior experiences with their
classroom experiences that kept them in the mix. Libby’s ability to demonstrate empathy
for her students harkened back to her high school art teacher and her grandfather,
individuals who reinforced for her the importance of getting to know students as
individuals and making them feel worthy. Likewise, Meg was able to realize her vision of
teaching by bringing her authentic and empathic self, formative lessons she learned from
her more effective high school teachers and from her parents. Her further desire to make
music inclusive, a fundamental belief she internalized from her mentor during her student
teaching experience, continues to fuel Meg and to keep her in her classroom. For Tobey,
the lessons learned from his internship experiences and his relationship with Helen Jones
provided the impetus for him to remain in his classroom in the name of equity and social
justice.

On the other hand, when there is a mismatch between the teacher’s prior
experiences, relationships, and vision for what school is and should be, a tension is
created, impacting the teacher’s commitment to the classroom. Janet, who describes
herself as both “near” and “on the fence” when she considers leaving her urban

classroom, longs for the sense of community she experienced as she was growing up in a
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town where her school was the hub. Teaching in a magnet school that draws from
multiple towns in the state and struggles with declining enrollments, thereby threatening
its existence, is a mismatch with Janet’s vision of the “home” she wants for herself in her
school. Corinne’s view of schooling goes back to her experience in Catholic school, a
notion reinforced by what she sees in her children’s Catholic school today. During her
early years at Performance Magnet, she took comfort in the strong sense of community at
her school, which inspired a shared sense of trust between and among faculty,
administration, and families. With the change in leadership at Performance Magnet,
Corinne experienced what she perceived to be a change in the tone at the school. She
describes the environment as “corporate” and less orderly, a school where compliance
trumped compassion, the antithesis of her vision of what a school should be. As a result,
she left Performance Magnet, ironically during the time that she considered herself to be
at the top of her game in her own classroom.

The ability of each teacher to cope with and manage the day-to-day challenges
of urban teaching by incorporating self-care and cognitive reframing strategies in
order to maintain optimism, resilience, and well-being. Each novice educator assumes
the role of classroom teacher with beliefs, attitudes, dispositions, inclinations, and habits
that inform his or her way of making sense of the work and how to do it. To a person,
each of the teachers in this study acknowledged challenges associated with stepping into
his or her classroom. The ability to cope with and manage the trials is what impacts the
weight of these challenges on the teacher and, as a result, contributes to or detracts from
the teacher’s sense of success. The participants attribute their feelings of success or lack
thereof both to inherent personality traits and the ability or inability to employ strategies
of emotional intelligence. Personal characteristics, traits, and mindsets, such as inherent
optimism and a growth mindset, are contributing factors to a sense of success, as is
knowing when to find the time for self-care. In addition, cognitive reappraisal—in other

words, rethinking and reframing challenges—is a third strategy teachers cite as useful to
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right themselves in the face of hurdles. The ability to change the internal narrative by
presenting the reality in a more positive light is likewise a skill employed by the teachers
who are able to maintain optimism.

Despite the fact that each teacher in this study admits that the pressures of teaching
can lead to tension and, for some, anxiety and depression, it is the participants who found
ways to overcome the negativity and to maintain optimism about the work who remain in
their classrooms. Libby, Meg, and Tobey—the three teachers who remain resolute as
classroom teachers—all make reference to the concrete strategies they employ to stay in
the game. Libby attributes her overall positive spirit to her capacity to reflect on her
challenges and to maintain a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006). While readily
acknowledging that she frequently feels the pressure of teaching multiple subjects to
students with a wide range of academic needs and the cloud of looming benchmark and

high-stakes testing, she states simply:

I don’t think it’s in my personality to let anything interfere. I just go.
I’m pretty laid back in the fact that I just go. If you can’t move it, go around
it, kind of thing, and I think I see such a difference in my teaching, in my
confidence, and my principal helped me with that, but I think part of it is my
own working at it. I want to be the best teacher I can be, period, and I don’t
think that I will ever change that at all. [ mean, that’s my job, and that’s what
I want to do, and that’s what keeps me going.

Libby explains that she never has had second thoughts about being a teacher, and she
says that she never doubted herself as a teacher, understanding that refining her skills,
while frustrating at times, takes time and work.

Tobey likewise attributes his staying power in large part to his understanding that
honing his craft is part of the job. He talks of the notion of “failing courageously,” a
mindset that he has embraced since he participated in a professional learning session on
the topic through TFA. While he confesses that he most assuredly has been emotionally
bruised by taking less-than-successful risks in the past, those experiences have not

deterred him:
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I guess another element of effectiveness is the willingness to take risks
and be okay with failure. I’ve failed so many times in this job, and for the
most part it’s because I’ve challenged myself and done something that I may
or may not have been totally comfortable with in the moment, but I knew
that I’m going to try this out, and if it doesn’t work, then that’s a lesson
learned; I’ll move on from there, but there’s going to be an instructive piece
in the failure.

Tobey’s ability to reframe his thinking through cognitive reappraisal, renaming
failure as a lesson learned, offers him a positive spin on the challenges of his teaching.
His positivity also stems from his strong sense of mission and passion to achieve equity
by reducing the achievement gap and, as he names it, the opportunity gap, a mindset
years in the making from his undergraduate years through law school and into his
classroom. While he is clear about the many hours he puts into his work and refers to
teaching in terms like “grueling” and “frustrating,” he underscores that it is his inherent
sense of mission and passion that keeps him in the game.

Like Tobey, Meg admits that cognitive reframing has been critical to her remaining
in her classroom, and she confesses that her loss of balance and optimism at one point

early on shook her foundation:

It’s very hard to right yourself, and I would actually say that my second,
leading into the beginning of my third year, was probably the hardest part for
me. | started to experience a lot of that vicarious trauma, which can lead to
depression. It can lead to anxiety. A lot of things that, you know, less mature
adults wouldn’t be able to understand or know where it’s coming from. And
that can lead them to quit as well instead of understanding that they need to
seek out help.

Meg likewise acknowledges that she has had to shift both her thinking and her actions in
her work, and she contends that the unusually high level of attrition at her school has
much to do with the fact that her less mature, less seasoned coworkers have been unable
to do the same. Over time, Meg has made it her mission as an emerging teacher leader to
help her colleagues give themselves permission to acknowledge the stresses of the job

and to take time for themselves. Noting what she refers to as “this very sort of selfless
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mentality” that is common in the teaching profession, and acknowledging that she herself

is not comfortable saying “no” to people, she emphasizes the importance of self-care:

When you really start to reflect on self-care and understand that if you
do not take care of yourself and take those times to close the laptop, not
complete that particular report or lesson plan right at the moment, if you
don’t take those pieces to recharge, then the students will not get the best of
you, and that is not what you want.

In addition to closing her laptop, Meg talks of putting away her cellphone, playing with
her daughter, going on day trips, eating a little comfort food, and doing things that make
her laugh as vital activities that help her recharge. In her words, “I need to experience that
sort of overwhelmingly positivity, just to kind of flush everything out, all the negativity
out.”

Taking time to recharge and engaging in self-care activities offer part of the
solution for Meg. Changes in mindset are likewise critical in her view. Meg stresses the
need to be “solution oriented” in the face of obstacles, and she makes it clear that leaning
on colleagues is a valuable way to maintain optimism, confessing that she seeks out her
like-minded colleagues and works hard to redirect those people who begin to dig an
emotional hole during faculty meetings. Another example of Meg’s solution orientation is
her attitude toward making mistakes. Not unlike Tobey, she acknowledges that she, like
just about everyone, has made her share of mistakes as a teacher, and she underscores the
need to be reflective about mistakes. At the same time, she stresses to her colleagues that
they should, again, focus on a solution and that they should not dwell on those mistakes.

While Amalia chose to leave her classroom for reasons other than maintaining
balance and optimism about her work, she does admit that the initial adjustment to
balancing the multiple needs of her students was daunting, and she raises the issue of her
ability to reframe her thinking as critical to her staying in the classroom as long as she
did. Similar to the other participants in this study, Amalia acknowledges the initial

challenges of establishing and maintaining a positive mindset in her role as an urban
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schoolteacher. She recounts her first roughly six months at CSSJ, fantasizing about
fleeing the school and escaping for good. Addressing and managing the challenges in
some cases requires deliberate attempts to reframe thinking and, when necessary, taking
specific action to promote self-care. For Amalia, it was a matter of first figuring out how
to stop the feeling that she was “drinking from a firehose every day.”

Amalia felt daunted by what she initially perceived to be the neediness of her
students. She admits that her focus at the onset of her teaching was on what she identified
to be deficits in her students’ lives, seemingly insurmountable obstacles. The burden of
pathologizing the home lives of her students and feeling as if she had to fix students’
problems was debilitating to Amalia and caused her to think about quitting. Once she was
able to reframe her thinking, to build her bank as she described it, by getting to know her
students as individuals, she was able to focus on her students’ assets through cognitive
reappraisal and the adjustment of her way of thinking about her students and her role in
their lives. What Amalia was able to do by shifting her mindset was to build common
ground and shared experiences with her students.

For Janet, who described herself as increasingly edging toward the fence, and
Corinne, who left the profession altogether, shifting mindsets proved to be more of a
challenge. One of Janet’s comments early on in the interviewing process proved to be
particularly revealing: “I thought about it the other day. I said, “Wow, when I get to these
interviews, maybe I’1l feel like....” You know, it’s a little bit of a therapy for me, just to
be able to verbalize sometimes.” She explains that going home and complaining to her
husband is counterproductive. A variety of contextual factors, including a disconnect
with the school leader, limited collegial interaction, and the need to get to know a whole
new group of students, proved to be particularly taxing during the first two-thirds of the
school year; during that time she labored to frame her circumstance in a positive light. In
addition, she struggled to manage what she perceived to be an unreasonable amount of

paperwork. In her words,
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It’s a lot of reading, and there’s not really any way around that, but I
think I need some guidance, too. “Are you keeping things in order?” It’s a
skill T lack. I could be more effective if [ knew where all my stuff was and
how to access it.

In the face of larger classes, increased paperwork, and limited collegial support, Janet
struggled to reframe her circumstance in order to establish a more positive mindset. By
the final interview, however, as she experienced a slight shift in her thinking with a touch
of optimism about her improving relationships with students and what she perceived to
be a growing sense of community at Communications, Janet opened the door to the
notion that there was a chance that she would remain in her classroom.

When Corinne reflects on her earlier time at Performance Magnet, she recalls years
of feeling as if she had found a home. Even in retrospect, her recollections of her
relationships—with her first principal, her students, and her colleagues—are positive.
When the administration changed, so did Corinne’s perspective: in her mind, corporate
replaced care, fear trumped trust, and compliance supplanted professionalism. These
irreconcilable circumstances would not allow Corinne to reframe her thinking and to
reconcile her values with what she perceived to be the shift at Performance. As a result,
Corinne sought a new teaching position at Clemente STEM that came with its own set of
stressors, most especially the fact that she had not been at the school long enough to
establish the relationships like those that sustained her in her earlier teaching assignment,
and, thus, the situation became untenable for her and resulted in the end of her career as a

teacher.

Contextual Factors Assertions

Three assertions regarding the context in which the six teachers have taught
represent perhaps the most significant influences on their sense of success and,
ultimately, their decisions to remain in or leave their classrooms. All three assertions
revolve around the quality of relationships: relationships with school leaders, colleagues,

and students. With each of the three factors, the quality of relationships includes not only
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meeting the teacher’s personal and professional needs but also empowering the teacher to
exercise a sense of agency.

Relationships with leaders: Mutual and reciprocated trust. Relationships with
their leaders were important to all six of the teachers in this study. Arguably, the
relationship between a novice teacher and his or her school leader is the most significant
factor, the linchpin, in keeping that teacher in the classroom. The complexity of the
relationship cannot be overstated because it is a multi-faceted proposition. How does one
build trust, and how does that trust then become mutual? It begins with making certain
that the school leader is acknowledging and supporting the teacher to meet his or her
basic needs, creating a sense of safety and support through the establishment of an
orderly environment with adequate resources to get the job done. While a sense of safety
and order is fundamental to establishing a baseline of trust, a more nuanced level of a
trusting relationship has to do with granting permission, either explicitly or implicitly, for
a teacher to take risks with impunity.

Despite their relatively short time teaching, in the cases of Libby, Meg, Janet,
Corinne, and Amalia—all but Tobey—each of these teachers experienced one or more
leadership changes, providing the opportunity to compare and contrast leadership styles.
In the case of Libby and Meg, the change in leadership meant increased resolve to stay in
their classrooms. For Janet, Corinne, and Amalia, the opposite was true. With Janet
contemplating leaving and Corinne and Amalia leaving their classrooms, it could well be
argued that the relationship with the leader is one of the most significant factors in an
accomplished novice teacher’s decision-making process. A recurring theme that led to
this assertion is the importance of trust. Beyond having respectful and supportive school
leaders, each of the participants underscored the notion that trust needs to be not only
mutual but also reciprocated, requiring the leader’s active effort not only to affirm but

also to empower the teacher.
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For Libby, who questioned the ambiguous and seemingly arbitrary instructional
advice of her first principal, working for her second principal provided a significant
contrast. Libby appreciates her current leader’s relentless focus on what is best for
students and her concrete, up-to-date instructional expertise. In turn, her principal
acknowledges and applauds Libby’s fearless willingness to experiment with new, less
teacher-directed teaching techniques and to find ways to make them her own, calling
Libby “a principal’s dream.” Libby refers to her principal’s compliment as “huge,”
explaining that this approval has led her to try new teaching techniques when she is being
observed by the principal, a practice that one of her peers acknowledged as something
she had never witnessed at the school. In Libby’s mind, it is her principal who created a
supportive climate by giving Libby license and a sense of agency, something she refers to
as a “personal victory,” and she acknowledges the importance of her principal’s ability
to establish an environment that embraces mutual and reciprocated trust, stating, “I totally
agree that the leadership can make or break the tone.”

Curiously, Meg’s descriptor when she refers to the evolution of her relationship
with her principal mirrors Libby’s: “I am definitely getting notice from my principal. My
principal trusts me, which is huge.” Having begun her teaching career at Dwyer with a
principal who was buried in local politics in a partnership with a charter organization,
creating an ambiguous power structure, Meg observed that the principal was
understandably distracted by management conflicts, and, as a result, the faculty did not
have the opportunity to establish individual relationships with the leader. With some of
the management issues being resolved over time, Meg identified her current principal as a
leader who has been capable of navigating external pressures and focusing internally on
growing the faculty. For Meg, an emerging teacher leader, that has meant opportunity.
After her principal listened to Meg and heard about Meg’s research into trauma and its

impact on students, families, and teachers, the principal asked Meg to share her findings
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with her colleagues during a professional development session at a faculty meeting. The
principal’s trust was both affirming and empowering to Meg.

Tobey attributes his principal’s style of leadership to the atypically low attrition at
Bromley Upper School and underscores that her style is to ask teachers to lead initiatives,
encouraging them to identify issues and to propose solutions. That level of trust in
teachers’ expertise and abilities fuels teachers and garners loyalty, according to Tobey: “I
think that’s really empowering. I really, really appreciate the autonomy, and I’ve been
able to feel a lot more invested in the school because I’ve been able to build initiatives
that I think are really important for our kids.”

In Corinne’s case, the flip side of empowerment is the experience she had at
Performance Magnet once she faced changes in the administrative team. Corinne
explicitly cited her earlier principal’s willingness to listen and to trust in her teachers’
judgment when dealing with students. Like Tobey, Corinne associates the ability to make
her own decisions, the level of autonomy she experiences, as a sign of the
administration’s appreciation of her as a professional. With the new administrative team,

the opposite was true for Corinne:

They made me feel like I wasn’t a professional. They made me feel like
my opinion didn’t count even though they said, “Well, your opinion counts.”
They made me feel like I was never doing enough. They made me feel like I
wasn’t being trusted.

When Corinne reported details of a student discipline event to the assistant
principal and was met with “Let me check with the student” and “Let me check the
videotape,” her interpretation was that her observations and opinions were not trusted,
and this lack of mutual and reciprocal trust and respect became intolerable to her. In
Corinne’s mind, the administrator’s desire to engage in a dialogue with the student
signaled a lack of confidence in her judgment. As she had experienced in parochial
school, Corinne’s view was that the adult was always right, and the assistant principal’s

choice constituted what she perceived a breach of trust. Contributing to this feeling was
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Corinne’s overall sense that the administration did not have an understanding of or
appreciation for all that she offered to the school in terms of both the curricular and the
extracurricular activities. In the long run, it was this lack of reciprocated and empowering
trust that led to her move to another school and, ultimately, to her departure from the
profession altogether.

For Janet, her inability to rely on her principal to attend to necessary details was an
issue she had experienced to some degree with her past two principals but never to the
degree she faced at Communications High. Over the course of the year of interviews,
Janet’s interpretation moved from her belief that the principal was just pulled in too many
directions to “Where’s the follow through? You need to make a commitment.” After
requesting the New York Times at the beginning of the school year and receiving the
subscription in April, and with multiple other examples of the principal’s lack of attention
to the promises he made to Janet and her colleagues, Janet had lost trust in the principal’s
word and actions, and, with that, her determination to stay in the game wavered.

After having worked with two prior principals, both of whom engendered Amalia’s
trust through highly relational leadership styles, Amalia met Mrs. Johnson, the person to
whom Amalia ultimately attributes her departure from City School for Social Justice.
Like Janet, Amalia felt a significant disconnect with the new leader, in part because of
the principal’s overall lack of connection to and understanding of the students, teachers,
and community as a whole and also her inability to assess the talent within the school,
Amalia’s included. All of this flew in the face of what Amalia was learning in the courses
she was taking about effective urban leadership that was fueling her passion to become a

leader.

You know, that’s really how you get stuff done. You build trust, do all
those other good things along the way, but she didn’t. And I think that that
was a serious gap early on. I mean to be effective first and foremost, you
cannot do it alone, so if you have the mentality that you are the leader then
you need to leave.
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It was Amalia’s inability to connect interpersonally and establish a mutual trust with the
principal that quashed the leadership opportunities she so passionately sought and led to
her exit from her classroom and the profession altogether.

Relationships with colleagues: Supported and empowered collaboration. To a
person, each participant in this study emphasized the importance of colleagues as a
contextual contributor to his or her feelings of success. Mentoring, offering feedback,
supporting, and collaborating are key descriptors that bind the cases together. The
importance of seeking out like-minded coworkers was also a linking concept. The
teachers cite the ability or the inability to have this support as having a direct bearing on
their feeling of success and the decision to stay or leave.

In some cases, the support that teachers received from colleagues was mixed, but
for Libby, the work with supportive colleagues was able to outweigh negative
interactions with other colleagues. Libby does not mince words when she talks about her
first two years of teaching and working with the curriculum specialist, whom she
describes as directive, negative, and condescending: “I mean, I cried, I think, once a
week.” Libby attributes low staff morale during those first years to the negative way
feedback was delivered. By contrast, she describes the feedback and support of her
assigned mentor, a retired teacher, during that same period: “She just offered in the
kindest way possible, but very constructively at the same time. The way she gave
information that helped and was so positive.” Libby recounts one such moment when her
mentor said, “Libby, stop for a second. Look around your classroom. Every single child
is engaged, and they’re learning, and you’ve done that.” Libby underscores her
appreciation for her mentor’s specific, concrete feedback, whether it was how to model
using a glue stick or how to transition effectively from one activity to the next.

Particularly encouraging to Libby is her belief that she and her grade-level team of
teachers are collaborating on what really matters: how to move the academic needle for

each of their students. In her words, “I think our team is always centered on the students,
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even when we go in for our data meetings, and it’s a huge victory.” She is proud of the
fact that her principal demonstrates respect for her team and showcases the team’s work
when the principal’s supervisor is present, even changing the observation schedule to

highlight Libby’s team.

I think she respects us as a team because when we go in there our
presentation and our concerns are about kids. It’s not about getting the
materials, which everyone complains about. It’s not about problems with the
curriculum.

The recurring theme for Libby, as with others in this study, is to avoid participating
in the negative discourse with disgruntled peers and to be open to reexamining pedagogy
on a consistent basis. She applauds her grade level team members for their eagerness to
do so, and she laments the fact that a number of her colleagues are stuck in their old
practices and, as a result, fail to explore new and innovative ways to present content.
“Sometimes I think the veteran teachers become a little immune to that, and that’s what I
never want to happen.”

Meg explains that she turned to one able colleague whom she looked up to as a
kind of informal mentor. Meg taught with this fourth grade teacher until the year of this
study, when her colleague moved to a central office curriculum position. Meg explains

why she chose the teacher to observe and emulate:

I considered her sort of a mentor because she was just incredible at her
work. I would stand back in awe and just be like, “Oh, my God. How do you
do it?” And she really transformed her students, and she had some very
difficult students. And transformed them in the sense that even now what she
taught them, now that they’re in sixth grade, has lasted.

Meg says that her collaboration with the teacher yielded an important byproduct as the
students started to see the adults—Meg, her mentor, and the other fourth grade teachers—
collaborating as a team with like-minded efforts. “In the children’s minds, we got to pass
the torch, and so they started to see this network of adults that cared, and these positive

attitudes and positive changes in behavior started transitioning over into my class.” Not
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unlike Libby, Meg valued the ability to reap the benefits of a being on a team that shared
similar philosophies and goals, a team led by her mentor. Most appreciatively, Meg
describes the teacher: “She was a wonderful, wonderful mentor and continues to be a
great mentor to me.”

Meg also stresses the importance of her relationship with a like-minded third grade
teacher, whom Meg describes as her best friend. In describing their bond, Meg confesses
that they provide each the other a sounding board; however, she stresses that the value of
the relationship is they do not dwell on the negative, but, rather, they share common
experiences instead of taking the frustration home, echoing Janet’s frustration about
trying to work through school-related matters with family.

It is Meg’s emerging role as a teacher leader that underscores the importance of
relationships among the faculty at her school and her desire to reach beyond collaboration
and to provide support to her colleagues. While she admits that she does not necessarily

agree with all of her peers, she does express compassion, given the difficulty of the work:

We are all in different places in our personal lives, and that very much
informs how we feel in our workplace, and so, someone who seems
particularly short or stressed out that day or maybe that whole year because
they are going through something really terrible in their personal life, just
don’t take it to heart. You never know what they are going through.

Meg values her colleagues, even when she disagrees with their coping mechanisms, and
she recognizes and works to understand their challenges, experiencing feelings of success
when her peers acknowledge and appreciate her leadership efforts. Similar to the mutual
and reciprocated trust that teachers respond to with their leaders, Meg seeks that same
relationship with her peers, working to offer her colleagues support and receiving their
gratitude in response. She likewise reinforces the issue of trusting and empathic
relationships full circle by comparing the quality of connections with each of her peers to

the way she relates to students.
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Tobey’s references to mentoring are evident in his reflections on his time with
Helen Jones during the period that he was making the decision to enter education rather
than practice law. Once he entered his classroom, the relationships that most fueled him
were the collaborative connections with other teachers who were encouraged and
empowered to identify issues within the school and with student learning and to work
together by a supportive principal who stepped aside and offered sideline support. Tobey
attributes the latitude and autonomy afforded him and his peers to the collaborative and
supportive spirit established at Bromley Upper and the like-mindedness of his coworkers,
and he attributes his lasting commitment and that of his colleagues to these conditions.

Limited mentoring and collegial support are a recurring theme for Janet as she
repeatedly states that she needs organizational, curricular, and technological support.
Janet describes her assigned retired teacher mentor as “a nice lady” and says she enjoyed
her time talking to her. When Janet describes the feedback she received from her
assigned mentor, she mimics, “Oh, you’re doing such a great job.” Janet explains, “She
thought I was wonderful, which was nice, but I needed a little more direction,” pointing
to the frequent sense of isolation she feels within the school as a whole. Janet admits that
she would have preferred constructive criticism from her mentor. “I can handle criticism.
Yes, I can handle it. I, like, you know? I want to improve.” Janet’s sense of isolation was
reinforced by lack of meaningful peer mentoring. She describes the type of dialogue with
a district-based coach regarding her practice that was limited but particularly helpful to

her:

Our blended learning coach came to our classroom one day, and he kind of
gave that back. It wasn’t really feedback. It was like he said things, “I
noticed...” and “Questions I had...,” but it was nice. It made me able to see
my classroom through another lens, and I’ve really, I appreciate that, but I
know there are a lot of teachers that buck the idea of somebody coming into
their classroom. I don’t have a problem with it. I don’t care who comes into
my classroom.
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Janet laments the fact that she cannot have more time with the blended learning coach, a
person who works across schools within the district. She appreciates the coach not only
because of his concrete, specific questions and observations but also because she felt and
continues to feel the need for additional support in the area of technology. “He’s
wonderful, and when he comes in, he’s so helpful and wonderful, but there’s only one of
him. He’s been over here a couple of times, and when he’s here I, you know, monopolize
as much of his time as I can.” She likewise describes helpful but infrequent curriculum
conversations with district-wide curriculum specialists. Unlike the other participants in
this study, Janet does not benefit from an on-site mentor, either formally or informally
assigned, who can provide her with concrete and specific feedback.

Having like-minded coworkers is important to Janet, and when she reflects on her
first group of colleagues at New Start and what she perceives as a lack of effort on the

part of her colleagues there, like Libby, she expresses irritation:

It’s frustrating for me, and it’s frustrating that just the way the education
world works, that when people are not doing their job it’s not just clear cut.
In any other industry if you’re not doing your job, you lose your job, and it’s
not that way in teaching. And I think that’s a disservice to everybody—the
taxpayers, the kids going to school, and the people doing their job.

With the level of commitment Janet observes from many—albeit not all—of her fellow
teachers at Communication High, she feels closer to the faculty than she did at her prior
school because of their like-mindedness, the shared sense of commitment to the work. At
the same time, the lack of collaboration with the only other teacher who teaches the grade
and subject matter that Janet does and her limited access to collegial conversations about
practice are frequent barriers to Janet’s sense of success. While she feels collegial
commitment as a source of support, the lack of connection with colleagues to move her
classroom teaching forward creates not only a sense of isolation but also causes her to

question her own ability to move her students forward.
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Much like Meg, when it came to finding an adviser, Corinne turned to an able, only
slightly more seasoned colleague at Performance Magnet to establish an informal
mentoring relationship, a relationship and level of support that were lost when she moved
to Clemente. In talking about her colleague and mentor at Performance, Corinne praises
what she perceived to be her multiple areas of expertise and the many areas in which she
served as a role model: from content to pedagogy, from curricular to extracurricular.
Corinne points to the importance of this mentoring relationship to her, even in an
environment that Corinne felt was helpful overall at the time, particularly in light of
collaborative colleagues who were “supportive all the time.”

When Corinne moved to Clemente, perhaps unknowingly, she was put into a
position where she, as a more seasoned teacher, would potentially need to shift her role
from that of mentee to mentor to three of the four other members of her team; that role
was not a comfortable fit for her. In her response to a question about her relationship with
her new colleagues, she admitted that she felt she was unable to turn to them for help. In
the absence of someone with a level of expertise with whom she could collaborate
regarding classroom climate, Corinne had no one to whom she could turn, contributing to
her choice to exit her classroom.

For Amalia, individual relationships were important and something she valued
highly; however, they were not as important to her as an overall positive school culture, a
culture that began at the top. Amalia’s highly valued connection with colleagues was
simply not enough to make up for her disconnection with the school leader. When
Amalia describes her colleagues at CSSJ, she talks about the collaborative, supportive
camaraderie among the faculty, a diverse group of people in terms of teaching experience
with what can best be described as a positive interdependence and, in Amalia’s mind,
with a common goal: a relentless and tireless focus on students. Amalia acknowledges the
day-to-day demands in a challenging environment, and she notes the combination of

seasoned veterans, with their deep understanding of the community, its history, and its
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people; the “content nerds,” with their rich understanding of curriculum and pedagogy;
and the newer teachers with their optimism and energy; all of whom brought valuable and
vital capital to the faculty and, therefore, to the students. In Amalia’s words, the

connection among staff was noteworthy.

And it was really special, honestly. Especially after doing my internship and
seeing how other schools function. Even high functioning schools, how they
function. The degree of camaraderie and collaboration was, I mean, truly
unprecedented. I’'m early in my career, but I have yet to see that level in any
other workspace. I mean even in other schools.

Despite Amalia’s positivity about collegial and supportive relationships with her
coworkers, the negativity, and, more specifically, the lack of mutual and reciprocated
trust with Mrs. Johnson, trumped her relationships with her colleagues.

Relationships with students: Individual, personal, and authentic connections.
To a person, each teacher in this study emphasizes the belief that connecting with
students is the most important element contributing to his or her sense of success. The
importance of making personal connections with students in order to reach them
academically binds each of the cases in this study. The nuance in the building of
relationships in each of the cases in this study is the metric by which each participant
measures his or her success, all of which point to attitudes and dispositions and not to test
scores.

For Libby, Meg, and Tobey, in tandem with other positive factors, their successful
relationships with students further cemented their commitment to their classrooms.
Similar to Libby, Meg, and Tobey, the quality of Amalia’s relationships continued to
grow significantly as she came to know her students more deeply. Janet and Corinne
were faced with the need to start over based on other factors altogether. For both Janet
and Corinne, having established strong reputations and relationships with students that
reflected care and respect at their first schools, starting at square one in their relationships

with a new group of students in their new schools shook their confidence and impacted
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their resolve to remain at those schools. What it means to make a connection, how to
strengthen that connection, and the ultimate outcome as a result of that connection all
come into play as each teacher grapples with his or her feelings of success in building
relationships with students. At the same time, in combination with other factors, that
success does not necessarily assure that the teacher remains in his or her classroom.

Libby states outright that her students and her desire to make a difference in their
lives are what keep her in the classroom. She sees her conversations with students about
their pets, about their weekends, and about their football games as a key element of her
teaching by bonding with students on a personal level. That, in Libby’s mind, is what
keeps her students coming to school each day, with her class attendance rate being among
the highest in the school.

At the center of Libby’s feeling of success with students is her ability to establish a
personal relationship with each student individually, regardless of the challenges the
student presents. Libby tells the story of one of her more demanding students with whom
she “came to an understanding” last year and with whom she experienced significant
progress over the course of the year. During the current academic year, that same student
is in constant trouble, stemming from his lack of connection with this year’s teacher, an
individual Libby describes as “one of the teachers that yells all the time.” While getting
her students to school and getting to know them as individuals are initial outcomes by
which Libby measures her success, ultimately her goal is to assist students in developing
the grit to grapple with difficult material, to persist in the face of challenges, and not to be
afraid to make mistakes. In Libby’s mind, her students can only deal with academic
challenge and ambiguity if they feel as if they are in a safe and caring space, and she
works very hard to create that safe space in her classroom.

Similar to Libby, Meg calls out power struggles between a teacher and a student as
a no-win prospect, and she points to the need to take issues of power out of the equation

in order to establish connections with students, particularly students with behavioral
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challenges, as evidenced by the example highlighted at the introduction of her case in
Chapter IV. Meg found herself in the position of coach to her student, urging him not to
reopen a battle waged by one of his teachers over a cell phone that resulted in his
suspension. Having had the same issue with a phone with that same student, Meg
explains that she had no difficulty with him. She attributes the lack of conflict to the fact
that she, like Libby, has worked very hard to build a relationship with the student over the
course of four years. In part, Meg attributes her success in building relationships and
making stronger connections with her students to the fact that she established a solid
working relationship with the student’s special education caseworker. She explains, “I
was in very heavy communication with her, and so he understood that there were two
safe adults that he could go to and oftentimes when they are doing behavior plans, he
would identify me as an adult that he could go to, to take a break.” In addition to offering
students a safe haven, Meg appreciates being identified as a “safe person.” Like Libby,
Meg makes reference to making individual, personal connections with students as pivotal
to her success in the classroom.

For Meg, it all comes down to establishing trust.

I think an effective teacher is someone who builds trust with their students.
Understands that they can’t abuse that trust. Understands that their authority
is not of their own making. Understands that in order to gain respect they
have to be a respectable person in speech and in deed and understands that
“sorry” goes a long way.

In the end, once she has made strong connections with her students, Meg’s desired
outcome is, in her words, to “change students’ mindsets.” Her mantra is to empower her
students with a belief in their own capabilities, not in their acts of compliance. She
explains, “I don’t accept excuses. I don’t accept fixed mindset for my students, which is
very easy to fall into for them. They believe inherently that if something is difficult it
means that they can’t do it. I seek to disprove that to themselves every single time they

are in my classroom.” Not unlike Libby, Meg ultimately measures her success by her
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students’ ability to counter their deficit narratives, enabling them to have the confidence
to persist in the face of challenge.

Tobey explains that the first thing he looks at as he judges his success as a teacher
is the quality of relationships he builds with his students and “the likelihood of those
relationships kind of persisting over time.” Had Tobey not struck up a dialogue with T.J.
during the student’s AWOL moments in the hallway, T.J. would never have made it to
class, never mind meeting Helen Jones or winning the state-wide writing competition.
Like Libby, Tobey talks about the importance of getting to know his students as
individuals, understanding who they are and who they look up to. Had Tobey not learned
about Jose’s pivotal relationship with his mother, he would have missed the opportunity
to partner with Jose’s mom to hold her son’s feet to the fire and, thus, to open up the
student’s life to the possibility of college.

Based on what he learns about each student, Tobey then measures his success by
another metric: “I look at the opportunities I was able to provide to students and of the
uniqueness of those opportunities.” Had Tobey not connected with people he had met in
law school and created the moot court team at Bromley, Crystal may not have found the
inspiration or her footing to argue her case in federal district court, and his American
Politics student would never have had the mentoring experience with the editor of the city
newspaper. For Tobey, making individual connections with students means learning
about who they are, where their interests and passions lie, and creating individualized
learning opportunities that are specifically tailored to resonate with his students’ passions.

Similar to Tobey’s experience, Amalia found that getting to know her students as
individuals and learning about their experiences—building the bank,” as she describes
it—was how she began to feel less overwhelmed with her teaching at City School for
Social Justice. She admits that when she began teaching, she thought that having a good
lesson plan and having good relationships would make her an effective teacher, but she

came to an understanding that connections with students had to go much deeper. In



203

Amalia’s words, “That meant that I had to ask them to come chat with me so that in my
bank of experiences they weren’t just my own anymore. They were theirs, too.” Making a
connection with her students meant learning more about her students’ lives and engaging
with them to build trust and respect, something she confesses it took her until February of
her first year of teaching to begin to accomplish.

Once Amalia was able to clarify in her own mind what was and was not in her
control regarding the experiences of her students—where her locus of control begins and
ends—she was able to feel less overwhelmed, although she does admit to pushing the
boundaries at times by going to students’ homes to get them to school in the morning. By
February, Amalia felt that she was beginning to create order, moving from what she
perceived to be “long-term crisis mode” to a classroom with systems and structures. With
this sense of order and safety came trust and openness between her and her students, an
environment where students worked purposefully, both individually and in small groups.
Also similar to Tobey, relating her lessons to her students’ lived experiences—
experiences that Amalia came to understand much more deeply—provided Amalia with
the hook to engage with her students more deeply in the work.

The difference between Amalia and her colleagues—Libby, Meg, and Tobey—is
that her growing sense of accomplishment with her students as measured by her own
metrics of success was outweighed by her increasing disconnection with her principal. To
this day, Amalia makes reference to her enduring connections with her students through
college and beyond, but the lack of a relationship with her principal was what pushed her
out of her classroom.

Janet explicitly states that she gauges her effectiveness by how well she builds
relationships with her students. Moving from New Start to Communications was
particularly difficult for Janet as she left a school where her reputation as a caring,
approachable, and supportive adult preceded her. At Communications, where the climate

was less structured and the class sizes were significantly larger, Janet’s high and
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unwavering expectations were met with resistance by a number of students. This was a
jarring experience for her. As Janet puts it, “I need that reciprocity,” and it was painful
for her to be met with resistance and even anger from her students.

Over the course of the school year, Janet sensed her students’ growing commitment
to the work in her class; she attributes this growing commitment to the fact that her
students came to understand that she is “really, sincerely in their corner” and their
growing understanding that her consistency and predictability in terms of her academic
expectations provides a stable environment and represents an expression of care on her
part. In the end, Janet admits that, whatever the reason, she is relieved that her
relationships with students have continued to build, and students continue to rise to her
expectations, leading to an ever-so-slightly increasing optimism about her position at
Communications. “Maybe the kids know that I’'m here to stay. And, you know, I don’t
know what it is. I don’t know what changed. I don’t know why it changed. I'm glad it
changed.” The ultimate outcome that Janet seeks for her students is their measuring up to
high but reasonable expectations and returning the respect she extends to them by
maintaining high expectations.

Much like Janet, reciprocity in her relationships with students is a recurring theme
for Corinne as well. When she shared Anna’s letter as an example of her sense of success
as a teacher, it was Anna’s thanks to Corinne for being a role model by demonstrating
what it means to be a strong woman with confidence and self-assurance. Corinne makes
multiple references to the importance of making affective and cognitive connections with
her students, and she highlights a number of ways she managed to do so: sharing cultural
connections, encouraging deep and analytical discussions of content, and thinking
critically about what they were reading. When asked when she felt she was the most
successful as a teacher, Corinne points to her final two years at Performance Magnet, the

point at which she was connecting both emotionally and intellectually with her students
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and, ironically and similarly to Amalia, the point at which she decided to leave the school
because of her lack of a satisfying relationship with the school’s new leadership.
Corinne’s move to Clemente STEM proved to be an extremely jarring experience,
so much so that she walked away within the first full month of school, before she had the
time to establish relationships with her students. While her relationships with students
kept her in teaching, her disconnection with leadership at Performance led to her move to
a new school. When she no longer felt a strong bond with students at Clemente, despite
the presence of an empathic leader, she made the decision to leave. At the center of her
decision was the disconnect and lack of reciprocity she felt with her students. The
gratitude expressed by Anna and her classmates was displaced by what Corinne
perceived to be the resistance and disrespect of the seventh graders she faced each day at
Clemente. Corinne’s efforts to secure new teaching materials were met with “Who
cares?” and the majority of her time in the classroom was spent reacting to discipline
issues rather than interacting with students about subject area content. Corinne explains

Y <6

that what she perceived to be her students’ “ungrateful” and “disrespectful” actions shook
her sense of success and made her feel like a failure, attributing that lack of relationships
with her students, at least in part, to her own failing. Within just the few weeks she spent
with her students at Clemente, she had lost her sense of success as a teacher, a shift

fueled by her lack of relationships with students and exacerbated by the introduction of a

new grade level at the school led by a team of largely inexperienced teachers.

Professional Factors Assumptions

Finally, two assertions emerged that point to issues related more broadly to
teaching in an urban setting, influencing each teacher’s sense of success and impacting
his or her decision to leave or remain in the urban classroom. The first assertion is that
teachers who are able to make independent decisions regarding curriculum and

pedagogical practice have an increased sense of agency that contributes to the likelihood
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that they will remain in their classrooms; the second assertion is that teachers who remain
in their urban classrooms demonstrate the ability to tolerate and navigate ambiguities
particular to urban school reform. With both assertions, the personal and contextual
variables in each case inform the degree to which the professional factors are moderated.
In other words, each teacher’s personal attributes and contextual supports—or the quality
of relationships within the school—help mitigate professional frustrations.

Determining what to teach and how to teach it. What is it that students need to
know and be able to do? Once that question has been answered, what is the best way to
get there? Given the documented breadth of students’ academic needs and the evident
decline of school and district resources, each of the teachers articulates the necessity to
make content and pedagogical decisions regarding what to teach and how to teach it.
Each of the teachers in this study has grappled with these questions, particularly in light
of the nationwide push to reduce the achievement gap in a state identified as having one
of the country’s widest achievement gaps prior to and at the time of this study. The grade
level and subject matter that each teacher teaches has a bearing on the content decisions
he or she can make, the curricular resources available, and the pressure he or she feels to
cover the content.

As a third grade teacher, Libby faces a trifecta of pressures as she makes decisions
about what and how to teach: Common Core State Standards, benchmark testing, and
multiple curricula. On top of what she perceives to be the many, often convoluted
standards she is charged with covering, Libby feels the pressure to close the achievement
gap by reaching for unrealistic benchmarks set for her students by people who do not
even know them. She gets frustrated with the ever-changing curricula, which she
attributes, in part, to the constant changes in leadership at the central office and the fact
that people making curriculum decisions are too far removed from the classroom to
understand what is practical and realistic. Libby points to one byproduct of this situation:

her third graders, who have had three different math curricula in four years, have, which
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she considers to be no number sense. In Libby’s view, the system has been failing her
students. At the same time, her frustration is moderated by the impact her second
principal has had on the evolution of her way of approaching the task at hand.

When a leadership change took place at Eastside, under the tutelage of her second
principal, Libby was encouraged to shift her thinking from the external factors—
Common Core State Standards and benchmark tests—and to focus on her own technique,
moving from a directive teaching style to a more open-ended method, allowing students
to grapple with concepts and skills in order to think and work more independently. This
shift was initially uncomfortable for Libby, who was feeling the pressure to cover such a
wide breadth of material; in the long run, however, this shift increased students’
confidence and willingness to take academic risks, something on the affective side that
was far more in keeping with Libby’s evolving philosophy of teaching, a belief that
represents the empowerment of her students as learners.

As an elementary music teacher in one of the highest-need schools in the state,
Meg had a different set of pressures and concerns as she wrestled with what and how to
teach. Free from the bonds of Common Core State Standards at the time, Meg’s focus
was first on tapping not-so-readily-available resources in order to meet her students’
needs. Working with her principal and the district arts coordinator, Meg built a music
program essentially from scratch. While her counterparts in this study reference the
achievement gap, Meg’s lens is focused on the opportunity gap she sees, recognizing that
all students, regardless of their zip code, should and, in fact, must have access to the arts,
a lesson she learned from her choral director mentor years before.

In defining for herself what her students should know and be able to do, Meg aims
first to give her students the opportunity to experience music in order to shift their
mindsets about their abilities as musicians, ultimately seeing themselves as students who
not only appreciate music and its importance in their lives but also are capable of making

music on their own. She begins with exercises to open their ears to music and then
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provides them with opportunities to play individual instruments. She has even stretched
her eighth graders into the realm of music theory and sight reading. When asked for a
specific example of what makes her feel successful in her classroom, Meg offers an
invitation to observe her eighth graders performing in their own ensemble, and she
underscores their confidence in their ability as musicians and to collaborate as a musical
group. Much like Libby, Meg chooses to disrupt students’ deficit thinking by creating a
counter-narrative for students, and it is her ability to do so that keeps her in her
classroom.

Tobey and Amalia have similar backgrounds as Teach for America corps members
and similar assignments as high school social studies teachers. Without the external
pressure of standardized testing, both cite the tension generated by their sense of
responsibility to prepare their students for college, and they have chosen paths to do so
that have both similarities and differences.

Tobey embraces the idea that he had no “canned curriculum,” and he appreciates
the idea that he has been able to tailor his courses to the needs of his students. Operating
as academic diagnosticians and curriculum writers, Tobey and his colleagues sounded the
alarm at Bromley when they realized that students were having difficulty expressing their
ideas despite having strong opinions and convictions. With literacy as the underpinning
of his work with students, Tobey and his colleagues created a curriculum with a strong
emphasis on argumentation, reducing the essay to discrete skills that Tobey is able to
measure through benchmark formative assessments he and his colleagues have created.
He explains that privileging literacy skills over historical facts was a conscious decision
in order to address the achievement gap by preparing students for the expectations they
would face in college. He acknowledges that looking at the diagnostic data through
common formative assessments provides a holistic measurement of students’ success that

is both concrete and satisfying.
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While developing the curriculum over time is one way he gauges his success by
addressing the achievement gap, Tobey also is fueled by seeking ways to minimize the
opportunity gap. In order to help his students find their voices as communicators, he
seeks opportunities that are “unique” and “different” to bolster his students’ life
experience. It is Tobey’s ability to create a counter-narrative of opportunity and success
for his students that feeds his resolve to continue with the work. Whether it is submitting
an opinion piece to the largest newspaper in the state or arguing a case in front of federal
district court in Washington, D.C., Tobey finds satisfaction in offering students new
experiences that will widen their view and test their voices. While Tobey shrugs at the
notion of “transformational” teaching that was introduced by TFA during his training and
says that he does not measure himself using that metric, he does conclude that he gets
satisfaction from making connections with students that have made a difference and says,
“I think that things have changed in their life because of the work that we’ve been able to
do together.”

In order to meet the diverse academic needs of her students, Amalia’s choice was
to differentiate in her classroom, recognizing early on that she could not have a
conventional classroom with a teacher-directed format in order to meet individual student
needs. She explains that she adopted pedagogical practices more aligned with an
elementary model, grouping students with materials she adapted to their reading levels in
order “to meet them where they’re at.” Working with students in “shifts,” Amalia focused
on their skills, much the same as Tobey does. As a result of these groupings, students
were required to work independently much of the time and, therefore, took more personal
responsibility for their learning, a disposition that Amalia felt will serve them well as
they move on to college. Her sense of success comes from the agency she is able to instill
in her students as they navigate their differentiated learning paths.

Like Tobey, providing unique opportunities for her students is a priority for

Amalia, and she freely refers to the notion of providing transformational experiences. She
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cites the lessons she has provided for students outside the classroom that bring the
content of her discipline into the perspective her students have in their own lives.
Introducing Zada and her peers to students from around the world is one example of how
Amalia was able “to get kids to think about and experience the world beyond the walls of
the classroom,” the metric by which Amalia measures her success as a teacher. Unlike
Tobey, however, the one single aggravating factor for Amalia—her relationship with her
principal—is powerful enough to negate her commitment to remain in her classroom
despite her growing sense of pedagogical success.

As a middle school social studies teacher, Corinne makes it very clear that when it
comes to building a social studies curriculum, she has been on her own, unlike language
arts and math, subjects that Corinne considers to be privileged. Corinne has spent
countless hours developing rubrics for her classes, analyzing course content in order to be
able to push her students to think more deeply and analytically. In addition to her
personal note from Anna, she shares sample rubrics as treasured examples that exemplify
what has contributed to her sense of success as a teacher.

Without a doubt, curriculum and content of her lessons are of paramount
importance to Corinne’s sense of accomplishment as a teacher, and it is evident that she
has thought deeply about the social studies curriculum in seventh and eighth grade. With
no reference to infrastructure within her school or district, Corinne has been explicit that
this work has come at a personal cost, given the demands on her time outside of school
and contributing to her feelings of lack of support. Nevertheless, when she highlights the
moments at which she has felt most effective, Corinne references her final two years at
Performance when she had the rubrics in place and observed the impact of these rubrics
on her students’ thinking. Conversely, when she moved to Clemente STEM and her
position required her to shift to 70% of her time on discipline, her teaching assignment
was out of kilter, and she lost the emphasis on curriculum that she so highly valued.

Corinne’s relationships with students, a moderating factor that contributed to her feelings
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of success as a teacher during her time at Performance Magnet, were no longer a
contributing factor to maintain her commitment to her classroom.

Teaching 9th and 10th grade English, Janet feels the pressure of building students’
literacy skills, and she has turned to the online, Common Core-aligned curriculum
provided by a neighboring state. While her counterpart, the second English teacher for
Grades 9 and 10 at Communications, chooses not to use the online resources, Janet
appreciates the structure the materials provide her. Of particular concern to Janet is the
fact that her students are at a disadvantage in terms of their vocabulary development, and
she continues to seek professional learning opportunities and specific materials and
programs to address what she perceives to be this deficit, thus far to no avail, particularly
given the lack of collegial support she is experiencing at her school.

Janet has pinpointed technology as the answer to her concerns about inefficiency
and lack of student engagement. She cites her use of Google Docs as a way to provide
feedback to her students in a more timely manner. From an academic standpoint, she
desperately wants to continue strengthening the journalism theme in her school, and she
sees the use of one-to-one computers as a vehicle to do so. Collaborating with a teacher at
Bromley High School, she has begun to experiment with a number of computer
programs, including iMovies, and alternative methods of expression like infographics in
an attempt to offer her students more creative, engaging, hands-on, and project-based
ways to communicate their learning. This new look at how best to engage students in the
curriculum provides Janet with a renewed sense of hope. The question going forward is
whether or not this hope can continue in combination with the mismatch with her school
leader, the dearth of collegial academic support, and the uncertain fate of
Communications High.

Each teacher has demonstrated the ability to adapt the plan for content and
pedagogy according to the circumstances he or she faced, employing the style that is

most comfortable and the method that best suits the teacher’s perception of students’
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needs; the pedagogical shift to hands-on, project-based learning is a recurring tactic.
While each of the participants has admitted that this requirement represents a good deal
of work, rising to the occasion represents a source of satisfaction and does not appear to
have been a factor that impacted the teacher’s decision to remain in or leave the urban
classroom.

The ability to tolerate and navigate constant and seemingly questionable
change. A common theme associated with urban school reform that cuts across each of
the cases is the frustration associated with the perceived disconnection between central
office, key decision makers at the district level, and the schools, and it is the ability to
tolerate and navigate constant and often questionable change, mitigated by other factors,
that leads to each teacher’s decision to stay or go. The disconnection comes in different
forms for each of the participants, depending primarily on the grade level he or she
teaches, each teacher’s perception of the consequence, and the importance of and
emphasis on other mitigating factors. Personal and contextual factors either mitigate or
exacerbate the impact of institutional and structural obstacles. When these sources of
frustration are tempered by personal (i.e., social and emotional well-being) and
contextual (i.e., relationships) factors, teachers’ sense of success increases, even in the
face of these frustrations. Conversely, if positive dispositions and supports are not
present, the likelihood that a teacher will remain in the classroom decreases.

Libby’s greatest concern is about curriculum as she teaches every core subject to
her third graders. Being given three different math curricula in four years and sorting
through lessons that are seemingly disjointed and lacking in relevance to her students are
a source of great frustration to her. Being offered professional development opportunities
after she has already taught the material is another source of irritation for her. Libby
states that she would be more than happy to participate in curriculum development
because she knows her students. She feels that she would be more in tune with what

would resonate with her students, she would be more likely to make interdisciplinary
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connections, and she would be clearer about how to sort through what she perceives to be
the very complex and often ambiguous Common Core State Standards. Her principal’s
ability to help Libby navigate the curriculum, the laser-like focus of her like-minded
colleagues, and her own growth mindset are all moderating factors that help Libby
maintain a sense of agency over her classroom and to stay in the game.

Meg, without a set curriculum, enjoys the freedom to make it her own; however,
she contrasts the autonomy she is given to create her own curriculum with her student
teaching experience in the suburbs, where every student at the same grade level receives
the same curriculum. If a student in the suburbs moves within the district, he or she is not
at a disadvantage. Meg refers to her current district as “the Wild West,” when it comes to
the music curriculum. She cites both the advantages and disadvantages of academic
freedom in her discipline; at the same time, she voices concern about equity and the need
for each and every student in the district to have access to a comprehensive and robust
music experience.

At Dwyer, a school that is arguably the most challenged in the district, central
office and board of education decisions have had a significant impact on Meg’s sense of
success. The charter partnership that went awry, while with every positive intention,
undermined the leadership of the school and contributed to a very unsteady school
climate during Meg’s first year of teaching, which, in turn, contributed to her personal
sense of trauma toward the end of her second year and at the beginning of her third year.
After stabilizing the staff at Dwyer with the introduction of a new leader and the ultimate
dissolution of the charter partnership, Meg experienced an increasing sense of stability,
which she articulated throughout this study until the final interview, at which point Meg
is struck by impending staffing cuts and is visibly angered by decisions being made
outside the school with no understanding of the potential loss to the students who, in
Meg’s perception, crave stability that they have historically not been afforded.

Nevertheless, Meg attributes her inherent positivity, a personal attribute she brings to the
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work, and the control she feels she has over her own classroom to her resolve to stay in
her classroom.

From the secondary level standpoint, the disconnect with central office decision
makers is evident with all four teachers. The whirlwind of change that comes with new
district leaders who want to bring in their ideas as they establish themselves has led to
more disconnection with the proliferation of initiatives and an increasing perception that
expectations for behavior and academics have been lowered. Corinne, Amalia, Janet, and
Tobey all highlight these perceptions to some degree. Once again, what differentiates
each individual’s staying power is the level of personal and contextual supports that
operate in tandem with the daunting professional factors.

Initiative fatigue is a topic of importance to Tobey. His issue is that he sees many
valuable but isolated ideas in the district, ideas that are dropped after one or two years
because they are not connected to an overall vision. Tobey wants to see initiatives that
last over time—in the vicinity of seven to 10 years—that are connected to system-wide
thinking. At present, most initiatives never get beyond the phase of awareness and then
fall apart during the implementation phase because this district has moved on to a new
shiny toy. In part, Tobey attributes the issue of multiple initiatives and implementation
difficulties to the disconnect between central office and the schools. He would like to see
district leaders spending more time in the schools, not just for a few hours or one day but,
rather, for multiple days over time.

Tobey’s biggest concern has to do with what he perceives to be a culture of
underachievement that he sees as a district-wide issue, and what haunts him is the fact
that when he sees the expectations in charter schools he has observed, he worries that his
students will be ill-prepared for life after high school. The only time he talks about
leaving his classroom is when he references this larger, systemic issue that he feels needs
to be addressed, and he wonders if his social justice agenda can be addressed by being in

a single school. Tobey laments the district-wide culture of chronic absenteeism, class
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cutting, and the disregard for quality work as undermining the climate he is trying to
establish in his classroom, and he is equally frustrated by policies like the 50 points
automatically awarded for a failing grade and 19-day summer school fix to failed courses
that allow students to “game the system” and the sentiment that they “just need to get the
credit” to graduate. As his students “toggle” between the system and his class, thus far,
Tobey has had to continue to wage his battle. Other aspects of his work—including
curricular and pedagogical autonomy and agency afforded him by his principal, ongoing
and collaboration and support from his colleagues, and personal and vital connections
with his students—trump the frustrations offered by the larger system.

Inconsistencies in behavioral standards and the lowering of academic expectations
are of great concern to Janet as well, and she sees the low bar on both accounts as
weakening the program at Communications. She attributes declining enrollments and,
therefore, decreased funding to a number of factors. Making excuses and not holding
students accountable for doing the work is a stance that she refuses to support. Like
Tobey, assigning a 50 average for a student who has done no work during the academic
term is unacceptable to her. From an academic standpoint, she observes that less funding
means adjusting the student schedule so that students have their classes every other day
rather than every day, and advanced college courses like Calculus and AP Biology have
been eliminated, making the school far less attractive to parents, particularly parents in
the suburbs who, according to Janet, have begun to move their children back to the
suburbs. Ongoing behavior issues associated with inconsistent rules and inadequate
administrative responses have likewise led to a decline in enrollment as students and their
parents seek more stable school environments.

For Janet, the person who longs for a sense of community, bouncing from school to
school has taken its toll on her sense of accomplishment. In addition to holding students
to a high academic standard, she values relationships with students. Her forced restart at

Communications Magnet as a result of the elimination of her former school from the
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portfolio of schools in the district represented a tremendous challenge to her, and the
thought of moving again is egregious. With the enrollment and, therefore, the funding of
her magnet school diminishing, she sees her school coming unglued in terms of staffing
and programs.

Like Tobey, the final stressor for Janet is the fact that there have been so many
initiatives during her time in the school district. Her observation is that the board of
education changes superintendents far too frequently to allow initiatives to take hold.
Instead, the revolving door of superintendents results in a series of new regimes, each
with a new agenda to make it their own, diminishing the opportunity for consistency and
increasing the cynicism of the veteran staff. The lack of traction with initiatives and the
absence of vertical alignment of curriculum are troublesome to her. Initially, lack of
relationships with students and the disconnect with her principal placed Janet “near the
fence” about leaving the district, but by her final interview, the stressor had moved to
more systemic matters specific to urban school reform. At the same time, improved
collegial and student relationships during her final interview offered her a sense of
increased connection and a glimmer of agency that kept Janet holding on a
Communications.

Amalia’s greatest concern regarding outside, prevailing forces on the work is that
as central office leaders move farther away from the building level, they become less and
less attuned to what is happening in their buildings, and she resents this disconnect,
maintaining that their job should be to know what is happening in the schools. She says
that the best evidence of this separation is that she did not attended a single professional
development session in her four years of teaching that was useful in her classroom. This
fact angered her greatly as she was operating in “crisis mode,” feeling “overburdened”
and “overloaded” just about every day with seemingly no support from the decision
makers who planned professional learning sessions. Amalia explains that her anger

diminished somewhat when she enrolled in the district- and university-sponsored urban
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leadership program. As she puts it, she came to understand the thinking behind some of
the decisions being made by administrators in central office and the inherent
communication gaps in larger school districts. Of note, however, is the fact that this
increased understanding alone was not enough to keep Amalia in her classroom, given
her lack of connection with her principal.

Corinne speaks to Amalia’s point by emphasizing her belief that school and district
leaders need be more transparent by spending more time explaining the “why” of their
decisions, thereby repairing the disconnect between teachers and leaders, leaders whose
decisions have a significant impact on teachers and students. She cites excessive
paperwork associated with teacher evaluation and the unusually long school day for her
young students as two examples of what she believes to be faulty decision making, and
she elaborates with further illustrations associated with school reform that demonstrate
competing priorities inherent in a number of district reform decisions.

Of particular concern to Corinne are decisions that have been made at the building
level as a result of what she perceives to be pressure from central office, decisions that
she feels have chipped away at both behavioral and academic expectations. Like Tobey
and Janet, she sees the current administration being lax about providing boundaries for
student behavior, with an increasing lack of accountability for students to the point that,
in an act of defiance, she herself called the police when she perceived a student to be out
of control. The mismatch in behavioral expectations left her so frustrated that she felt she
had to take matters into her own hands.

Corinne’s perception of the chipping away at academic expectations was equally, if
not more, frustrating. At a time when she felt at the peak of her teaching in terms of
pushing her students to think more deeply and analytically, administrators’ school
scheduling decisions focused on the school’s theme, the performing arts, at the expense
of academics: hiring fewer core subject teachers and more performing arts teachers,

making foreign language an elective, and eliminating advanced math courses. She
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laments the fact that these less academic choices do not align with her priority of
academic rigor and believes that they are impacting suburban parents’ decisions to move
their children from Performance Magnet back to their suburban schools. It was her
perception of the dumbing down of the curriculum, in addition to the lowering of
expectations overall, that significantly contributed to Corinne’s transfer to Clemente

STEM and, ultimately, to her abrupt exit from her classroom.

Summary

Personal, contextual, and professional factors all contribute to each participant’s
sense of success. Individual expectations and coping strategies, quality relationships, and
organizational structures offer a constellation of factors that contribute to a teacher’s
evolving identity as a teacher—what it means to be a teacher, how to be a teacher, and
whether or not to stay in or leave the classroom. For Libby, Meg, and Tobey, professional
frustrations did not diminish their sense of agency, overall sense of success, or continued
commitment to remain in their classrooms because their personal attributes and ongoing
relationships sustained their commitment. For Janet, the move to a new school,
precipitated by a structural change within the school district, led to a diminished sense of
community and a disconnection with her new school leader—touching upon all three
factors and leading her closer to the fence as she made the decision to stay or go. The
impetus for Corinne’s and Amalia’s departures centered around a disconnect in their
relationships with their school leaders, as well, but the precursors were different. For
Corinne, a change in leadership led to her introduction to a new group of students with
whom she was unable to connect within the short period of time she was at her new
school. For Amalia, a change in leadership was the sole reason for her departure, as she

saw no opportunity to exercise her evolving leadership skills.
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Chapter VI

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Summary of the Findings

What factors—personal, contextual, and professional—contribute to accomplished
early career urban teachers’ perceptions of effectiveness and their decisions to stay or
leave their classrooms? The finding of this study was that no single factor is responsible
for whether a teacher chooses to stay or leave his or her classroom; however, there is a
constellation of factors that plays a role in both supporting and frustrating teachers; how
the teachers respond to these factors and how these factors interact help to explain their
decisions. What differentiates the degree of impact of the institutional or professional
factors on the teachers’ morale and, ultimately, on their decisions to stay or leave their
classrooms, are the other mitigating factors—namely, the personal and contextual factors
that either bolster the teachers or diminish their level of commitment.

Consistent with the conceptual framework of this study, each teacher’s perceptions
of effectiveness intersect with the continuity of the teacher’s professional narrative
created over time, helping the teacher to make sense of what it means to be a teacher.
Reflecting on prior experiences and relationships, individuals navigate personal and
interpersonal aspects of the teaching experience, which help them envision what lies
ahead.

For Libby, Meg, and Tobey, those who are resolute about remaining in the

classroom during this study, the personal resolve to stay in the mix, combined with their
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relationships—reciprocated trust with their leaders, collegial relationships with their
peers, and personal connections to their students—are enough to allow them to tolerate
and navigate the complexities of urban school reform. Said another way, personal
attributes and contextual supports—relationships—help mitigate professional
frustrations. On the flip side, for Janet and Corinne, the misalignment of their visions of
the work with the reality in their schools, combined with the lack of trusting relationships
with their school leaders, led to Janet’s uncertainty and Corinne’s departure. For Amalia,
the single factor—the lack of a trusting relationship with her principal—was a strong

enough force in itself to have her leave.

Personal Factor: Vision Versus Reality

A new teacher enters the profession with personal traits and a history of past
experiences and relationships, all of which contribute to his or her vision of what lies
ahead. That vision is either supported by or collides with interpersonal experiences that
teacher has in the context of the school and the classroom and the structural exchanges
via networks within the school district. Over time, these experiences either lead to or fail
to lead to the social construction of interpersonal and institutional trust (Hammerness,
2006).

Libby, Meg, and Tobey, each committed to remaining in their urban classrooms,
were able to enact the visions of who they wanted to be as teachers in their schools. The
environments in which they taught allowed them to become the teachers they envisioned
themselves to be. The reason for this is that the collective relationships established with
their leaders, colleagues, and students allowed them to do so. For Janet, Corinne, and

Amalia, certain relational factors chipped away at their ability to realize their visions.
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Contextual Factors: Relationships of Trust, Collegiality, and Connectedness

As Bryk and Schneider (2002) point out in their book, Trust in Schools,

Schools are networks of sustained relationships. The social exchanges
that occur and how participants infuse them with meaning are central to the
school’s functioning. The character of these social exchanges is especially
salient in times of broadscale change. (p. xiv)

Like the district in this study, schools and districts that have historically been
underperforming “tend to be turbulent, with high staff turnover, multiple and changing
reforms, and an intensification to improve” (Mintrop, 2004, cited in Daly & Finnigan,
2012, p. 496). With all the intensity that such conditions create, the quality of
relationships becomes all important. The six cases presented in this study underscore the
importance and the complexity of relationships that impact a teacher’s decision-making
process in choosing to stay or leave the urban classrooms. From a relational or socially
constructed lens, the results of this study give individual voice to much of the research on
the importance of context, and, more specifically, the quality of relationships within a
school, among the conditions referred to by Ingersoll (2014) as “social working
conditions.” Johnson et al. (2012) name the characteristics of mutual trust, respect, and
commitment, all qualities cited in this study. Good teaching is both a social and collective
endeavor and is neither technical nor something to be done in isolation. Relational trust is
a social resource that leads to increased teacher commitment to the work. Conversely,
when social capacity is diminished, teachers are far more likely to leave their classrooms
(Cosner, 2009). Daly and Finnigan (2012) consider the relational component to be “one
of the most important affective norms characterizing a community” (p. 499).

The concept of trust is “a multifaceted construct” (Daly & Finnigan, 2012, p. 499)
typified by the willingness to be vulnerable as a result of the characteristics of
interactions. While different researchers name these characteristics slightly differently,
Bryk and Schneider (2003) point to four elements that are critical to relational trust:

respect, competence, personal regard for others, and integrity. Reciprocated relationships
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that allow teachers “to take risks with one another and expose vulnerabilities” (Daly &
Finnigan, 20123, p. 500) increase the likelihood that they will be “better able to seek
support and feedback, voice problems, innovate, and connect to others across the
organization” (p. 500). Bryk and Schneider (2003) point to the fact that schools with
collaborative environments engender trust and produce increased student performance by
negotiating sanctions more successfully.

At the center of professional pressure is what Coggshall et al. (2007) refer to as
“the unreasonable pressure to raise achievement” (p. 9), something that increased
significantly with Race to the Top (RTT) and has continued with the Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) in response to what has been named as the achievement gap, the
disparity in academic performance, particularly in urban settings. Critics of this deficit
construct attribute the notion of the achievement gap to flaws not specific to teachers but,
rather, cracks in the system, something that Ladson-Billings (2006) has referred to as the
“education debt,” akin to the national debt. In reality, what Olsen (2012) refers to as “the
hyper-rational perceptions of teachers’ work™ (p. 2), as Susan Moore Johnson (2019)
points out, is inextricable from school context. The finding in this study is that the
pressures and difficulties associated with school reform efforts are importantly moderated
by a trusting relationship with the school leader, collaborative relationships with
colleagues, and connected relationships with students.

Reciprocated trust with school leader. The importance of the school leader and
his or her ability to meet teachers’ basic needs as well as to empower them with a sense
of agency to increase teacher retention have been well documented (Allensworth et al.,
2009; Bryk et al., 2010; Grissom, 2011; Simon & Johnson, 2013). This study extends the
notion of importance of relationships to further understand the concept of reciprocated
trust—a condition created by the leader that gives power and authority to the teacher,

allowing that teacher to take risks in the name of improving his or her practice.
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Relationships with leaders are critical to each teacher’s sustained commitment to
the work. The leader engenders trust in one or more ways: through mutual and
reciprocated respect and personal regard, demonstrated competence, and a strong sense of
integrity. For Libby, her second principal’s willingness to allow Libby to make the
leader’s instructional suggestions her own gave her permission to take risks during her
classroom observations, and Libby’s respect for the principal’s expertise with students’
best interests at the center further cemented her trust for her principal. For Meg, her
principal’s willingness to let her take the lead on professional development workshops in
order to support her peers was a significant step in establishing a trusting relationship.
Likewise, the fact that Tobey’s principal encouraged him and his colleagues to become
problem solvers and to empower them as professionals engendered a trusting
relationship.

The lack of trust between teachers and their leaders signaled a significant move
toward lack of commitment. For Janet, the fact that her principal did not keep his
promises or measure up to what she believed was his responsibility signaled what she
believed to be a lack of competence and integrity. Corinne’s new administrators, who
questioned her judgment and failed to recognize her worth, underscored what she
perceived to be a lack of respect and regard that she simply could not tolerate. For
Amalia, her perception of her leader’s lack of respect, competence, understanding and
regard for others, and, ultimately, integrity, fueled her total lack of trust in her leader and
led to Amalia’s departure from the school and the profession entirely.

Collegial relationships. While the importance of collegial support has been well
documented (Allensworth et al., 2009; Guarino et al., 2006, Kardos et al., 2001;
Rosenholtz, 1989), research also suggests that collegiality in a school is less important
than the leader (Marinell & Coca, 2013). Correspondingly, for the six participants in this
study, collegial trust and support, while significant, was not enough to counteract the

impact of lack of trust and support from the school leader.
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At the same time, the support of mentors and colleagues who demonstrate
competence and collaborative skills is essential to the establishment of relational trust to
all of the participants in this study. Libby speaks to the importance of like-minded
teammates with common values and a singular focus on what is best for students,
something that contributes significantly to her sense of success. She openly admits that
she avoids interactions with fellow teachers whom she perceives to be disconnected from
their students and unwilling to innovate. Meg’s emerging leadership efforts position her
to become a mentor to her colleagues, something she attributes, in part, to her earlier
experiences with her mentor as well as her ability to collaborate with the person she
identifies as her best friend. For Tobey, his freedom to collaborate with what he perceives
to be his highly capable peers to make important instructional decisions fuels his
ambition to become a better and better teacher.

It is the isolation from others, a dearth of collegial support, that contributes to
Janet’s lack of meaningful connections to colleagues. With only the occasional check-ins
with the blended learning coach, the lack of collegial support is a contributor to Janet’s
wavering commitment to her school. Corinne clearly states that a lack of collegial
connections and, more specifically, the lack of a mentor, upended her move to Clemente
STEM. For Amalia, her strong sense of connection with and respect for the expertise of
all her colleagues—mentors and peers—was simply not enough to counteract the
disconnect she experienced with her school leader.

Connections with students. Consistent with the literature, this study points to the
fact that students are not at the center of why teachers choose to leave their urban
classroom (Achinstein & Owaga, 2011; Boyd et al., 2011; Cochran-Smith et al., 2012;
Johnson et al., 2012; Loeb et al., 2005; Simon & Johnson, 2013). It does, however,
underscore the need for teachers to gain a better understanding of the needs, passions, and
assets of their students in order to create meaningful and equitable relationships by, as

Emdin (2016) explains it, “meeting each student on his or her own cultural turf” (p. 27).
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Rather than pathologizing the lives of their students and seeing themselves as saviors,
teachers expressed the need to understand their students’ worlds and help students make
their own connections between their lives and the content. The nagging concern for
some—secondary teachers in particular—was how to make those connections and, at the
same time, adequately prepare their students for the academic challenges that lie ahead.

To a person, each participant in the study emphasized the importance of
establishing personal connections with students as a critical marker of individual success.
Each teacher underscored the need to get to know students as individuals, to relate to
them personally, to get to know their stories, their interests, and their passions. There
were nuanced differences in how each teacher managed to make these connections. For
Libby and Meg, both elementary school teachers, the answer was to create safe spaces
where children were able to take risks and develop faith in their own abilities. For Tobey,
much like Amalia, it was to find the connection between the content of the curriculum
and students’ lives in an effort to make the work relevant. For Tobey, Janet, Corinne, and
Amalia, all secondary school teachers, it was about establishing high academic standards
and holding students accountable to those standards in the name of assuring their success
going forward.

Of utmost importance for each of the teachers is communicating that the teacher
has an inherent belief in the abilities of each of the students. While recognizing that the
breadth of their students’ needs was great, each of the teachers assumed the responsibility
for meeting those needs. By de-pathologizing, if you will, students’ personal and
academic circumstances and getting to know students as individuals with individual
academic strengths, each teacher demonstrated the ability to establish trusting
relationships with students. The one exception was Corinne, whose struggle to reestablish
her equilibrium in her new school resulted in a lack of trust in and connection to her
students. In the end, however, even the strongest and most trusting relationships with

students were not able to mitigate relational disconnections with school leaders.
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Curiously, each of these findings regarding how to reach students--connecting with
students and their lived experiences, creating a safe space where students can take risks,
linking the content of the curriculum to students’ lives--are all characteristics of culturally
responsive teaching (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1995), yet not one of the participants
linked the concept of cultural competence in describing these efforts. Rather, each teacher

described the journey in coming to these conclusions on his or her own.

Professional Factor: Institutional Mistrust

As with schools, social exchanges through institutional structures and networks are
central to relationships within the district. In the words of Baek and Jung (2014), “both
interpersonal trust and institutional trust promote organizational commitment
independently” (p. 481). Additionally, they posit, “institutional trust is cultivated by
interpersonal trust and increases organizational commitment” (p. 481). In this study,
interpersonal trust mitigated lack of institutional trust; at the same time, the absence of
interpersonal trust has led to diminished institutional trust. Both relational trust and
institutional trust have contributed to each teacher’s commitment to the work and, in the
end, to his or her decision to stay or leave the urban classroom. Ultimately, the
intersection of trust within the personal and contextual experiences of each teacher have
had the strongest impact on whether or not each teacher has remained committed to the
work.

Across cases, a fundamental distrust of the institution emerged based on what the
teachers believed to be lack of trust in teachers’ expertise and understanding of what was
best for students. Libby’s three different math curricula in four years and the lack of
relevance in the language arts curriculum did not engender her appreciation of district-
generated content. She stated that she would have welcomed the opportunity to weigh in
on the creation of curriculum but did not find the opportunity to do so. Meg appeared to

be more trusting at the onset of this study, determining how to garner necessary resources
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through district-wide networking. That said, near the conclusion of this study, as Meg and
her colleagues faced significant staffing cuts at the building level, Meg interpreted the
cuts as decisions being made outside her school that would contribute to the enormous
sense of loss that her students continued to face. For Tobey, the lack of systemic thinking
that he perceived at the central office level, replete with constant changes that did not
appear to connect to an overall and lasting vision, generated his strongest concern within
his work and underscored his lack of trust in central office decision making. For Janet, it
was much the same. Constant change was not her friend, and she lamented that new
initiatives were never given adequate time to take hold or be measured in terms of their
effectiveness. Both Tobey and Amalia articulated the lack of trust in central office
decision making because they noted that those who worked in district-wide positions
were simply too far removed from the day-to-day operations of schools and, therefore, to
them, the decisions were suspect.

While an overall lack of institutional trust exists in each of the six cases, the
presence of relational trust—with school leaders, in particular—appears to be a
moderating factor that helps the teacher maintain commitment to the work and stay in his
or her classroom. On the other hand, a lack of trust in the school leadership results in
diminished commitment to staying in the urban classroom. Libby’s respect for and faith
in her second principal, Meg’s empowerment through her principal’s reciprocated trust,
and Tobey’s and his colleagues’ empowering trust from their principal all furthered their
resolve to stay and overshadowed the institutional lack of trust. The opposite was true for
Janet, Corinne, and Amalia. Their lack reciprocated trust with their principals did not

allow them to maintain their commitment to their classrooms.
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Implications for Practice

For School Leaders

Given the fact that all of the teachers in this study were rated as effective and
highly effective, the degree of disconnection between the teachers and their school
leaders is surprising. Again and again, the results of this study highlight the importance
that school leaders can have on new teachers and their ongoing commitment to their
schools and classrooms. Initial mentoring and collaboration with experienced and capable
colleagues are critical ingredients in the creation of school-wide trust for the next
generation of teachers. By taking the time to get to know new teachers as individuals,
school leaders can create collegial and mentoring relationships for the teachers. Getting
to know each novice teacher as an individual allows the leader to have an informed
consideration of each teacher’s needs within the school, needs that can range from
creating a healthy classroom climate to establishing supportive and collegial relationships
to empowering the teacher to assume a leadership role. As with students, making sure
that each teacher is known by a leader or supervisor is critical to that teacher’s
commitment to the work. Through conversations regarding what the teacher expected
teaching to be in relation to the current reality and dialogue about how to manage the
pressures of the urban classroom, the teacher and his or her supervisor can look for points
of alignment and sources of pressure. As teachers gain confidence and develop their skills
as professionals, it is important for leaders to continue to develop their mentorship roles
by engaging in conversations with early stage teachers about their career aspirations and
their professional futures, providing the teachers with leadership opportunities.

All of these efforts are not only ways of getting to know new teachers and their
needs but also activities that will begin to engender a sense of trust between school
leadership and teachers, an element that is more likely to maintain—if not increase—

teachers’ commitment and lead to their retention. A climate of trust leads to a school
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where practice can become public because the fear of making mistakes is reduced and
teachers are not afraid to take risks. In addition, a trusting faculty community provides a
model for the students about how relationships are formed, supported, and grown.
Finally, a supportive environment where every teacher is known, trusts, and is trusted can
mitigate other factors that are inevitable in the urban school environment, a place where
multiple outside pressures provide stresses and strains on a daily basis due to mandates,
changes, multiple initiatives, and an innumerable number of other factors. Of course, all
of these recommendations are no small order, given the multiple managerial
responsibilities and pressures on school leaders within a system in an age of
accountability. As referenced earlier, however, Bryk and Schneider (2003) contend that
attention to relational aspects within a school can ultimately assist in meeting institutional
demands: schools with collaborative and supportive environments are able to navigate
and negotiate the constraints and sanctions more successfully and result in increased

student performance.

For District-wide Administrators

From my own professional experiences, I recognize that being a district-wide
administrator in a large urban school district comes with its own set of challenges. During
my eight-year tenure in the district where this study took place, there were three different
district superintendents with significantly different reform agendas. At the same time,
federal and state mandates regarding a number of issues, most notably teacher evaluation
and the link to students’ standardized test scores, contributed to mounting pressure at the
district level that, ultimately, made its way to classrooms.

Key to the retention of new teachers is the building of trusting relationships. The
question becomes: How can central office build trusting relationships with individual
schools and, in turn, with individual classroom teachers? If trust comes from respect,

competence, personal regard for others, and integrity, the challenge for central office
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educators is to make themselves and their decision-making processes visible and to
demonstrate reciprocated trust by honoring the voices of teachers. For me, this was a
significant challenge when day-to-day activities felt like a constant need to put out fires.
That said, it is time to find the time. By listening to the voices amplified in this study, the
recommendations regarding how to do that are clear. Find the time: involve teachers in
curriculum design and pedagogical conversations; visit schools on a regular and sustained
basis and talk to teachers and students to find out what is actually going on in schools;
and spend time communicating the reasons for decisions that are made, answering the
“why” for teachers who are being asked to do more on a regular basis.

Finally, the hard truth here is that the six teachers in this study were rated as highly
effective by their leaders, yet half of them had problematic relationships with their school
leaders. It is imperative that newly hired leaders are able to engender relational trust and
current leaders are provided with professional learning for current school leaders that
helps them establish trust within their schools. Likewise, building incentives to retain
effective, relational leaders at the school level will increase the likelihood that teachers
will stay. Growing, supporting, and retaining successful leaders is arguably the secret
sauce for retaining accomplished novice teachers. Helping school leaders balance trust
with accountability is not an easy task, given the number of requirements associated with
local, state, and federal mandates. At the same time, it can be argued that creating a
trusting environment in every school will lead to increased teacher commitment and

improved teacher and student performance.

For Teacher and Leader Educators

Meeting the demands of urban school teaching is a complex prospect. Each of the
teachers in this study articulated one or more areas in which this teacher wished he or she
had been better prepared. Whether it was curriculum understanding, pedagogical practice,

classroom management, dealing with trauma, or setting realistic expectations, each
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teacher was very open about sharing the dilemmas he or she confronted on a daily basis.
To a person, the teachers spoke of the need for urban school experiences prior to entering
their own classrooms rather than moving from student teaching in a suburban setting into
the complexities of the city classroom. Beyond the practical aspects of prior teaching
experiences, what this study underscores is the need for teachers to enter the profession
knowing more about themselves as individuals: how their prior experiences and their
earlier acquaintances have informed their vision of what teaching should be and what
potential matches and mismatches they may face. Attached to that is an exploration of the
emotions associated with the challenges and pressures that are a part of classroom
teaching in their teacher and leadership training, something that, from my experience in
the urban school district, received very little, if any, attention. How can educators
recognize, understand, and label what they are feeling when they are feeling various
emotions? In turn, what can they do about their emotions? How do they maintain their
well-being by expressing and regulating their emotions in an emotionally healthy way
that will help them establish equilibrium in the face of a potentially stressful environment

(Brackett, 2019)?

Implications for Policy

Defining, Recognizing, and Supporting Effective Teachers

With the increased teacher accountability associated with RTT and the slightly
tempered version in the subsequent ESSA, the actual definition of teacher quality has
been left to the states. While ESSA declares that every student has the right to be taught
by an effective teacher, debate continues to exist as to what effective teaching is. States
are required to demonstrate in some fashion that “poor and minority students aren’t being

taught by a disproportionate number of ineffective or inexperienced teachers” (Will,
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2018, p. 16). At the state level, politicians, district administrators, and teachers’ unions
continue to debate how best to define effective teaching.

The findings in this study point to the fact that defining and naming teachers as
effective alone is not enough to retain the high performers. Beyond creating teacher
evaluation systems that gauge effectiveness by metrics determined at the state level,
measures need to be taken to support teachers in a way that makes them want to stay in
their schools and classrooms. As states reexamine desired quality outcomes, they need to
consider more than academic growth and graduation rates. The metrics that the
participants point to in this study as important are related to their perceived effectiveness,
as opposed to their relative, value-added effectiveness (Day et al., 2008). These metrics
include their ability to have healthy networks of relationships and to instill the qualities of
grit, confidence, and the wherewithal in their students to perform real-life performance
tasks, measures that could potentially resonate more substantively with early career
teachers and address the deficit thinking associated with terms like “urban education” and
“achievement gap.” To date, social and emotional learning has not appeared on any state-
created report cards. One hopeful metric, however, is the inclusion of school climate data
in some states, a promising practice that in the future may point to the importance of
teacher well-being and its relationship not only to student achievement but also to teacher

retention.

Limitations of the Study and Implications for Research

This study contributes an in-depth look at six urban school teachers and how they
tell their teaching stories: the factors that contribute to their sense of success and lead to
their career decisions. In the spirit of the study of lives of teachers, it gives voice and, in
doing so, agency to Libby, Meg, Tobey, Janet, Corinne, and Amalia, each of whom has

expressed the desire to be heard. While factors such as vision, relationships, and
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institutional trust are all topics that exist in the literature, by exploring the specific stories
of these six participants, we have a better, more specific understanding of their lived
experiences and how not a single factors but a constellation of factors have interacted and
influenced their career choices. Each individual case study provides a snapshot of how
these six early career teachers have integrated a range of influences and confronted the
tensions and contradictions in their work, telling the story of how they constructed their
concept of how to be, how to act, and how to understand their place in the landscape
through the lens of teacher identity: personal, contextual, and professional factors that

contribute to the teacher’s perception of who he or she is as a teacher.

Who Chose to Be in This Study

The criteria outlined in the selection process for this study focused on novice
teachers rated as “Effective” and the environments in which each participant was or had
been working, representing both magnet schools and neighborhood schools. While the
outlined criteria for this study focused on two measures—the teachers’ performance
rating and the varied contexts where they taught—there are other factors that could have
been considered when looking at this group of participants. At the time of the selection
process for participants in this study, teacher performance ratings were based on these
criteria. Since that time, those criteria, while in large part still in place, have been
problematized, given the fact that those criteria alone have not been found to have a
significant impact on student achievement in high-minority, low-achieving schools
(Stecher et al., 2018).

It is important to note that all six teachers who chose to participate in this study are
White in a school district with an 89% student population of color. Not unlike other cities
in the state and throughout the country, the number of teachers of color is relatively low
at 25%, despite significant district-wide efforts to hire teachers who look like the students

they teach, the state-wide average of teachers of color being 8.2%. The research question
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that emerges from this inquiry is whether or not a more diverse sample population would
result in similar or different findings.

Also noteworthy is the fact that two of the participants—Tobey and Amalia—
entered the profession through Teach for America. TFA alumni represent only two
percent of the teaching force and roughly the same percentage of teachers rated as
effective. Given the fact that 40 percent of the study is represented by only two percent of
the teaching force, this number is disproportionate when considering the overall makeup
of the teaching force in the city. At the same time, given the nature of this qualitative
study—a look at the phenomena from the participants’ perspectives without
predetermined assumptions—generalizability is not the goal, but, rather, the focus is on
the complexity of the individual.

One other surprising note about the individuals who chose to participate in this
study is that, while the criterion was novice, non-tenured teachers, five of the six
participants—Libby, Meg, Tobey, Janet, and Corinne—are all over the age of 30, with
only Amalia in her 20s. When considering novice teachers, the initial expectation was
that the individuals who self-selected to be in this study would be younger, but that was
not the case. In fact, three of the five older participants—Libby, Meg, and Janet—made
explicit references to the importance of their life experience prior to teaching in helping
them feel more successful in their classrooms. This all begs the question: If the
participants had been younger or if the sampling categories had been different, would the
findings have been different? At the same time, this study offers a window into the early
experiences of career changers, a population currently being encouraged to enter the
teaching profession.

Having completed this study, I am curious about how different demographic
factors might influence the findings and alternative criteria that could be considered for
selection. For example, in addition to number of years teaching, how do age and race play

into teachers’ perceptions of effectiveness and their subsequent career decisions? Are
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relational factors, particularly with the school leader, equally important, for example, to
younger and more seasoned teachers? Are teachers of color more or less likely to lean in
on their visions of what teaching should be in relation to what they are experiencing?

This study represents a small sampling of very similar participants.

Teacher Identity, Relationships, and Teacher Attrition

The purpose of this study was to develop a better understanding of the factors that
impact an accomplished novice teacher’s decision to leave his or her classroom. It
represents a cross-discipline analysis of what keeps effective urban teachers in their
classrooms and what sends them away. In keeping with Olsen’s (2012) analysis of
teacher identity research, this study merges the disciplines of psychology and social
science, acknowledging that the development of an individual’s teacher identity involves
both active agency and social construction. From the perspective of psychology, this
examination specifically considers the teacher’s ability to enact qualities he or she values
based on early experiences and influential relationships. This study looks at the ideals
that inform their practice, their “vision” as Hammerness (2006) calls it, and the
relationship between their ability to maintain commitment to their classroom based on the
lessons from their personal histories. The second psychological construct that this
examination adds to the literature is a look at the social and emotional understanding
(Brackett, 2019) that increases a teacher’s sense of well-being and contributes to the
likelihood that a teacher will remain in the urban classroom (Greenberg, Brown, &
Abenavoli, 2016). Turning to the social science, this study examines the role of
relationships in the social construction of what it means to be a teacher through social
interactions and the development of relationships with school leaders, colleagues,

students, and the organization as a whole.
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Concluding Thoughts

I remember my first faculty meeting on my very first day as a high school English
teacher—that moment that I crossed the line from student to teacher—looking to my left
and right at a sea of seasoned and semi-seasoned veterans and asking myself why I was
there.

In my years as a teacher, I had the benefit of remarkable leadership, leadership that
met my needs at two distinctly different stages in my career. My first principal provided
caring support as I began to learn what it meant to be a teacher. My second principal
pulled me back into teaching when I was thinking about leaving by encouraging me to
take courses in administration and ultimately hiring me as his assistant principal. He
looked at me as an individual, recognized what I was needing at the time, and saw things
in me that I did not see in myself, valuing my expertise and challenging me to grow. In
doing so, he cemented my commitment to being a lifelong educator, quite the opposite of
Amalia’s experience.

I could go on about my seasoned and semi-seasoned colleagues, mentors, and
friends who got me through my induction—those who helped me figure out what to teach
and how to teach it with a tremendous generosity of spirit without judging my struggle to
find the way. To this day, years since I left that high school, I have colleagues who
continue to be my closest friends.

And then, of course, there are my former students, many of whom are my
Facebook friends, adults now who have grown into remarkable human beings: happy and
accomplished in so many ways. I don’t remember a single grade that any one of them
received, but I am enormously proud of who they have become as grown-ups, and I
consider the greatest compliment I can possibly receive is that I influenced them in any

way.
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Looking at my career as a teacher and school and district leader, it was and
continues to be all about the relationships—trusting and reciprocated—that help me

measure my success and keep me in the game.
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Appendix A

Letter of Introduction

Dear Present or Former (name of city) Teacher:

I am currently a graduate student at (name of university) and am assisting
a doctoral candidate at Columbia University with a study entitled
“Accomplished Novice Urban Teachers Explain Their Decisions to Stay or
Leave Their Classrooms.” This study will involve a group of promising,
effective early career teachers and explore their reasons for staying or
leaving their urban school classrooms. The goal of the study is to help
administrators and policymakers better understand how to support and
retain effective teachers.

If you received an end-of-year performance rating between 3.0 and
4.0 in (name of school district) and would be willing to be part of this

study, you will be asked to participate in two 45-minute interviews

and one 60-minute interview with the researcher, all of which will be

audiotaped. These interviews will take place in a mutually agreed upon
location at a mutually convenienttime.

Atno time will identifying information (i.e., your name, your school, or the
name of your district) be recorded or shared with others. If you agree to
participate, you will have the option of withdrawing from the project at any
time.

If you would be willing to participate, please e-mail me at

I would greatly appreciate it if you would respond to this request by

Many thanks for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Name of Graduate Student
E-mail Address:
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Appendix B

Online Teacher Experience Survey

Columbia University Doctoral Study

Accomplished Novice Urban Teachers Explain Their Decisions to Stay or Leave Their
Classrooms

Name E-Mail Address

1. Howmanyyearshaveyoutaughtordidyouteachinthe
designated school district?

2. What was/were your end-of-year evaluation ratings on the 1-4-point
scale?

2012-2013 2013-2014

3. If you have stayed in the school district, in what specific school(s)
have you taught?

4. Ifyoulefttheschooldistrict, did you movetoteachin
anotherschool district? _

5. Ifyouanswered “yes” to#3,towhat district did you move?

6. If you answered “no” to #3, to what line of work did you move?



7. Would you be willing to participate in a study regarding promising,
effective teachers’ decisions to stay or leave their urban school
classrooms? If you chose to participate in this study, you will be

asked to participate in two 45-minute interviews and one 60

~minute interview with the researcher, all of which will be

audiotaped. These interviews will take place in a mutually agreed
upon location at a mutually convenient time.

Atnotime will identifying information (i.e., your name, your
school, or the name of the district) be shared with others.

If you agree to participate, you have the option of withdrawing
from the project at anytime.

Please check one:

Yes, I will participate.

No, Ichoosenotto

participate.

Thank you for your time and thought.
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Appendix C

Approved Letter of Consent

Teachers College, Columbia University
525 West 120" Street
New York NY 10027
212 678 3000

www.tc.edu

INFORMED CONSENT

Should I Stay or Should I Go? Accomplished Novice Urban Teachers
Explain Their Decisions

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH: You are invited to participate in a research study
to explore how highly effective early career teachers’ perceptions of their effectiveness
contribute to their decisions to stay or leave their classrooms. The goal of this study is to
investigate the factors that impact how these teachers perceive their effectiveness and
how these perceptions lead to their career decisions. The purpose of this study is to
inform the field of education and is in no way connected to evaluation of you, your
principal, or your school. The research is designed to test theory and contribute to
existing knowledge regarding teacher retention. If you decide to participate in this study,
you will be asked to participate in two 45-minute interviews and one 60-minute interview
with the researcher, which will ask you to reflect on your perceptions of competence as a
teacher, your early career experiences, and your decision to stay in or leave your
classroom. These interviews will take place in a quiet and mutually agreed upon location.

RISKS AND BENEFITS: I will work to minimize any risk by maintaining confidentiality
in any public documents related to this research. I will not use your name, the name of
your school, the name of the district, or any other identifying information. The fact that I
work as a central office administrator in the district does, ultimately, make the district
identifiable, but I will not share any information that could identify either you or your
school. Prior to my using any of your interview information, I will share the interview
transcript information with you so that you can check for any details that you would
prefer not to share. If you do agree to participate in this study, you will always have the
option of withdrawing from the project at any time. Participating in this study will
provide no direct benefit to you; however, it is hoped that the indirect benefit of
participating in this study is that it will provide you with the opportunity to reflect on
your teaching experiences and their impact on the career decisions you have made or will
be making in the future. A second indirect benefit will be the possibility that the research
will lead to better information on how new, promising teachers can be supported in a way
that will increase the likelihood of their retention in our public schools.

DATA STORAGE TO PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY: Any information produced for
a wider, public audience will not include any identifying information about you, your
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school, or the district. Any data that includes identifying information will be kept in a
locked cabinet in my home and on a password-protected computer until the study has
been completed, at which point it will be destroyed.

TIME INVOLVEMENT: The three aforementioned interviews and time to review
interview transcripts will take up to four total hours.

HOW RESULTS WILL BE USED: The results of the study will be used toward a
dissertation in fulfillment of a Doctor of Education degree at Teachers College, Columbia
University. Anonymous data may be published in journals and presented at conferences.
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Teachers College, Columbia University
525 West 120" Street
New York NY 10027
212 678 3000

www.tc.edu

PARTICIPANT'’S RIGHTS

Principal Investigator: Jennifer Allen

Research Title: Should | Stay or Should | Go? Accomplished Novice Urban
Teachers Explain Their Decisions

e [ have read and discussed the Research Description with the researcher. I have
had the opportunity to ask questions about the purposes and procedures regarding
this study.

e My participation in this research is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or
withdraw from participation at any time without jeopardy to employment or any
other current entitlements.

e The researcher may withdraw me from the research at her professional discretion.

e If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been
developed becomes available which may impact my willingness to continue to
participate, the researcher will provide this information to me.

e Any information derived from the research project that personally identifies me
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate written consent,
except as specifically required by law.

e Ifatany time I have questions regarding the research or my participation, I can
contact the investigator, Jennifer Allen, who will answer my questions. The
investigator’s personal telephone number is (203) 623-4887.

e Ifatany time I have questions regarding the research or my participation, I should
contact the Teachers College, Columbia University Institutional Review Board
(IRB) at (212) 678-4105 or 525 West 120™ Street, P.O. Box 151, New York, NY
10027.

e [ should receive a copy of the Research Description and this Participant’s Rights
document.



Kindly check the appropriate lines and sign below:

I agree to participate in this study in the following ways:

I agree to be interviewed.
I agree to be audiotaped during the interviews.
I do not agree to participate in this study.

Participant’s Name

Participant’s Signature

Date:

/
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Appendix D
Interview Protocols
Interview #1

My focus is on teachers who are considered to be effective and highly
effective and their decisions to stay in or leave their schools. I want to
know their stories and, more specifically, I want to know your story. What
are your memories about key moments that led you to become a teacher, have
influenced your evaluation of your work as a teacher, and have or may
impact your decision to stay or leave your school?

Today I am going to ask you to tell your story of being a teacher. During this
first session, which should last approximately 45 minutes, we’ll focus on your
decisionto become a teacher, what influenced that decision, the
experiences you’ve had, and the ultimate choice you’ve made to stay or
leave your classroom at this juncture.

The second interview, also approximately 45 minutes in length, will focus on
what you think it means to be an effective teacher and how your view has
either remained the same or changed over time. I’ll ask you to reference
your experiences within school and in teaching as a whole that may have
impacted what you believe effective teaching to be and your decision to stay
or leave your school.

The last interview, which I anticipate being approximately an hour in length,
will allow you time to share artifacts from your teaching experience that have
impacted and/or underscore your perceptions of effectiveness and to reflect
at the end of the school year on the factors in your experience that have led
to your decision to remain in your school or to leave. We will also have the
opportunity to use this last session to discuss any issues or questions that
have emerged for either of us during the first twointerviews.

So, let’s start today by talking about your decision to become a teacher and what has
contributed to your decision thus far to stay/leave your classroom.

= Tellmeabouthowyoudecidedtobecomeateacher. Whendid
you first start thinking about it? What made you think about it?
Think about and describe significant events, characteristics,
aspects, and lessons of your personal history and entry into
teaching. Take me through your decision making process.



Prompts
» Maybethere wasan experience with aperson who
influenced your decision to become a teacher.
» Maybeyoulookedatteachinginrelationtoother
professional opportunities.
» Consider: family/home; neighborhood(s) growing up;

friends and others in your life; K-8 schooling experience;
high school experience, college and university experience

» Why did you decide to become a teacher?
» How did the people around you react to your career decision?

Onceyoubeganteaching, didyoueverhavesecondthoughts?Didyou
ever think about quitting during your first year? If so, when and why?
(Forthoseteaching morethan oneyear) Did you consider

leavingin subsequent years? Again, take me through your

thought process.

Prompts
» Tellmethestoryofthedayordaysthatthethoughtto
stay/leave occurred toyou.
» Whatspecificevent, conditions, orcircumstanceledyou
tofeelthat way?

Tell me about the point at which you said to yourself that you
were going to stay or leave your teaching assignment this past
year.

Prompts
» Was there a specific moment at which you felt you had
to make a decision?
» Was your decision something that evolved over time as a
result of a series of experiences? If so, can you name some
of those experiences?

General Prompts

Can you remember/tell me about a specific time?
Tell me more

Then whathappened?

At what moment did you recognize ...

Tell me the story of ...

YV VVY
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Interview #2
Just to review where we’ve been and where we’re going...

The focus of my interviews is on effective teachers who decide to stay in or
leave their schools. I want to know their stories and, more specifically, your
story. What are your memories about key moments in your work as a
teacher, and what ultimately has influenced your decision to stay or leave
your school?

The focus of our first interview was primarily on your personal story —
when you decided to become a teacher, who influenced you, the initial
experiences you had, and the specific point at which you made the choice
to stay or leave your school.

This second interview is focused on what you think it means to be an
effective teacher and how your view has either remained the same or
changed over time. I’ll ask you to consider (1) your expectations about the
work as you began to teach, (2) your experiences once you began teaching
regarding what it means to be a teacher, and (3) conditions present that are
specific to your school. I am interested in knowing how these three factors
have impacted what you believe it means to be an effective teacher and how
they relate to your decision to stay or leave your school.

= Tell me about what you thought it meant to be an effective teacher
when you first started teaching.

Prompts

» How do you think you formulated this picture of teaching?

» Were these ideas the result of a relationship you had with a
teacher when you were a student or with a mentor as you were
becoming a teacher?

= Do you feel any differently about what it means to be an effective
teacher today? If so, what specific experience(s) — either personal

or professional or both - --- led to thatchange?

Prompts

» Have you observed another teacher or teachers who have
given you a new perspective?

» Have your own specific classroom experiences changed
your view of effectiveness?
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» How have your perceptions changed regarding: subject matter
understanding; relationships with students; instructional
practices (good and bad); relationships with colleagues and
administrators?

= So let’s go back to the specific times you talked about that you were
deciding whether or not to stay in your classroom. Tell me what you
were feeling about your effectiveness as a teacher and what specific
personal factors, school conditions, and/or professional demands
contributed to those feelings.

Prompts

» Has the difference between what you expected teaching to be
and what it actually is had an impact on your decision-making?

» Have your feelings of effectiveness (or lack of effectiveness)
impacted your decision-making?

» What factors in you, in the teaching profession as a whole,

or in your specific school have contributed to your decision
to stay or leave?

General Prompts

Can you remember/tell me about a specific time?
Tell me more

Then what happened?

At what moment did you recognize ...

Tell me the story of ...

YVVVVYVYYVY
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Interview #3

This last interview will allow you time to reflect at the end of the school year on the
factors in your experience that have led to your decision to remain in your school or
to leave. We will also have the opportunity to use this last session to discuss any
issues or questions that have emerged for either of us during the first two interviews
and for you to share with me any artifacts from your teaching that speak to your
feelings ofeffectiveness.

Now that you’ve had the opportunity to review the first two interview transcripts,
let’s revisit the personal, contextual, and professional factors that affected your
earlier decisions about teaching and your decision for the next school year.

= As you reflect on the first two interviews, tell me about the
moment(s) that significantly confirmed or challenged your sense
of effectiveness as a classroom teacher.

Prompts

» Of'the stories you told, which ones are most salient as you read
them?

» Asyouread them, are there any changes you would make or do
more details come tomind?

» Asyoulook at your teaching narratives across the two interviews
and consider your decision about teaching going into the next
school year, do you see any change? If so, to what do you attribute
that change?

= Did you bring any artifacts to share?
Finally, I am going to ask you a couple of questions regarding where you’ve been and
where you see yourself going professionally, either in teaching or in another
profession.
For leavers

= Tell me the story about the day you left your classroom for the last time.

= Tell me the story you envision for your professional life going forward.

= Do you ever see yourself in an urban setting again?
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= Since you have chosen to stay in your current position, tell me
about a time when the decision to stay into next year became clear

to you.

For stayers

= Tell me the story you envision for your professional life going forward.

Prompts

YVVVVYVYYVY

Can you remember/tell me about a specific time?
Tell me more

Then what happened?

At what moment did you recognize ...

Tell me the story of ...
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Transcript/Audio
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Interviewer:
Jennifer Allen
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Interviewee Birthdate:
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Ethnic Background:
(optional)

Notes:

Events and Experiences Mentioned in Narratives:

Personal Stories
__Decision
__Influences

__ Experiences
Choice

Classroom Experiences:
__Victories
__Challenges

Professional World:
__Challenges
__Management of
challenges

Education:
__High School
__College

__Postgraduate
Professional

Community
Technical
Other

Local Work Experience:

Prior Work Experience:

Plans for the Next Year:

__Stay
__Go to another school

__Leave teaching
Other

View of the Future:

Local Teacher Induction Experience:

Major Themes/Strong Threads (guiding motifs):
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